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Section 1 
According to Play Wales (2020), play is an action that is willingly chosen, personally conducted and naturally motivated. Children and young people choose and command the essence and intentions of their play. This is done in their own way by perusing their own feelings, concepts and interests. 
Landreth (2001) cited in (Seach, 2007) acknowledges the significance that play and self-directed play has on children’s development. Play and self-directed play is central to children’s development (Macblain, 2014) and encourages them to form important skills to help them learn (NHS, 2018). Play England (No date) argues that research maintains that by children entering positive play provisions they can develop excellent self-esteem, advance their physical and mental health, boost their self-confidence and creativity, discover the environment and have the freedom to socialise with other children of all abilities to build relationships. 
Self-directed play is children selecting what they want to play and organising it their own way. Research shows that it is imperative to develop a child holistically. By giving a child time for unstructured play with no adult lead activities it supports self-directed play (Juster, 2015). Bruce (1991) argues that excellent quality play does not have to be structured or guided by an adult. The adult’s role is to supply materials, resources and a safe environment based on their understanding of children’s development (National Children’s Bureau, 2007). If a practitioner provides an interesting, stimulating environment it is more likely play will take place. Adults provide play opportunities to help meet needs such as being physically active and socialising (Else, 2014). 
There are many early years childhood theorists who support the impact of learning through play. Theorists have helped us investigate and collect evidence about developing learning through play. Friedrich Froebel (1782) believed that play was the way children collaborate what they understand to the finest levels and developed some educational principles and practices around this theory. He believed children need to experience the world in order to learn about it. Another childhood theorist, Lev Vygotsky (1896) echoes areas of Froebel’s research. He maintained that children establish themselves and begin to understand the world around them through play (Bruce, 2004). 
Although play is central to children’s learning there are other ways for children to learn such as observing adults and other children, and through experiences such as cooking, gardening and being taught or shown by practitioners. It is valuable for children for practitioners to use direct and indirect teaching methods (Bruce, 2001). Knowledge and skills can be coached but attitudes and feelings cannot be gained through instruction, only through surroundings that support these values (Devereux and Miller, 2003). 
There are six different stages of play. Firstly, from birth to three months which is called unoccupied play. The baby moves its arms and legs, learning about their body movements. Secondly, birth to two years. The infant plays alone in solitary play. Thirdly, at two years old the child takes interest in observing other children playing. Next at two years onwards, the child takes part in parallel play which is playing alongside others. Between age three and four they begin to communicate with others which is called associate play. Finally, they develop to cooperative play. This means they show enthusiasm playing with other children and activities (Pathways, 2019). 
In addition, there are various play types. These include, social play, creative play, constrictive play, symbolic play, ludic play, communication play, rough and tumble play, adventurous play, physical play, exploratory play, role play, water play, imaginative play, fantasy play and object play (University of Wales Trinity and St David, No Date). 
Each type of play not only supports that area of learning but holistically develops the child. For example, water play. When a child plays in water there is extensive learning opportunities. They can figure out principles of flotation or even make shapes in bubbles by sculpting them creatively. Intellectually, they can further their skills on measurement using containers, tubes and funnels to pour and measure. Water play will allow the child to use their thinking skills and logical reasoning to come up with appropriate solutions. For example, counting how many small cups of water it takes to fill a larger container. Water play also has a sensory aspect as the child explores the water using their senses of touch or smell, especially if there is glitter, food colouring or something enhancing the water. Playing in water can also develop a child’s fine and gross motor skills by picking objects up, holding them and moving or manipulating them to achieve their outcome. Water stimulates intellectual growth and can also provide language opportunities by making sounds or noises to boats in the tray or communication with other children in the area (Hughes, 1995). 
