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Children’s Play, Principles and Practice 
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Section One
Play is the work of children. It consists of those activities performed for self-amusement that have behavioural, social, and psychomotor rewards. It is child-directed, and the rewards come from within the individual child; it is enjoyable and spontaneous (Encyclopaedia of Children's Health, 2020, no page).
This definition of play states how important play is for the holistic development of the whole child.  According to the Lego Foundation (2018), because the development of the child is complex, play can be drawn on as an effective method to bring all aspects of this development together.  
As stated by The Welsh Government (2014, p.4) ‘children have a fundamental right to be able to play’. This view is also supported by the United Nations Rights of the Child, Article 31, which states ‘Children have the right to relax and play, and to join in a wide range of cultural, artistic and other recreational activities…’  	Wales became the first country to legislate play in 2010 with the publication of the document, ‘The Right to Play’.  This document includes seven core aims which are now fundamental to all strategies and policies written for Wales, and the ‘Play Friendly Wales’ legislature ensures that each local authority provides opportunities for all children to be able to play (Welsh Government, 2015).  The creation of these policies, with play at the centre, demonstrates the importance and significance that play holds.
Holistic development is the emotional, physical and cognitive development of the whole child.  Play is holistic because it supports all these aspects as stated by Play Wales (2020).  This can be noted when considering the many different types of play.
During Locomotor play, the child is involved in physical activities such as playing ‘tag’ and ‘hide and seek’, and, as such, is developing gross motor skills associated with such activity.  However, when this is more deeply analysed, it is realised that these are not the only skills which Locomotor play is assisting the child to develop.  Whilst playing these games the children are often playing with a group of children.  As such, their soft social skills of communication and teamwork are being developed.  It could be considered that the children are also learning empathy for the feelings of others if a child is disappointed to be ‘tagged’ or ‘found’.  Also, playing ‘hide and seek’, involves counting whilst children hide.  This also brings the development of cognitive skills into the play (National Childhood Network, no date).
Role Play is an effective way for children to make sense of the world around them, while developing their social and language skills and their understanding of different religions and cultures (Early Start, 2020).  As well as this, it can also be noted that Role Play develops other skills, for example, as the child manipulates toy groceries into a basket and onto the till area, they are using their fine-motor skills.  When the child pushes around the toy trolley, they are using the muscles in their limbs and developing their gross-motor skills (Dinky Street, 2020).
Self-directed play is freely chosen by the child. It is not teacher led, but child led.  The desire to play comes from within the child, as such, self-directed play is intrinsically motivated with no specific goal.  It is a natural child response (Houser Juster, 2015). This type of play fosters the development of the whole child and can contribute to success in education.  It allows the child to take healthy risks and independently problem solve.  In Wales, the Early Years curriculum is called the Foundation Phase.  Children in any Early Years setting, aged from three to seven years will follow this.  It revolves around the principle of learning through play because children are at their most relaxed whilst engaging in play, therefore they will learn better (Welsh Government, 2008).  This shows that as all aspects of children’s early learning are interlinked, self - directed play enables this holistic development of the whole child.
To enable successful self – directed play it is imperative that the Early Years Practitioners are knowledgeable and able to facilitate children’s learning.  This avoids children being ‘intentionally taught’, but rather that they learn through the play opportunities and resources available to them.  This is supported by the theorists Piaget and Vygotsky, who focus not on what children can do now, but what they can achieve next.  The Early Years Practitioner will provide the scaffolding required for the child to reach this ‘next step’ in their learning (Martin, 2017).
The role of the adult can also be seen in the Play Cycle.  When the Practitioner receives a play cue from a child, they will initiate an appropriate response (the return) and continue to play with the child as their play partner until the child decides they wish to annihilate (King, 2020).  The adult can also act as a facilitator for the child’s play by being able to immediately provide an additional resource which they are asking for and providing a playful environment.  As King (2020) states, after this it is important that the adult ‘steps-back’ to observe the play.

Section Two
Human beings are born with the innate ability to take risks.  An adult is experienced in this and has developed the skills to mentally assess the vast number of decisions they need to make each day (Early Years Matters, no date).  This allows them to decide whether the benefit out-weighs the risk and to put necessary precautions in place. However, children need to develop this skill (Lavrysen, Bertrands, et al. 2015).
According to Play Wales (2021), risky play is exciting and exhilarating for children.  It provides children with the opportunities to encounter or create uncertainty, hazards and unpredictability through their play.  The skills gained throughout risky play promote children’s’ holistic development and an important life skill, as mentioned above, called risk taking (Somerset County Council, no date).
Adventurous, challenging and rough and tumble play fall under the umbrella of risky play.  Whilst participating in this play, children are developing their gross and fine motor skills by balancing, moving and supporting their bodies.  This also strengthens their muscles, bones and respiratory systems and promotes awareness for their own body and ability (Hornsea Nursery School, no date).
As well as this, risky play stimulates cognitive and creative development when children use their imaginations and think about what they are going to play, how they are going to play this and with what resources (Somerset County Council, no date).
