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(Ely and Caerau Children's Centre, 2013)

Section 1-  Types of play
Play is something children should be able to do freely, without any agenda other than enjoyment. The best form of play is self-directed without it having been structured and controlled. Each child has the right to play as stated in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child Article 31 (IPA, 2012).
There are many different forms of play, such as unoccupied, solitary, onlooker, parallel, associative and cooperative (Rock, 2020). Play based learning is at the heart of the curriculum in Wales and has proven to be one of the most beneficial approaches (lives, no date). Where a child is directing their own play, it is going to be something they’re interested in, which enables them to develop their focus and concentration and this is when deep level learning takes place. This is where they are most likely to learn through that play and be able to make connections next time it is re-visited (Anderson-McNamee, 2010).

One positive approach in schools and settings is holistic based provision. This is where subjects are not taught on their own, for example there wouldn’t be a mathematics class. Instead the children might go on a school trip to the nearest supermarket to buy some bread to go in the role play bakery. This would give them an idea of how a shop operates and could encourage them to go back to nursery to set up their own transactional role play area (khor, 2020). This type of role play covers so many skills such as problem solving, communication, weighing, counting and measuring. Children will be much more likely to retain these skills and be able to make connections in their future learning. John Dewey believed that education should be centred around real life experiences to stimulate learning and help children to develop an understanding and appreciation of their world (Pound, 2007). 

Holistic play is child led and is promoted best where a child can contribute to the planning of the provision. This is supported by the UNCRC article 12, every child has the right to be heard and opinions (UNCRC, 2020). For example, if a child was making pizzas at the play-dough table, staff could then set up a cooking table the next day with pizza ingredients. If this type of approach is offered, children will feel that they are able to make suggestions and have control over their own choices and learning. This then results in increased confidence, independence and self-motivation. Children learn best when it is something they enjoy and are interested in. It is the adults’ role to secure this wherever possible, as well as introducing some challenges to ensure progress, encourage thinking and opportunities for problem solving. Donaldson promotes the importance of reflecting on provision to ensure it is being tailored to each child’s needs and interests and the role of the adult as observer is key to the success of this approach (David, 2006).

Play supports children’s physical, emotional and psychological well-being, in other words their holistic development. Play offers many important elements to children; it allows them to show their emotions which they may not otherwise have the language to express. Children may find it easier to talk to a puppet rather than an adult and may benefit from interventions such as puppet or Lego therapy if they are not thriving. This allows them to show their character and personality, their interests, needs and who they are. Professionals can then use this knowledge and information to make provision for every child (Knit-for-nowt, no date).

Outdoor play is a crucial factor to children’s development. When children are outside, they experience feelings of freedom and excitement (Johnson, 2010). It is important for staff to remember to stand back sometimes and let children run around freely using their imagination (greatbritishnannies, 2017). No structure sometimes is a good thing. This can be challenging for staff as they may feel they aren’t doing anything, but this allows children to make their own play and solve problems for themselves. The role of the adult is crucial for supporting children’s play, but they must always be careful not to intervene too quickly or too often. Whilst asking pertinent questions or making observations can enhance the play and extend the children’s thinking, all too often adults’ intervention can spoil the learning. John Dewey supported this, that children need to have opportunities to experiment and think independently. Children will remember things more easily when they’ve experienced things first-hand, as promoted by Piaget (Pound, 2007).

Children from the age of three should be spending at least 180 minuets outside every day (NHS, 2019). The outdoors gives children a better immune system, reduces stress levels, lowers blood pressure and is good for their mental health and well-being. The outdoors also improves their confidence and resilience and helps to develop an “I can do this” attitude. 
“This is the best kind of classroom.
No walls, just sky and trees. 
This is the best kind of classroom.
No radiators, just a gentle breeze.”   (MacMillan, 2014)
Section 2- Risks and Benefits 
Risks are something that are often viewed in a negative way. This can lead to practitioners avoiding them and jumping to the conclusion that risks are something that happens when an individual is in grave danger (Merriam-Webster, no date). However, risk-taking plays a big part in children’s development. Children want to take risks for the excitement they feel from it, ‘It tickles my tummy’ is how many children would describe risk taking. The article states that the best risks are taken when children are balancing pleasant and unpleasant emotions  as it allows them to be open to more than one emotion during their play (Sandseter, 2010). Taking risks is essential for everything they do; it’s about believing in themselves, getting out of their comfort zone, increasing in confidence, managing success or failure and having that feeling of achievement at the end of the experience (GOODNET, 2018). Resilient children, who thrive on risk-taking, will become the adults we need to meet the challenges of the twenty-first century in Wales (Donalson, 2015). 

