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1.
Wales was the first country in the world that introduced a play policy in 2002, it places emphasis on the importance of play and it is based on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of a child [hereafter UNRCC].  Article 31 states that every child has the right to play no matter the culture, religion, gender, disability, language or background to ‘rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.’ (UNICEF. 1989 pp 8).  The Welsh Governments Play policy focuses on every child’s individual needs and making sure there are sufficient provisions to meet these needs.  The Welsh Government passed a law in 2010 that protects children’s rights to play (Llywodraeth Cynulliad Cymru Welsh Assembly Government Welsh Assembly Government Play Policy, 2002.)
Play is difficult to define due to it being a personal activity, play means something different to everybody.  Dowling and Walsh cited in Brodie, K (2018 pp99) discusses play as ‘an effective way for most children to learn, solve problems, have social interactions, and express their own personalities’. 
There are many theorists who have researched the importance of play in the Early Years, they have similarities on their views of play.  Frobel and Piaget believed in the power of children playing and learning through hands on experience.  Piaget created a developmental stage theory that speaks about experiences and stimuli around the children that will give them the skills to succeed.  Froebel believed that the environment and natural play was how children learnt and they should have ‘open-ended, real experiences’ (Howard and McInnes, 2013, p. 9).
Role play is a form of play where children undertake a role for example, a fireman, or act out different role and scenarios, a daddy at home.  Role play has many benefits for a child’s holistic development.  Children use items that represent something else, this is called symbolic play.  Piaget’s stages of play theory states that children develop this skill around two years of age (Cherry 2023).
Imaginative play provides opportunities for children to enhance their language skills through communication, expressing their views and describing the action.  This helps them to develop new vocabulary and language comprehension.
Role play develops the children’s emotional and social development.  The children learn to express feelings and to be empathetic to other people’s views and feelings. Children may act of scenarios that mirror real life scenarios which will help them to manage their own feelings and emotions. Brodie, K. (2018 p.116) say that ‘Young children use play to work through emotions, explore situations in a safe, play environment and re-enact situations.’
The learn to play collaboratively and to take it in turns.  This all helps to create relationships.
The adult has the role to ensure that children can learn about different cultures.  Scenarios can be set up to show cultural awareness enabling the children to broaden their knowledge of the world around them.
Children are developing early mathematical skills for example one thing stands for another, Brodie K (2018, p.138) comment that children ‘are laying the foundations for representing quantities using other objects’ for example counting out change in a shop. They are also developing their physical and gross motor skills by getting dressed up in costumes and using props.
Imaginative play encourages independence and does not need ‘resources’ for children to enjoy this form of play.  Role play provides opportunities for children to begin early literacy skills (Bayley and Featherstone, 2009 p.34) says that if children can act out fictional characters and stories then they can then write stories in later life. 
Another great play provision that develops children’s holistic development is block play. Whinnett, J (2020) focuses on Froebel’s wooden block practise and how he introduced block play to children.
Block play allows children to be independent and develop their own learning which encourages them to think creatively and critically.
Fine motor skills are being developed through handling a variety of sizes of blocks, this helps the children to manipulate the blocks to build, arrange and stack.  
Children learn to play collaboratively by sharing blocks and building together, they problem solve finding ways to build various things. Whinnett (2020 p.6) stated ‘Children do not have to share the same language to play together with blocks.’ This enables children to gain the confidence to play together without the need for language, they are using play to communicate.
Early mathematical skills are enhanced in this area.  Hutchin 2012, cited in Brodie, K (2018, p.137) show the concepts learnt from block play ‘The combination of lifting, handling and manipulating blocks makes the links between physical shape, size and weight. 

2.
Children need to have the freedom to choose their own play as this can promote holistic development and helps them to build skills and qualities for lifelong learning.  Brodie, K (2018) says that through play children show who they really are as their personalities and abilities emerge. Self-directed play refers to children being given the opportunity to independently choose their own activity without interference from an adult.  Play Wales report that all children have the need to play, and that play is a ‘biological, psychological and social necessity’ (Play Wales, n.d) and that children should choose to play freely from personal choice not directed by someone. 
Through self-direction, children learn to make decisions regarding their likes and preferences, play allows children to explore their own interests and to set their own boundaries, while also defining the rules. They learn to problem solve and to take turns, resolving conflicts as and when they arise, all key development points for children. 