Children’s emotional development is developed through risky play (Sandseter, 2009).  They learn perseverance and how to deal with failure.  This gives them confidence, which increases their well-being.  Additionally, children experience joy and self-esteem when they succeed in their challenge.  Risky Play helps them to overcome their fears of ‘the unknown’ (Sandseter, 2009).
When children participate in risky play they can do so independently and with their peers, and under the observation of parents and guardians.  This promotes social skills such as sharing, turn-taking, empathy and assisting others (Holecko, 2020).  Trying out new ideas and testing themselves and their limits fosters their ability to be responsible for their own actions (Ouvry, no date).
The role of the adult in risky play is to balance the developmental benefits of the play with the risk of serious harm to the children.  If this is not provided to all children, then there is a potential they may seek risk elsewhere.  This could be detrimental to their health, increasing the possibility of serious accident or injury (Play Wales, 2021). 
This can be accomplished by direct methods, such as the Practitioner having a growth mindset which reinforces a ‘can-do’ attitude by using positive language and encouragement when communicating with children (Dweck, 2014).
As supported in their child development theories, Vygotsky and Bruner note the importance of the Practitioner ‘scaffolding’ the child to support their learning through experience (Aubrey and Riley, 2019).  The Practitioner should only intervene when it is necessary, lessening this support until the child is able to accomplish the skill independently (Hornsea Nursery School, no date). The adult can facilitate this scaffolding process and understand what resources and activities need to be provided to achieve this through observation of the children (Welsh Government, 2017).
Alongside these direct procedures, the setting must use risk assessments and careful planning to manage the balance between the developmental benefits of risky play and the possibility of harm to the children.  According to Play Wales (2018, p.2), the definition of a risk assessment is,
“Risk-benefit assessment means that the play provider weighs, with equal consideration, the duty to protect children from avoidable serious harm and the duty to provide them with stimulating, adventurous play opportunities to let children take risks when they play without putting them in undue danger of serious harm”.
The purpose of a risk assessment is to identify the moral and ethical dilemmas in relation to the benefit of the activity (Play Wales, 2018).  Local factors, precedents and comparisons are made and considered, and the decision is made whether to ‘do nothing’, mitigate the risk, monitor the situation, remove the risk or whether the situation or environment increases the risk.  Play Wales (2018) also state that that to dynamically assess risk, Practitioners are required to consider children’s actions and behaviour via their ‘ABC’ model, and that they must ‘get to know’ the children they are caring for.
Furthermore, risk assessments allow the more complex needs of disabled children to be considered. As supported by Caprino (2018), risky play is highly valuable to the holistic development of disabled children, and there should be inclusion at every level because all children need to engage in risky play regardless of any limitations they have.

Section Three
As stated by Welsh Government (2017), the Foundation Phase Profile supports the development and assesses four areas of learning of each child throughout their time in the Foundation Phase.  The Practitioner completes a profile for each child at specific points during this period.  The profile identifies developmental milestones in each area of learning, which are marked off once the child has been observed showing capability of them.  Although based on developmental ‘norms’, these milestones are not based on age, but on what a child can do, and the scale is wide to accommodate all children.  The Foundation Phase Profile allows the Practitioner to identify any delays so that, if necessary, support can be made available to the child.  In contrast, it also highlights exceptional attainment levels which could also indicate a cause for concern or simply that the child is a high achiever (Welsh Government, 2017).
Children are particularly capable during self-directed play.  Their level of engagement is higher, they display problem solving skills, their motivation and perseverance is enhanced, and they have confidence and improved emotional well-being (Howard and McInnes, 2012).  The Foundation Phase and the observation methods undertaken in it are based mainly on observations of play.  According to the Welsh Government (2014), play is active and stimulating learning which supports many skills allowing children to be involved in their learning.  The creation of the new curriculum for Wales is testament to the value of learning through play (Donaldson, 2015).
During their time in the Foundation Phase, children are at a crucial part of their development where they rapidly acquire new skills (Welsh Government, 2018).  As the Welsh Government (2017) explains, each child should be supported to learn at their own pace and assessed against this unique progression.  This is supported by the Foundation Phase Profile Skills Ladders (Welsh Government, 2017) which allow for individual abilities and the opportunity for Practitioners to scaffold the learning of the children to ensure they are working towards the ‘next-step’.  This method of assessment links to the theorists Bronfenbrenner, Bruner and Vygotsky who pioneered theories on child development (Aubrey and Riley, 2019).
Completing the Foundation Phase Profile provides an accurate overview of each child’s individual development, which is aligned to the Skills Ladder.  This Skills Ladder pinpoints where the child is in each area of their development and compares them to a developmental normality (Welsh Government, 2017).  As such, the Practitioner can identify developmental delays or additional learning needs which allows for suitable support to be implemented for each child (Early Years Wales, 2020).
