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Play is an essential part of every child’s life, for the enjoyable aspect and more importantly it is paramount to young children’s learning. Play is vital as it has a tremendous impact on children’s development. Through play children develop their social, emotional, physical and intellectual development. Play is a way for children to socialise with their peers, and practice the skills needed to manage day-to-day interactions. Outdoor play is also vital for a child’s well-being and enjoyment, and can enhance a range of developmental milestones (Wood, 2014). All children have the right to play as stated in Article 31of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child (UNCRC). Play underpins all aspects of children’s learning and supports a child’s holistic development, as playing helps young children’s brain develop. Approximately 80% of brain development is completed by the age of three, and 90% by the age of five. This is why play is a fundamental part of children’s development, and children need to be provided with an enriched environment to increase stimulation to ensure greater impact on brain development. A lack of play and interactions can have long-term,  negative consequence on a child’s learning and a holistic development, (Their World. 2021). 

Fiechtner, (2019) believes self-directed play is allowing children to play without adult interference. It encourages children to use their own instincts and ideas, as they can freely choose the activity that interests them and it can be personally directed, allowing children to make their own rules and judgments. Self-directed play has no end goal or reward, it is purely for the enjoyment and the process of learning, self-directed play supports a child’s development by letting the child experience independence from a young age. Bruce, (2010), supports this by agreeing that children learn and develop through the process of an activity, and that children need time to embrace the skills they are learning to develop at their own pace. To enable children to make independent choices during free flow play, as to whether they would like to play indoor or outdoors as children strive on being given responsibilities.

Woods, (2017) believes that by giving children these opportunities we are encouraging creative thinking which stimulates imagination, and this allows children to flex their creative muscles, and also problem solve, as they make up their own rules and figure out how things function the way they want them to. As cited by Isaacs, (2012), Montessori (1870), believed that creating an environment that encourages exploration, communication and positive relationships in a clam  play space, where everything had a place and resources were kept neatly, and well presented in an environment easily accessible to children. Focusing on what children were really interested in to encourage independent learning, the environment offers child-sized furniture and utensils to give children the responsibility of getting what they want to play with. The Montessori approach supports self- directed play as Montessori believed that children learn best from first hand experiences, and believed that children need to foster independence and to be self-motivated learners. 

The adult can support children in self-directed play by creating an environment that is welcoming for children, and a play space where children can have a sense of freedom and playfulness. Children are specialists in their own play, and a way to support children during this play is to watch, listen, and analyse the information in order to identify the children’s play needs. When invited, practitioners can play alongside the children, but should ensure they support the child’s play without taking over. The play space should support a child’s mood and feelings during the session, and should provide the child with an enriched environment to increase stimulation. This should including loose parts, for explorative experiences, and natural resources. (The National Strategies Early Years, 2009).

Another type of play is ‘adult-led play’, where a skilled adult interacts with children to enhance and support learning opportunities, Adults plan and organises activities and direct children to what they need to do, allowing children to carry out activities that children would not manage by themselves such as, handling tools safely and appropriately, this permits children to experience more risk in their play. Adult-led play also supports children in developing language, by the adult role modelling a range of language this will widen a child’s vocabulary and often lead to discussions. Adults must remember to respect a child’s decision and encourage them to find their own solutions through conversation and curiosity. In adult-led play there is also a possibility that learning may be restricted, if the adult has planned an activity and wants every child to produce the same the child would not have the chance to use their own imagination, (Nursery World 2018).

However, the Foundation Phase supports practitioners in providing a developmentally appropriate, holistic curriculum for all children, as well as a curriculum that supports a balance between structured learning; child-initiated activities; and activities directed by practitioners. Children can feel empowered and gain self-esteem when they have freely chosen their own activity, but they also have the safety net of knowing the adult is close by to support if needed, (Welsh Government 2015).

As children grow, in order to develop the range of skills they will need to fully thrive the child will need to experience some element of risk. Risk is beneficial for children as it helps develop a child’s self-confidence, and resilience in all aspects of development. It allows children to challenge themselves. Risky play supports emotional development as it allows children to find their own boundaries and to overcome fear, or a feeling of being out of control, and to problem solve in order for the child to get out of a situation. Encouraging children to engage in adventure through physical activities, supports the development of fine and gross motor skills; co-ordination; and body awareness. Children need these opportunities to understand their capabilities and limits and to learn how to risk assess for themselves. Practitioners should be supporting this learning through encouragement but also risk assessing with them, by providing a safe and managed risks (Nursery world, 2018).