When children choose to play they are developing the confidence to explore their surroundings; to problem solve using the resources around them, to discover what they want to build or create. Through self-directed play, children can make decisions and choose if they want to play independently or with their peers. Social interactions are learnt and developed through play and friendships are formed. When a child is provided with the opportunity to choose what they want to play with, they learn naturally while they are having the experience and opportunity to explore and experiment with the resources in an enjoyable way. 
Maria Montessori advocated self-directed play, Lillard and Else-Quest (2006) describe the Montessori setting to be child directed where the resources are freely available for the child to select, the adults role is to supervise and reinforce learning.  However, Montessori settings are not necessarily child led, the children are encouraged not to play with items that they have not been shown and the practitioner prepares the environment ready for the children with a learning outcome in mind (Lillard and Else-Quest 2006).
The role of the adult supporting self-directed play is to be a facilitator, the practitioner needs to provide resources, set up an inviting environment which sparks the children’s interests and imaginations. Additionally, Brodie (2018) agrees that the practitioner is there to provide challenges in the play area that result in learning being stretched. Bruner takes this point one step further saying that when children are introduced to a new play concept the adult is there to support the learning, ‘scaffolding’ on what they have learnt before, creating opportunities for them learn by making mistakes (Main, 2023).
Practitioners need to be aware of theories and pedagogy behind play.  Many practitioners do not understand the importance of play in the Early years, McInnes et al., 2011 (cited from Moyes et al. 2001: Stephen 2010b) state that research has shown a lack of training in play and the holistic development of children, McInnes et al., 2011 further this by saying that adults are unfamiliar with how to play with children and that they are uncomfortable when playing.
However, with frameworks such as the Welsh Curriculum and the non-maintained nursery curriculum, play is now at the centre and the adult’s role has changed from ‘teaching’ and letting the children free play to adults being involved in the play process. It has been said (McInnes et al,. 2011) that when an adult is present, children perceive the play as work and the learning performance is decreased, when children see the play as play and with no adult intervening then the outcomes of the learning performance is higher.
Practitioners need to be aware of ‘cues’ (Karrby 1989; Wing 1995; Howard 2002) cited in McInnes et al,. 2011.  Cues are the way that children communicate and invite the adult to join them in play, these could be a child making eye contact or having a closeness to the adult.  Pyle and Danniels (2017) found that practitioners; looked at finding a balance between children interests when playing and the coverage of the curriculum.  Lendendecker (2020) supports this by saying that adults should not hijack the activity and take over, controlling the activity by making it have an outcome.
 The practitioner must actively listen to the children, allowing them to be in control of their play and being in the moment with them, giving the children independence and only supporting them when they are needed, asked or if the element of risk is high.  
Vygotsky introduced the Zone of Proximal Development that shows how and when a practitioner interacts in an activity, Vygotsky believed that the adult works alongside the child, scaffolding and guiding to uplevel an activity (Kurt. 2020).

3.
[bookmark: _Hlk158563240]Birth to five matters (2021) say that ‘Observation of children is a fundamental professional skill, used in everyday practice in the Early Years Foundation Stage’.  To observe a child is to look, listen and record what they are doing.  Observations in the Early Years are used in many ways to help the practitioner know the child in more depth. Howard and McInnes points out that observations ‘ensure that children are provided with the best possible play experiences, whether these be from an educational, therapeutic or recreational perspective’ (Howard and McInnes, 2013. P. 102) this is backed up by Early Years Matters (2021)  who states that ‘observations are vital’ as they can provide information regarding the child, such as their interests, emotional state; Furthermore The Foundation Phase curriculum and the non-maintained curriculum for nursery settings all share the view that observations should advocate the child’s needs and interests and should ‘be grounded in our thorough knowledge of child development and the child should be at the centre of the process.’ (Welsh Government, nd). 
Observations also assess children’s development, enabling the practitioner to monitor progress, ensuring individual needs are being met whilst also identifying difficulties or where challenge might be required. Therefore, using observation as a way to plan next steps in a child’s learning. 
The Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government 2017) state that observations need to be completed in different areas inside and out of the setting as well as during different times of the day.  This is to ensure that observations are true to the child and not as a one-off situation. In other words, can a child show that they have retained that skill in other areas.
There are many ways and methods that one can observe a child such as running records, written records.  It is at the discretion of the setting as to which they choose to use.