The Welsh Assembly Government is the first in the world to write legislation to recognise the importance of children’s play. The legislations are the Play Policy (2002), Play Policy Plan Implementation (2006) and the Children and Families Wales Measure (2010), this is supported with a curriculum framework called the Foundation Phase (2015) (Welsh Government, 2012). Local authorities must follow guidelines to assess the area to ensure and develop a plan, so children of all abilities between the ages of zero to seventeen have access to play opportunities. This is called a play sufficiency assessment (Neath Port Talbot County Borough Council, 2016-2019).

Section 2
Risk is being susceptible to the possibility of danger (Dictionary, 2019). Risky play opportunities are fundamental for children to advance developmentally (Knight, 2011) and gives children the ability to accomplish good outcomes (Warden, 2015). It is suggested that eliminating children taking risks can have a long-term unhealthy significance on their future development and mental health (Council for learning outside the classroom, 2019). For instance, an example of risky play is climbing a tree. If children are not given the opportunity to climb one then how will they ever learn to (Play Scotland, 2008). 
Children who are inspired to investigate and take calculated risks whilst engaging with others will develop strong emotional intelligence, character and social skills. These children will often have robust resilience and have excellent problem-solving skills in order to deal with challenging circumstances (Macblain, 2014). Improving resilience is a powerful way to develop emotional intelligence and allows children to become competent learners who can manage and understand their own emotions (Edgington, 2014). 
Another positive impact for children when allowing them to take risks is that it allows them to grasp the concepts of safety by figuring out how to manage a risk as best as possible. Allowing children to take risks helps satisfy their instinctive need to take risks and helps to deter them from seeking extreme risks (Knight, 2011). Children need to discover an understanding of hazards (Warden, 2015). When children challenge themselves to run faster, jump higher or face new unpredictable ventures they are also challenging themselves physically. Children should test themselves to learn their own boundaries, and about the environment around them. Children should practise new skills to develop their bodies to help them gain independence and self-belief (Early Years Resources, 2018). 
Children with disabilities should always be included. Adults can make reasonable adjustments to give them the same opportunity to take risks as sometimes they are limited to independence compared to their non-disabled friends (Play England, 2002). 
With any task that includes children there is an aspect of risk. According to Play Wales (2016) there are several things to consider when looking at The ABC model which guides practitioners in identifying risks. These are, the chance of the child coming to any harm, how serious the harm could potentially be and what outcome it will enhance for the child. It is the role of the adult to oversee the level of risk so that children have the freedom to expand their competence without endangering them, whilst keeping in mind factors such as the weather, materials involved and space or height. 
The adult role of controlling risk in play is a difficult job (Gill, No date). There are many documents from organisations to guide practitioners when trying to balance risk with safety to give children improved play opportunities. These include the United Nations, the Welsh Government and the Health and Safety Executive (Play Wales, 2018). The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (2013), general comment 39 of Article 31 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, argues that some measure of risk is essential to play and is a significant factor for the outcome of the activity. A balance is fundamental when considering unsuitable hazards, as opposed to allowing children to take safety measures.  
Settings have policies and procedures in place for all areas of school life. The Health and Safety at Work Act (1974), The Occupiers’ Liability Act (1957 and 1984) are paramount for practitioners when looking at legal requirements and policies regarding health and safety (Knight, 2011). For practitioners to enable children to take risks responsibly and encourage suitable adventures, a risk assessment should be in place. It is written to determine any hazards and to analyse anything that needs to be put in place to lessen the risk (Children and Young People Service, No date). When planning play opportunities for children indoors, outdoors, or offsite, the aim is to measure up the risks with the benefits and not dispose of the risk completely by regulating the risks to acceptable levels (Play Scotland, No date).  
To carry out a risk assessment the hazards must be determined. Secondly, the practitioner needs to establish who might get hurt and how it may happen. Next, the risks need to be considered along with how to manage them. Decisions must be enforced and recorded. Finally, the risk assessment is shared with all staff working with the children and updated if required (Burgon, 2013). 
According to Health and Safety Executive (2012) they support reasonable and balanced management of risks for all children of any age or ability. Their main concern for investigation into incidents is from violations of the law. They acknowledge play and risk-taking helps children develop and teaches children about their surroundings. Health and Safety Executive (2012) also recognises risk is inevitable and encouraging children to be aware of risk equips them with life skills.  