Brussion et al (2012), agrees that risky play is thrilling and exciting for children and also has a positive impact on a child’s well-being and development. Work in injury prevention research shows that engaging in risky play can actually reduce the risk of injury, as children are more likely to learn their own limits and develop greater physical abilities. The chance of injuries may actually be worth it, as research shows that the majority of injuries children sustain during risky play require little or no medical treatment. The benefits of risky play are worth the risk as children will learn how to fall, but children will also learn how to get back up and foster an understanding of the consequence of taking risk beyond their capability. 

It is vital that children need to be kept safe from potential hazards or harm, but in order to develop they also need to be able to take risks and challenge themselves. Risk should not be taken away from the play, but for adults to risk access and to see if the benefits out way the risk. Adults need to determine whether the learning outcome is greater, as children need to engage in risky play to understand it and develop. Risk management must take into account the benefits of children engaging in challenging play experiences, play providers are responsible for following guidelines and managing play provision (Welsh Government Play Policy, 2002).

Bento et al (2017), believes as adults taking risks are a part of everyday life and growing up, preparing children to manage risk from a young age enables them to become self-confident in making sensible decisions for themselves. Also preparing them to become mature adults for the future, learning outside has many benefits for healthy risks and development. The outdoors promotes children to strengthen their bodies and offers a sense freedom having space to run; balance; climb; skip; swinging; and jumping. This can also extend a child’s knowledge and learn new exciting life skills by using the environment to problem solve and explore, which also brings children happiness and enjoyment, (Education Gazette, 2019).

Solly (2015), believes that risky play is always up for discussion as many people have different opinions. Tough regulations can also leave people with increasing concerns, with many practitioners finding it hard to strike the right balance of exposing children to risk and keeping children safe,  as it is important for children to learn skills to cope accordingly within safe limits. However, failure to provide children with risky play experiences can cause problems concerning their development and well-being, children need outdoor risky play to promote a healthy lifestyle, and children who learn to play outside are more likely to continue their passion for outdoors in later life. Having the right balance while exposing children to risk by creating a well-managed and supportive environment is vital, as the role of adult is to risk assess activities and the environment so the learning opportunities outweigh the risk. The adult is required to use professional judgment during assessing risk, as some risks will be too great. Children falling and hurting themselves slightly is okay, as it is part of the process of understanding risk and developing those problem solving skills and other skills, however, broken bones, or severe physical injury would not be acceptable (Nursery School, 2017).

Documenting children’s progress is very important as it enables practitioners to identify any areas of concern, and also gives practitioners information on how the child is progressing. The Foundation Phase states that children’s progression should be recorded, and it is essential that practitioners have an understanding of the development needs of the child (Welsh Government, 2008). Tracking observations are a method of observation that can be used at any time of the day, the aim of this method is to collect evidence that identifies a child’s interests. By recording where the child spends the majority of their time and how long spent in each activity or area, to identify what activities spark an interest in the child the most. This can also help to identify trends and patterns of play, to be able to take appropriate action to support the child’s progress and development, and for practitioners to be aware if a child needs any interventions implemented to support the child to make significant progress (Teach Early Years 2015). 
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(Source: Tracking Observation, 2011)

Tracking observations require practitioners to have a floor plan of the indoor and outdoor provision, to allow practitioners to clearly identify where the child is playing. 
 
Barber (2010), believes tacking observations can be used for any periods of time, as it depends on the observer and what information is required. From the information gathered from observing all of the children, it can also be analysed and used to identify any issues of where some areas are not working as well as other areas. Offering ways to use the information gathered to look at provision, practice and environment, for example, after a number of observations being analysed practitioners noticed girls use the book area a lot more than boys, and as a result practitioners could think of ways to encourage and make the book area more inviting for boys as well as girls. Allowing changes to be made to the environment to meet the needs of the children.

