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What is Play?
To define the term play is difficult. It is made up of interactions with other people, objects and the environment while displaying different types of behaviour. (Play Wales, 2020). Play is also a way of children communicate while having fun. They are able to display their personal needs, show what knowledge they know about the world and refine and learn new skills. (Loizou,2017, p784 a)
      Whilst the definition of play is hard to define the importance of the role of play in a child’s development is paramount. It is valued by the children and they regard it as one of the most important aspects of their lives, along with the place to play and the time and freedom to do so. The importance of Play is widely documented and is directly associated with children’s emotional, physical, social, and intellectual well-being and health. The benefits can develop over time or instantly while the children play. Social interactions are one of the main benefits of play. During self -directed play children exchange actions, and these actions create interactions both to a response and stimulus for the behaviour. Interactions such as these, create opportunities to develop and gain skills to make positive interactions. With these positive interactions form the basis to develop a child’s emotional and social development. As the child gets older, he/she would build upon the positive experience to create new skills to deal with conflict, empathy, aggression and cooperation. (Loizou,2017, p785 b)  
Piaget’s definition of play was first proposed in 1951 and stated that there was an evolving structure of three types of play. These were practise play, symbolic play and games with rules. Over time Smilansky (1968) tried to add a fourth type which was constructive play. (Moyles,2010). The types of play were disputed as not all the stages were covering all types of play and not all children pass through every stage. Other theorist tried to define the definition of play, but all came under criticism as their theories did not cover every aspect or stage of play. (Moyles,2010). Hughes, 2006 suggested that there were as many as sixteen types of play, some of which are: Rough and tumble play, Socio-dramatic play, Social play, Creative play and Communication play. (Mukherji and Dryden,2014).
Rough and tumble play is seen by Smith et al(2011) as just one of the types of play .Physical play is another and he suggests that to move from physical play where children move through stages which are rhythmical stereotypes-body movements such as kicking legs or waving arms, through to exercise play which is seem to occur during preschool age. It involves whole body movements such as running, jumping and climbing. Rough and tumble play come after exercise play and tends to overlap and become more common during the middle years of school. Rough and tumble tends to involve play fighting and chasing each other. Rough and tumble play is distinguished by its social nature and its characteristics are non-aggressive, friendly smiling and laughter between children or on their own. Rough and tumble helps develop a holistic child as it uses literacy when communicating, social skills when interacting, fine motor skills when chasing and trying to catch a person, gross motor skills when running, imagination skills, role play if playing a game with characters such as cops and robbers.(Crowley,2014)
What is Self -directed play?
Self-directed play is first and most importantly what the child wants to do as opposed to what the child feels he/she must do. The player (the child) chooses not only to play but how they want to play. (Grey,2013) Self -directed play gives the child the opportunities to learn and develop at their own pace as well as create their own opportunities to learn through play without the realisation of them doing work or a task. The child would become better at problem solving, self-regulation and their self-esteem will increase lead to promoting the wellbeing.
Smidt, 2010 stated, Play is always purposeful to the child even though at times it may seem purposeless to the practitioner. (Moyles,2010).
An educator’s role is to create and provide great amounts of chances and opportunities to which children want to be involved in, both as a group or individually. These opportunities provide the foundations for children to learn from and create their own learning experiences to adhere to their rules and desires. Planning is essential for the educator to analyse and evaluate the learning chances and to make decisions on when and how to become involved or when the play needs to be moved on. The children’s individual needs must be met for optimal development and learning. For quality teaching and learning, it is considered that practitioner’s capability to apply their knowledge of the learning of the children and to promote their progress, achievements and to assess the effectiveness of the provision. (Brock,2008)
 


Risks during play:
The Government have a duty to ensure children have the access to stimulating experiences through play with safeguarding from risks that are inappropriate, however it is to be full of challenges whist offering the opportunity to discover about themselves and the world through freely chosen play. (Play Wales, 2019). 