The ‘Leuven Scale’ is a method used to score the emotional wellbeing of a child.  Early Years Excellence ltd (2020) considers the enjoyment of the children participating in an activity and looks at how children learn though play; if the activity is not enjoyable, too hard or too easy, then the children will not be focused or motivated to remain with that activity.
According to MacRae and Jones (2020) the Leuven Scale enables practitioners to gauge the ‘involvement in a self-chosen activity’ and then be able to measure the well being of the child, which can then be used to provide the practitioner with a score to measure well-being. The higher the level, of well-being, the stronger the learning is.  As with other methods of observations there are positives, negatives and limitations to this method:
The Leuven scale is simple to use and can therefore be used by all in the setting. This method focuses purely on the needs of the child, therefore  it allows practitioners to identify ways to support individual children. 
 It can be argued that The Leuven Scale does not show the holistic development of the child due to the scale only looking at emotional well-being, but it is a well-known fact that children learn holistically through play. Froebel said that children ‘thrive when they are emotionally secure’ (A Froebelian approach, n.d.) as did Piaget, who believed that children learnt from doing.
The Leuven Scale is versatile and can be used anywhere and at any time, this helps the practitioner to see areas or activities in the setting that children may not be engaged and can therefore reflect and adapt the environment to best suit the children’s individual needs.
When used as a one-off observation the Leuven scale is not an accurate method to use, as emotions change throughout the day and are dependent on the mood of the child on that day.  Additionally, this method is not suitable for certain children who have additional learning needs as some of the characteristics in the scale are not presented by these children, such as facial expressions and verbal cues (Learning Journals, 2021).
When the children are settling into a new setting this observation method is a good way of engaging the children’s emotional wellbeing and can be used to support children who may need extra help.

4.
[bookmark: _Hlk158988211]Play is a crucial and natural activity for children, the Playwork Principles say that children have a need to play and that it is built in them (play wales, 2022).  When undertaking observations and assessments play is seen as a powerful tool, according to United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF, 2018) Play should be seen as an important part of monitoring tools because they consider play to be a ‘consistent element of defining pre-primary quality’ (UNICEF, 2018 pp. 28).
Play is a time where children can be themselves, where they get lost in their own world, Howard and McInnes (2013) state that when authentic play is chosen and directed by the child, then the concentration, interest and attention span is higher than when a child is told what to do and how to do it. McInnes, et al (2011) support this by stating that children who are ‘framed’ by others, lose the control of play and the interest is either no longer there or is weakened. If children are aware when they are being observed and if an adult is completing a checklist or is stood over and watching them then it is likely that the child behaviour will change and not act as how they would naturally act. This can be perceived as The Hawthorne effect which Perera (2023) says that this is when a person’s performance alters, and the result may not be accurate.
 Howard and McInnes (2013) go in to say that, when practitioners are participating in an observation and assessment, one gets better results and a truer reflection of the child’s abilities and development when the child sees the activity as play.  Gray, Lancy. & Bjorklund (2023) support this by saying that when children choose their own play their learning is enhanced which makes the observation more effective and able to see the skills and development.
Practitioners can reflect on their own setting and ensure experiences and environments are fun and authentic.  Howard and McInnes (2013) say that one gets the best results when the children are provided with positive experiences, making sure that the child has had input into their own play experiences and resources that spark their interests. 
Practitioners need to aware of The Play cycle, which will help them to support play and when the time is right to intervene.  Adults observe the role and wait for a cue to be invited into the play, the adult can then become a partner in the play alongside the child and then takes cues from the child.  The adult must not take over or control the play (Swansea University, n.d).  This evidence is backed up by Pyle and Danniels (2017) who agree that the role of the adult needs to change from helping when they need to helping when they ask.
Additionally, Howard and McInnes (2013) report that to get an accurate and effective assessment of the children, then the observation should be completed a few times, at different times of the day and participating in various activities.
Practitioners should provide the time for children to have free-play, Gray, Lancy, and Bjorklund (2023) shared a report that showed a vast decline in children having the freedom to play, to have unstructured and unsupervised play.  This decline has led to an increase of children having mental health, well-being issues.  This has led to a cohort of children unable to play without the guidance of an adult.
However, when an adult is present children perceive the activity as work this is why the adult needs to be the facilitator and to ensure the environment and resources are available to provide a great learning experience.  Children learn from doing, when children are active in play they learn more than from sitting at a table (UNICEF, 2018).
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