Bruce et al (2019), believes the advantages of this method is child-directed play is supported, children have a sense of freedom to access any area or activity they want to, and also allow the child to act as they normally would, so while observing you get an accurate understanding of the child’s skills and abilities. As the child does not have to follow specific instructions by a practitioner, children can act differently when they feel they are under pressure. This method allows practitioners to collect evidence that identifies the child’s interests, and how they interact with peers and the environment and to see what areas the child is showing specific interest in. After observing a child, should your findings show the child spent the majority of their time painting indoors, practitioners could put painting outside to encourage outdoor play then extend it to painting the fence with water, for example. 

The disadvantages of the tracking method is that while using this method you can not interact with the child, or am unable to write a detailed description of their movement within reference to fine and gross motor skills, or other aspects of the child’s developmental milestones such as, emotional development. Tracking sheets can become unclear as lots of arrows can become confusing and difficult to understand, especially if a child flits from one activity to another. A tracking sheet can become difficult to follow if notes are added and times of how long a child is at a certain area for, or if the information is very brief (Teach Early Years, 2016).

After recognising the advantages and the disadvantage, the tracking observation is an effective way to identify the child’s interactions, and where the child spends their majority of their time. Also the outlook on the provision and the environment, although to have a deeper understanding of the child’s development other possible methods are more effective. Practitioners could use other methods as well as the tracking Observation, to develop further knowledge, (Early Years Careers, 2019).

Punch et al (2014), believes that observational studies allow practitioners to develop a deeper understanding of child development, through observing children through play, researchers and practitioners are able to collect information about each child’s abilities and interests. This is paramount as practitioners are able to identify where appropriate strategies and interventions are needed, so practitioners can inform the best individualised plan for the needs of the child. For this to happen observations and assessments need to completed to recognise the needs of the child. Practitioners observe children to keep a record of each child’s development, observing a child while playing and exploring is essential to ensure that the child’s development is at the expected stage. Practitioners gain the knowledge of the child’s interests, skills, and needs and to observe their interactions with peers and staff. They also help practitioners understand how children are learning, and highlight where children need support to extend their learning and development.

Germeroth et al (2019) believes observing children through play gives practitioners a more accurate reflection of where they are developmentally, as practitioners see children’s use of an activity or play scenario which shows how the child makes use of their time. To gain information about a child’s feelings practitioners can observe imaginative play, as children tend to demonstrate their feeling through fantasy play. Activities that promote a skill practitioners need to observe can be supported through play. For example, if observing fine-motor skills, resources need to be available for children such as; scissors, pencils, small blocks, painting, sponges or other small objects. These opportunities for children to use the smaller muscles of their hands through play, and develop those intricate movements will help reduce the possibility of a child finding hand writing difficult in the future. This is why observing through play is vital as practitioners are able to witness the function of the process of play, to become aware if a child is having difficulties in certain aspects of development and the plan suitable activities/opportunities to help overcome these difficulties.

Palaiologou (2019), believes observing children in play activities often reveal what a child already has knowledge of, so to further a child’s abilities, practitioners need to be a participant observer, engaging in discussions and listening to a child’s ideas to identify ways to extend the learning opportunities. If children are happy and competent, contributing to the assessments, let them, children need to feel valued and respected in provision. Practitioners should encourage children to have their own say, children’s happiness and well-being is extremely important as they need to feel a sense of belonging. Children’s views and opinions can be incorporated into the planning to enhance the learning environment, as it should be well planned and stimulating for children. Practitioners are required to respond appropriately to children so knowing a child is very important, in order to provide the child with meaningful play experiences and to support the child’s emotional well-being. Through observing children and the learning environment it allows practitioners to revise plans, and to make improvements to the environment where needed. Generating a curriculum surrounding the child’s interests and abilities will be favourable to their own development and learning. 


Howard et al (2012) believes that when young children are involved in play they show more signs of emotional well-being, than when a child participates in an activity they do not perceive as play. Research have shown that children need to identify play for themselves, and it has been demonstrated that the child takes into account the location of the activity, adult presence and choice available, to determine whether or not they perceive an activity as play. As when children recognise an activity as play, they engage more which steers children to greater developmental abilities. As children become more open to a range of behaviours, enabling children to think of the risk of failure less. Practitioners need to provide children with a safe environment with playful experiences, to support a child’s emotional well-being. Practitioners are required to be on the child’s level and to see themselves as a play partner, to encourage children to make their own choices and to make children feel empowered and confident. Facilitating a playful, happy environment where children can feel independent to take the lead of their own play. Practitioners should ask open ended questions to encourage children to communicate. 
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