It is likely that children will come across risks every day; it is important they are exposed to these from a young age so they can learn how to recognise and manage them safely and independently. It is part of growing up; it deepens their creative and critical thinking and promotes active learning. 
Active learning is:
Hands on;
Open ended;
Meaningful;
Engaging;
Sensorial (Foundations, no date).
It is the adult’s role to be responsible for making a professional judgement on when it is a safe and healthy risk or something that poses danger. The Foundation Phase sets out procedures for settings to put in place to ensure each child’s safety and certain activities should be risk assessed (Pilcher, no date).
Practitioners should try not to support children unless they seek help or are in real danger. If a child is choosing a challenge it is likely they know themselves whether they are ready or not.  It is equally important not to pressure children to do something they are not confident with or remove them from something they were in the middle of undertaking, this could completely knock their confidence. If adults do not believe they can do it, why should they believe in themselves? Montessori wrote a book called ‘The child can only be free when the adult becomes an acute observer’. Adults’ responses should be based on their observations of the children; this should then ensure there is no limit to their freedom (Pound, 2007). 

Risk assessments are a process that ensures children are able to still take risks independently as they enable staff to be aware of and minimise the dangers. Example of things to consider when completing a risk assessment are:
What are the hazards identified?
Who might be harmed?
How they might be harmed?
How might the hazard be controlled?
Is it enough to control the hazard?
What further actions are needed to eliminate the hazard?  (SafetyCulture, 2020).
This should minimise any severe dangers while allowing children to play freely and have fun.
There is a tendency for risk taking to be seen as something physical. However, emotional risk taking can be just as challenging. There are many ways in which children need to take emotional risks. For instance, this could be trusting someone new in their lives. For some children, who might have been let down by adults in the past, this could be a scary thing to do. Practitioners can support children to develop this trust by always listening to them and providing appropriate support. Adults also need to recognise when children are feeling anxious in new situations. They are all individual and have different strengths and fears. For some children, activities such as performing on a stage are really intimidating and adults need to ensure that they are provided with the appropriate levels of encouragement and support to be able to succeed (Hoekstra, 2020).

Susan Isaacs believed in the importance of allowing children to be curious and find things out for themselves. How are children able to do this without taking risks? Children need to feel they can go and explore the garden, get muddy, jump in puddles and climb trees with-out being told “Be careful” or “Don’t do that, you’ll get muddy” instead settings could provide waterproofs and wellies to ensure no child is being limited (Pound, 2007).

It can be challenging for staff to watch children take risks; after all is it their duty to care and look after them but they cannot guarantee that no child will ever get injured. It is hard to not to imagine the worst, but these feelings must be put aside and practitioners should try and remember the enjoyment they had as children when they were free to push themselves and take risks (Education, no date). 

























Section 3- Observation 
Observations are a tool which practitioners can use to get a profile of each child, focusing on their needs and interests. There are many different observation methods practitioners can use throughout children’s school experience. Many settings have a method they feel works best for them as well as the children. There is no right or wrong, each method has their own strengths and weaknesses. However, exploring different forms of observation can be beneficial (Discoverers, 2017).

The Leuven Scale is one method of observation which was developed by Ferre Leavers.  It is a form of assessment that ensures practitioners are able to assess children’s well-being and involvement levels. To ensure deep level learning these two factors are very important. When children are confident, eager and comfortable, their well-being is at a good level. Leavers once said “If we’ve got well-being, we’ve got a lot” (Arnerich, 2018).

There are many benefits to using the Leuven Scale; it is a tool that focuses on each child’s well-being which is one of the main priorities. This type of observation can be appropriate for any age, is supportive for settling children in and encourages practitioners to focus on individual children’s needs and interests. However, the Leuven Scale is not a quick fix, the observations are on-going as it takes time to build up a full picture of a child and reflect on the provision being offered. Every setting will have different observational methods, therefore new staff to a setting may not be aware of the Leuven scale so some training may be required.  Using the Leuven scale can be time consuming, however it does support practitioners to ensure that each child’s well-being and learning needs are met. From the information practitioners receive from these types of observations, they will be able to recognise how each individuals’ well-being and levels of involvement is. This would then be shared with staff and parents at the setting to ensure the child is getting the best support possible (Arnerich, 2018).

Where a child is curious, fascinated, satisfied and interested they are showing high levels of involvement. The Leuven scale ranges from extremely low to extremely high for both emotional well-being and levels of involvement. Where a child looked uncomfortable, crying and not responding to the environment, this would be an example of low well-being. Where a child shows continuous concentration, creativity, energy and persistence, they are demonstrating high levels of involvement (council, 2017).  Based on the outcome of the observations, staff would do a ten-point action plan for promoting the child’s well-being and involvement. For example, planning and facilitating an activity which is centred around their needs and interests to ensure they are going to be engaged. Staff should always encourage children to develop and try their own ideas and be sure to offer constructive suggestions and support when appropriate (software, 2019).

Maria Montessori was an influential theorist, whose ideas have had a powerful impact on education for many decades. She recognised the importance of children’s well-being which was supported through giving children time and freedom. Practitioners should show children they trust their abilities, which can be done by allowing them to repeat activities that may have been a challenge but gradually one will see improvement each time it is re-visited. The main purpose activities is the process not the result  (Isaacs, 2016).