The Foundation Phase Profile is the method of assessment for the Foundation Phase Curriculum which is followed by all Early Years Settings in Wales.  As such, it provides a consistent form of assessment for all children in Wales no matter what unique circumstances may affect them.  Another benefit of this consistency is that a direct comparison can be made which can highlight the quality of practice and provision in Early Years Settings (Welsh Government, 2016).
An additional benefit of this assessment method is that it enables Practitioners to form a bond and understand the personalities, likes and dislikes of individual children (GWE, 2019).  This leads to more effective practice in terms of planning and resourcing stage-appropriate learning opportunities, which in turn aids the development of the children in the setting.  Knowing the children well also links to providing more accurate risk assessments because the Practitioner understands individual behaviour traits (Play Wales, 2018).
In addition to the benefits of the Foundation Phase Profile assessment method, there are also some limitations.  The first of these is that the initial compact assessment must be completed by the sixth week of the child starting Reception (Welsh Government, 2017).  By implementing this, a baseline of each child’s development is created which is helpful during their time in the Foundation Phase.  However, if a child has poor attendance or does not settle within this time frame, the observations made will not be an accurate representation of the child’s ability (Maynard, Taylor, et al 2012).
It must also be considered that the child could be experiencing factors outside of the setting which the Practitioners are not aware of.  Poverty and neglect, amid other issues, place a large amount of strain on children.  Similarly, uncontrollable environmental issues such as hot weather, can affect how a child feels (Maynard, Taylor, et al., 2012).  Considering these many issues, the Practitioner can expect that even if a child has shown as competent in a specific skill, they may not always achieve it.  The Foundation Phase Profile does not include an area where this can be documented, meaning that the child will miss out on gaining this valuable mark on their observation through no fault of their own (Maynard, Taylor, et al., 2015).

Section 4
‘Play is the highest form of learning in early childhood’ (Bruce, 2011, p.97).  When children are at play, they feel relaxed and happy and are better able to self-regulate their emotions and feelings.  When they feel this way, children perform at their best which gives the Practitioner the opportunity to observe the highest level of ability and skill each child can display (Circle of Life, 2017). 
According to Howard and McInnes (2012), observing children during play gives us a more accurate reflection of where they are in their development.  Their research shows that when a child believes they are participating in play (sitting on the floor, choosing who they play with, adult is proximal) they are more engaged, attentive and focussed as well as relaxed and happy.  These findings illustrate and support that play-based learning and observation is an appropriate method of assessment which reflects more accurately on what stage of development each child is currently at.
The Early Years Practitioner is important to support this play. For the Welsh Early Years Curriculum, the Foundation Phase, learning is based on what stage the child is currently at in their development.  It is not based on the child’s age (Welsh Government, 2008).  This ‘stage-based’ approach to development is supported by the theories of Piaget and Bruner.  As Lindon (2008) states, Piaget focussed on the adult supporting the child to achieve what was next.  Lindon (2008) also writes that Bruner created the ‘Spiral Theory’, showing that adults could extend children’s understanding by actively helping and supporting them through their experiences by creating a scaffolding to take them to the ‘next-step’ of learning.
Observations are a key part of the assessment and planning procedures in Early Years Settings.  They can spark learning and development because they enable the Practitioner to cater for each child’s individual needs with activities based on their personal preferences, encouraging them to participate in the learning activities (Pennsylvania State University, 2017).
As Tina Bruce (2011) supports through her twelve features of play, when children are playing, they are deeply involved in their personal agenda of play.  They learn to keep control as they make rules up throughout their play and they try out the skills which they have most recently acquired.  Sometimes children play alone, but other times they play co-operatively with other children and adults.
Sturrock and Else (1998) devised the system of the ‘Play Cycle’.  This shows us the role of the adult in the way children play.  It begins with a metalude – the child has an idea of how they want to play.  At this point, the child will initiate play cues to the adult to indicate that they would like them to join in their play.  These cues can be subtle or more obvious.  Types of cue are verbal cues, body language, eye-contact, proximity and copying.  Once the child has given a play cue, the adult responds with a positive reaction called a play return.  The child will then play with the adult in whatever play frame they imagine or create, allowing the play to flow successfully (King, 2020).
It is the role of the Early Years Practitioner to observe the children playing and respond to these cues when the child displays them.  It is important that the Practitioner does not join in the child’s play until they are invited and that it comes to annihilation when the child is ready.  Adulteration should be avoided when possible, however the Practitioner will need to intervene if the play becomes dangerous (Cambridge Kids Clubs, 2020).
Cambridge Kids Clubs (2020) explains the use of interventions in the Play Cycle.  The Early Years Practitioner can maintain the self-contained and self-directed play through observation.  There can be simple involvement from the Practitioner as they act as a resource for the child’s play.  When they get invited into the play temporarily, the Practitioner is demonstrating medial involvement.  If the child requires the Practitioner to maintain the play frame and the flow of play, they are displaying complex involvement.  The Early Years Practitioner needs to display integrity when mediating if the flow of play is interrupted and act as conflict resolution making sure that the play is fair.
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