While taking risks during play provides the child with invaluable experiences for leading children’s learning. Risk during play is often seen as adventure and challenge, rather than finding or providing reasons to stop or prevent children. Froebel suggests that children who are prevented or protected from risk during play is more likely to be less safe than those who have experienced increased challenges within play. Froebel believes this is due to those who were exposed to risk gained more awareness of their own abilities and limits as well as developing better understanding how to assess the risks for themselves. (Maynard and Waters, 2014). Taking risks during play is important because they learn for themselves how to be grounded within their own social, personal and emotional development. Developing these positive views of themselves and seeing themselves learn, gain the ability to deal with setbacks and mistakes are all steps to help towards building up their resilience and develop their creativity. A child’s development can be hindered by adults if they shield children from risks. Early years practitioners should consider how they develop their own role within play to allow them to best deal with a play situation. A practitioner could become overbearing to the point they drive the subject away from what the child would have chosen, due to the practitioner being concerned for the reasons of their play. Oppositely children can be left lost or confused if a practitioner fully withdraws away during play, because they feel they might interfere and stop the play cycle. (Lindon,2001). 
How to balance risk and safety
There are many policies and measure that have been drawn up to ensure all children get to experience play and risk taking within play. The Welsh Government’s Children and Families (Wales) measure (2010) states: Play opportunities needed to be assessed and secured within Wales and within The Play Sufficient Assessment the Local Authorities were asked to look at: to what extent do the health and safety policies embrace the principles of risk benefit.(Play Wales 2019). Estyn, CSIW and Health Safety Executive all look at the settings play policy. Each setting should have a play policy to ensure the parents, staff and other professionals know what is expected during play, what approach will be taken and how risk during play is managed. All play policies for schools can follow a basis template and adapt necessary aspects for their settings. (Play Wales, 2019). Another way risk can be managed is through risk assessing activities. A risk assessment is a way of measuring if the risk balances with the benefits to ensure the activity is not a hazard. The term hazard when used with a risk assessment means anything that can cause harm whereas the work risk means a high or low chance that anybody could get hurt or harmed by the hazard. (Nutkins, McDonald and Stephen,2013).
The dynamic risk management of common but potential hazardous play opportunities paper was recently developed to support how accidents can occur in more depth whilst playing. The model aims to help and guide practitioners to identify potential risks through a dynamic assessment. (Play Wales,2018). The model is named The Model of Dynamic Risk Benefit Assessment after the factors it covers. These are:
Actions that could result in harm
Behavioural modes of children. This covers children who might not be able to manage risk for themselves. The child might not be able to manage risk for themselves as they might have a diminished awareness.
Context Specific factors. These are factors that could potentially and likely increased the severity of harm.
The ABC model is to support the practitioner within staffed provisions where play occurs. (Playwales,2016)
Foundation Phase Profile and Observation
Throughout Foundation Phase the Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) supports the assessments of the child’s learning and development. It provides a consistent baseline nationally (which is a benefit as all the children are following the same criteria) and through observations and formative assessments the practitioner would be able to provide the child with an appropriate developmental curriculum that supports a holistic child. The profile (once the assessments are ongoing) provides a view of the child’s skills with in the four areas of learning. These are personal and social development well-being and cultural diversity: Language, Literacy and Communication skills, Mathematical development and physical development. This is also a benefit as it helped to build a consistent picture of the child.( Welsh Gov, 2016)
On entry into the Foundation Phase a profile skills ladder is used within the Foundation Phase Profile as it is suitable for very young children and children who are in early stages of development. (This is a benefit as it caters for all ages and abilities). The profile provides information on transition, whilst helping the practitioner to plan the next steps for learning.(This is also a benefit as a picture would have been built up of the child before entering Nursery and any concerns that other practitioners might have to be logged).  When moving from nursery to reception these FPP profiles follow the child throughout their education in Foundation Phase and key stage 1 and 2. (Another benefit as the next practitioner can see the child’s history and what progress they have made). Within the first six weeks observations from the compact profile skills ladder should be made to make a baseline assessment. These assessments were chosen as they were easy to observe whilst letting the child settle into their new environment. These observations are both a benefit as they provide key information to help and support the child’s early development and a limitation as you need to watch the child for six weeks which is a long time. Each skills ladder that is used within the four areas of learning have results that are entered into software, this then flags up any need for further observations and assessments, referrals or advice from Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator and the Additional Learning Needs Co-ordinator and also provides an insight as to what it means for practice and the provisions.(Welsh Government, 2017)
There are both benefiting factors that come from the Foundation Phase Profile as well as limitations. Some of the other benefiting factors are the amount of information that is provided to the parent. As there are no requirements to say the parents should receive written reports regarding the baseline, they are able to be informed about their childs profile in parent meetings, annual reports and informal discussions. This leaves both time for the practitioner to spend their time planning for the children and to be able to reach out to parents/guardians when needed. Another positive aspect is once all the observations are complete, the findings from the observations are entered into the data base and accessed by the government to see the areas that children are progressing in and those that are not, called standardisation. It is also able to identify other key factors such as is poverty affecting learning, is there any difference in learning between gender and what areas of the country that could need more help within their education system. For example: within the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile results in England 2017, both boys and girls had made improvements but girls continued to do better than the boys ,whereas the boys had made improvements at a faster rate.(Department of Education,2017 ). In the 2018 Early Years Foundation Stage Profile results in England it shows compared to 2017 the number of children achieving at least eleven of the early learning goals. (Department of Education, 2018).