Ferre Leavers believed that teachers were a guide not a guard.  He advocated that the learning was a journey not a destination; discovery was questioning the answers not answering the questions; and process was discovering ideas not covering content (Leavers, 1994). The Leuven scale allows children to play independently using their imagination and this supports their holistic development as they aren’t just focusing on one area. Where a child can choose their play freely, there aren’t any limitations.  They will naturally integrate all aspects of their development without artificial boundaries being imposed on them (Smith, 2015).

To conclude, the Leuven Scale appears to be a reliable and effective method of observation. The nature of this scale encourages practitioners to focus on levels of involvement and well-being which is demonstrated much more evident in child-initiated play. It officially only looks at levels of involvement and well-being, but settings may soon recognise that when these two aspects have been supported that children’s development in school will improve all round (Arnerich, 2018).

Reggio Emilia is child centred approach with a priority for each individual to have high self-esteem and confidence. Observations are seen by Reggio as a tool to support practitioners to recognise and understand each child’s development, their knowledge, their emotional and relational aspects. This allows staff to see first-hand the way children learn which will then be shared with other settings with the hope of continuous improvement for each and every child. This is similar to the Leuven scale; however Reggio seems to do observation to see where
children are generally, how they think and learn. The Leuven focuses on well-being and levels’ of involvement but this does support other aspects eventually (Carolyn Edwards, 1998) (school, 2018). 





















Section 4- Chid-led play
The use of play when undertaking an observation gives staff a clear and honest image of each individual. To understand a child, practitioners must step back and allow them to play, enjoy and express themselves independently. Adults can be inclined to ask too many questions which may overwhelm the child and prevent them from showing their true potential. When children are playing, practitioners can learn so much about a child; their interests, needs, levels of speech and language, social skills, imagination, empathy and how they learn best (blog, 2018). 

The adults’ role is to support the learning when necessary without dominating the play. Often children may invite staff to join them, for example to engage in role play, which is a positive sign that staff are engaging with the children’s play on an equal footing. This will then provide a perfect opportunity to support children to experiment, take risks and test their ideas without dominating the play. Froebel believed that parents should share their own learning alongside their children, which was suggested to be a more relaxed and enjoyable experience (Bruce, 2012)

Whilst almost all early years’ settings would agree that play was crucial to support learning, the definition of play can be hard to pin down and, in practice this varies hugely from setting to setting.  The presence of an adult at an activity can strongly influence a child’s perception of whether the activity is “play” or “not-play” but this does differ between settings, depending on the value they place on play.  McInnes (2013) has shown that children demonstrate improved performance, motivation and accuracy when undertaking the same task under playful conditions as opposed to more formal practice. Formal practice can be viewed as the children doing a task that they have not shown much interest in which has been placed in front of them. Observing a task like this will not highlight a child’s honest potential as the article suggests children learn best and more accurately when learning through play.  The article suggests that observing children during their play is going to give practitioners the best view of a child’s skills and potential (Mclnnes,2013).
Children can find it very overwhelming when questions are being asked that they do not know the answer to which limits the success of formal teaching approaches with young children.  An alternative approach is imitation. If adults observe and build on children’s sounds, gestures, words, phrases and actions during their play, children feel that they have a voice and this has a positive effect on their self-confidence (Weinberger, 2016).

Cohen believed play was wonderful and enabled children to learn how to handle the world and their social roles within it which was supported by Vygotsky. However, Cohen believed that his children played far more complexly in the house in comparison with nursery as he recognised the importance of child-led play.  This suggests that the role of the adult is crucial in promoting and not inhibiting play,  allowing children to lead their own learning through play and being confident that they will develop well-rounded skills through this approach (Cohen, 2007).

This could be attributed to the definition of play being too narrow, only focusing on what the adult sees happening, not really understanding the context of the play from the child’s perspective. Where an adult is directly present, there is a danger that children will no longer view that activity as play. This does depend on how adults interact with children; where they are able to ask open-ended questions and show genuine interest in the learning process, children will be less likely to make distinctions between what is play and what is not if they have only ever had play-based experiences. Some settings may find play-based provision challenging to follow, they may feel it doesn’t contribute much to the children’s development. Play isn’t just setting anything up and leaving the children to it, play is observing the children, setting up based on this and involving oneself into the play. Co-constructing activities with children is where practitioners aren’t watching children roll in the mud, they are rolling in the mud with them. Mclnnes (2013) states that the language that is going to support development is through shared problem solving and the use of open-ended questions. Interactions with adults push children to deepen their learning, this is by asking open-ended questions, support with problem-solving and praising ideas, Vygotsky also recognised this. Practitioners need to be supported to understand the power of play and their role within this (Mclnnes, 2013).

This shows why observations of children engaged in play is so important, they will show evidence on how children learn best. This will then be shared with other settings and schools in hope of supporting them on seeing the true potential of each and every child (rock, 2020).
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