[bookmark: _Hlk29926902]Section 3
The Foundation Phase Framework (2015) is a curriculum for Wales which sets standards for aged three to seven year olds in seven areas of learning. The areas are personal and social development, language literacy and communication, mathematical development, welsh language, knowledge and understanding of the world, physical development and creative development. The framework is a progressive framework which encourages holistic development and at the core, emphasises the importance of the child’s needs and learning through play (Welsh Government, 2015 a). 
The Foundation Phase Profile is an assessment tool which assesses children during their time in the Foundation Phase. By using observations to complete assessments, it gives practitioners a baseline assessment and helps practitioners to track, plan and deliver a holistic curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015 b). It is valuable for practitioners to observe children and acquire information to determine what stage of development they are working at. Observations allow practitioners to measure progress and plan future activities in order to support children with future learning. Observations can also identify any needs or difficulties the child is encountering and help practitioners establish if the child is following a general child development pattern (Sharman et al., 2007). Erik Erikson (1902) a childhood theorist developed a theory on developmental milestones that children predictably meet called the Psychosocial Stages (Nutkins, McDonald and Stephen, 2013).  
The Foundation Phase Profile (2015) is split into two parts, the compact profile and a full profile. The compact profile is a baseline assessment which practitioners should carry out on each child within the first six weeks on entry into Reception at age five which assesses children in four areas of learning. The full profile is constructed to support assessment until the end of the foundation phase (age seven) and has a broader array of skills, assessing to the seven areas to give a thorough vision of their development (Welsh Government, No date).
A benefit of using the compact profile to assess children is that it should all be carried out through observations on the children as they play voluntary with a range of resources set up within the classroom. Children should not be removed from play to initiate assessment unless a behaviour needs to be guided by a specific provision (Welsh Government, 2011). Assessments should be observed naturally to give a true reflection of the child (Riddall-Leech, 2008). 
The Foundation Phase Profile (2015) is a formative assessment which means there is continuous observing and assessing of children’s learning in order to plan adequately. Formative assessment is often called ‘assessment for learning’ (Riddall-Leech, 2008). This is another benefit of using the compact profile as it helps practitioners to assess children of all abilities at very early stages of development using specific descriptions of behaviour. The compact profile gives practitioners a baseline of the children’s achievements in order to plan for further learning (Welsh Government, 2015 b). 
Furthermore, The Foundation Phase Handbook (2015) points out that observations should be carried out across a large field of scenarios (Welsh Government, 2015 b). Riddall-Leech (2007) argues that individual observations are not extensive enough to indicate if a child is meeting milestones or developing as they should be. A standalone observation is a snapshot of that exact time. Practitioners must gather as much information before assessing to give a clear conclusive picture as the child might have been having a bad day or distracted in that one moment in time. They should not make a judgment on a single observation.
Another point to consider is that The Foundation Phase Framework (2015) is implemented across Wales as a statutory curriculum. This means that the compact profile is a standard assessment tool for all schools in Wales which practitioners can share with any other schools or health care professionals if needed (Welsh Government, 2015 a). According to Riddal-Leech (2007) it is important to share observations with other professionals such as health visitors, child psychologists or paediatricians if a child has difficulties to create a holistic picture of the child. If the child is scoring significantly low on the compact profile this might indicate a need for extra support from outside agencies. For example, a low score in the oracy section might suggest a need for speech therapy. 
[bookmark: _Hlk29924434]However, although there are advantages to the assessments being national it also has its disadvantages. The assessments are carried out by various practitioners nationwide who have different perspectives and opinions on what they see or don’t see. According to Palaiologou (2008) professionals are confronted by the challenge of not letting their individual principles and beliefs. Observations require objectivity and practitioners to disconnect from any emotions. 