The limitations include that the profile is designed to suit all children and help in identifying potential special educational needs, but it is not intended for the profile to have sufficient details to assess Special Educational Need or Additional Learning Needs children fully. Another limitation is the Foundation Phase Profile is designed to line up with other health professional assessments. Their view of the child might be different to a different practitioner and mark the child at the wrong stage as to what the practitioner might have put them at. The environment in which the child is in or how familiar the child is with the health professional might also have an impact on the child and not give a true reflection of the child. (Welsh Government,2017).
Practitioners and Observations
Practitioners need to carry out many observations as doing only one observation is not enough. Building up a holistic picture of the child’s needs, developments and achievements is important as all areas impact on each other. (Riddall-Leech,2008).
 Children seeing an activity as play which involves having a choice to participate, an adult being near-by or the activity being undertaken on the floor demonstrates amplified emotional well-being as opposed to seeing the activity as not play, which consists of an adult being directly present, the child being asked to undertake the activity or the activity being undertaken on a table. (Howard and McInnes, 2012 p739) 
Karbby 1989, Wing 1995 and Howard 2002 demonstrated that children use for example: the location of the activity or if an adult is present and if they see the activity as play as cues. Studies have shown if a child sees an activity as play the child is more likely to stay engaged and for longer periods of time. Where the child sees the task as play, theorists Thomas et al, 2006 and McInnes et al, 2009 has shown that the child’s performance significantly improves. (Howard and McInnes,2012. P738)   
Play is seen to be critical in how children learn and underpins the curriculum guidance throughout the United Kingdom. (McInnes et al, 2011).
Assessing children during play can offer a naturalistic context in which the child’s development can be observed in a number of different areas. Play is universal, this is important as all children regardless of the cultural backgrounds or abilities can play in their own way. Play is one form of assessing a child who is difficult to assess with formal procedures. (Lidz,2002). 
Play can also be a way of reducing inequalities leading to more confident children.Practitioners should develop activities that are appropriate for the child’s developmental age which will result in engaging learning opportunities. Assessing and observing the child regularly will enable the practitioner to ensure the activity is still appropriate for the child’s developmental stage. Promoting children to consider and reflect upon their own learning can help extend a child’s own learning where appropriate. Assessments for learning approaches remain vital to support progression and the learning and development of children. (Welsh Government, 2016)  
Interpretation, intervention and interaction are three ways in which an adult can affect the outcomes of play. Throughout a child’s play all three of these will happen but it is the responsibility of the practitioner to get the right balance. Practitioner should intervene in cases where an individual child needs help to join in, when children get aggressive, when a child has asked for the practitioner to join in or to extend the child’s learning. When the practitioner is going to intervene, they should do so sensitively and gently, with as little disruption as possible and if in danger swiftly and decisively. (Lidz,2002) 
The practitioner should be aware of his/her own development and if in doubt gain more knowledge and self- awareness. Reflection enables the practitioner to respond with more insight and confidence. (Moyles, 2010).
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