Practitioners who are observing and assessing should be trained in understanding child development and have a wealth of knowledge regarding assessments and observations and how to interpret information (Palaiologou, 2008). The Foundation Phase Profile Handbook (2015) is designed to guide practitioners when assessing and observing children. Some Foundation Phase leaders from a case study of 341 practitioner interviews, argued that some practitioners misinterpreted Foundation Phase guidance which lead to a decline in Literacy and Numeracy standards (Welsh Government, 2015 c).  

Section 4
Practitioners observe children to see if they are following a normal developmental pattern. Direct observation as an assessment approach should be in a natural setting, documented as it happens. The practitioner observing should not disturb or change a child’s behaviour or play (Sharman et al., 2007). Observing self-directed play is beneficial for the process of assessing, planning and teaching children to have a precise picture of the child. It is important to support and develop well planned play (Bruce, 2001). Childhood theorists such as Piaget, Vygotsky and Erikson provided many theories for practitioners to consider when observing children and looking at espects of child development. (Riddall-Leech, 2008).  
Research maintains that practitioners have different concepts and attitudes towards play and what it is (McInnes et al. 2011, p122). An adult’s conception of play can have a significant effect on children’s learning by either expanding the possibility for excellent learning opportunities or hindering it (McInnes, No date). McInnes’ (No date) research suggests that by listening to what a child’s perception of play is, practitioners can create playful learning environments to improve children’s learning. Research argues that children are capable of differentiating between play and adult lead activities. According to research, children maintain that the attributes of play are that it is fun, unplanned and something that occurs on the floor with no rules, as opposed to a table with an adult (King, 1979, p 4-7). 
Children who take part in activities in a playful manner when they feel more relaxed display greater achievements compared to adult led activities. Children more commonly perceive playful practice as play rather than work and perform better when an adult is not directing the play but just nearby (McInnes et al. 2010, p15). Children have demonstrated that they were more interested, focused, comfortable and overall happier in a playful situation. These characteristics are useful tools for learning. Children have also exhibited contrasting behaviours between playful and non-playful practise conditions. In playful self-directed conditions they had a better feeling of emotional wellbeing (McInnes, No date).   
Devereux and Miller (2003) points out that, when observing children engaging in self-directed play it provides beneficial understanding into their development. Gaining insight of the child’s creativity, imagination and socialisation it gives practitioners a vision of the child’s flourishing development and supports understanding for future planning. Judy Dunn (1939) and Martin Richards (1940) began work in 1977 on research which argued that children should be observed in a natural setting rather than contrived conditions in order to give more accurate results that show a child’s true potential (Bruce, 2004). For example, if the observation was to observe a child using building blocks there would be a truer reflection of the child’s capabilities if they chose to go and play with the blocks, rather than contriving a building block activity and directing the child to it.
Accordioning to the Welsh Government (2008) when observing children there are specific times a practitioner should intervene in play. The most apparent reasons for intervening are if the child is getting frustrated and needs brief support, health and safety issues, in conflict with other children, being destructive with resources or wants to involve the adult. Practitioners should position themselves carefully not obstructing or interfering with the child’s play (Riddall-Leech, 2008).
When practitioners carry out structured observations on specifically set up activities it can be limiting in the information that can be collected. In contrived situations children often don’t exhibit their usual behaviours. This can give practitioners unreliable information on the child’s abilities and skills (Riddall-Leech, 2008).  
As part of a practitioner’s role in The Foundation Phase (2015) they should set up the learning environment with a continuous provision and an enhanced provision. The continuous provision is the range of resources that are continuously on offer to the children indoors and outdoors. Practitioners are responsible for supplying resources which corollate with their stages of development and that will expand their learning. Practitioners set up their classroom in line with the seven areas of learning with resources to help the children to meet the desired outcomes through self-directed play. Children can embrace what area they want to opt for which is called child-initiated learning. The enhanced provision is added items or areas which are temporary and can change often in order to stimulate the children to think more deeply. When children are learning through self-directed play practitioners will have good observation opportunities.  (Estyn, 2017). 
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