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1.The  Impor tance  o f  a  Va r ie ty  o f  P lay  Types.  

The re  is  a  gene ra l  consensus amongst  many theo r i s ts  about  t he 

impor tance  o f  p lay  in  t he  ho l i s t i c  deve lopment  o f  ch i l d ren .   Froebe l  

s ta ted  tha t  p lay  i s  “ the  h ighes t  l eve l  o f  human exp ress ion  in  

ch i ldhood”  (Ea r ly  Educa t ion ,  no  da te )  and  Mon tessor i  famous ly  

ca l led  p lay  “ the  work  o f  the  ch i ld ”  ( La rson ,2013 ) .   The re  a re ,  

howeve r ,  sub t le  d i f fe rences in  the i r  v iews  on  how p lay  shou ld  be  

fac i l i ta ted ,  w i th  I saacs  advoca t ing  lo t s  o f  f reedom ,  wh i ls t  

Montessor i  se t t ings  have  a  more  s t ruc tu red  app roach  (Gray  and  

McBla in ,  2015 ) .  

Ove r  t ime resea rche rs  and  theor i s ts  have  a t tempted  to  ca tego r i se 

the  many t ypes  o f  p lay  ch i ld ren  engage in .   P iage t  (1962 ,  c i ted  in  

Syeed  and  Guer in ,  2001 )  iden t i f ied  th ree  d i f fe ren t  s tages  wh ich  

ch i ld ren ’s  p lay  moves th rough;  p rac t ice  p lay ,  then  symbo l ic  p lay  

and  f ina l l y  p lay ing  games w i th  ru les .   I saacs  a lso  obse rved  th ree  

s tages o f  p lay ,  these  were ;  f i r s t ly ,  movement  and  mas te ry  ove r  the  

body,  second ly ,  cu r ios i ty  about  the  wor ld  and  su r round ings  and  

f ina l ly ,  de l igh t  in  the i r  i n te rna l  wo r ld ,  imag ina t ion  and  the  in f in i te  

poss ib i l i t ies  i t  ho lds .   I n  1979 Hut t  dev ised  a  taxonomy o f  p lay  tha t  

a lso  sugges ted  th ree  ove ra rch ing  p lay  t ypes ;  ep is temic ,  wh ich  

conce rns  the  env i ronmen t ,  lud ic  wh ich  i s  imag ina t i ve  p lay  and 

f ina l ly  games w i th  ru les .   These  a re  fu r ther  b roken  down  in to  

subca tego r ies  (F i rs t  D iscove re rs ,  2019 ) .  

Rough and  tumb le  p lay  can  take  many d i f fe ren t  fo rms,  i t  may 

cons is t  o f  chas ing ,  p lay  f igh t ing  and  wres t l ing  o r  can  be  comb ined  

w i th  imag ina t i ve  e lements ,  such  as  p lay ing  supe r  he roes ,  mons te rs  

o r  an ima ls .   I t  i s  common ly  obse rved  in  ch i ld ren  up  to  and  inc lud ing 

the i r  t eenage yea rs  and  pa r t i cu la r l y  in  f ree  t ime ,  such  as  a f te r  

schoo l ,  wh ich  is  ev idence  tha t  i t  i s  ve ry  much se l f -d i rec ted  (S to r l i  

and  Sandse te r ,  2017 ) .  

Hughes (1999 )  d iscusses  the  fea tu res  o f  rough  and  tumb le  p lay  tha t  

d i f f e ren t ia te  i t  f rom t rue  agg ress ion .   In  te rms  o f  body  language,  

pa r t i c ipan ts  ca n  be  seen  sm i l ing  and  laugh ing ,  ra the r  than  look ing  

ser ious  and  s ta r ing  a t  each  o the r .   I t  i s  usua l l y  found  to  d raw 

ch i ld ren  toge ther ,  o f ten  be ing  a  g roup  ac t i v i t y ,  ra the r  t han  d r iv ing  

them apar t ,  whereas  f i gh t ing  usua l l y  invo lves  two  peop le  and  d r ives 

peop le  away .   As  we l l  as  the  obv ious  phys ica l  bene f i t s  o f  rough  and  

tumb le  p lay ,  the re  a re  soc ia l  bene f i t s .   Ch i ld ren  ga in  p rac t i ce  be ing  

bo th  dominan t  and  submiss ive .   They must  commun ica te  w i th  each 

o ther ,  us ing  bo th  body language and  ve rba l  commun ica t ion .   I t  i s  

impor tan t  tha t  ch i ld ren  themse lves  a re  aware  o f  these  sub t le  

d i f f e rences ,  as  the re  is  ev idence  tha t  ch i ld ren  who show agg ress ive  

behav iou rs  a re  less  l i ke l y  to  expe r ience  p rosoc ia l  behav iou rs  f rom 

the i r  pee rs  (Pe rsson ,  2005 ,  c i t ed  in  Coe lho  e t  a l . ,  2017 ) .  
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The va lue  o f  rough  and  tumble  p lay  needs  to  be  acknowledged  by  

p rac t i t ione rs ,  as  a  lack  o f  unde rs tand ing  can  lead  to  i t  be ing  v iewed 

as  agg ress ion  o r  as  fos te r ing  fu tu re  v io lence .   In  Norway ,  

p rac t i t ione rs  we re  found to  be  more  to le ran t  o f  such  p lay  in  the  

ou tdoo rs  env i ronment ,  wh ich  suggests  tha t  space  may be  an  i ssue ,  

one  wh ich  can  be  ove rcome by  spend ing  more  t ime  in  open  spaces.   

A  h ighe r  p ropo r t ion  o f  Ea r l y  Yea rs  p rac t i t ione rs  a re  fema le ,  and  

there  i s  ev idence  suggest ing  women  are  less  l i ke ly  to  engage in  

and  va lue  rough  and  tumb le  p lay  than  men.   The  reasons  fo r  th is  

a re  unc lea r  and  l i ke l y  to  be  a  comb ina t ion  o f  many fac to rs  inc lud ing 

soc ia l  cond i t ion ing  (Hughes,  1999.  S to r l i  and  Sandse te r ,  2017 . )  

Engag ing  in  imag ina t i ve  p lay  shows a  ch i ld  deve lop ing ,  as  they  go  

beyond  the  p resen t ,  recogn is ing  th ings  they  have  expe r ienced  in  

the  pas t  and  chang ing  th ings  to  p rac t ice  fo r  the i r  fu tu r e .   Ro le  p lay  

and  p re tend  p lay  wh ich  ac ts  as  a  rehea rsa l  fo r  va r ious  adu l t  ro les  

i s  the  man i fes ta t ion  o f  th is  ‘ f ree - f low ing ’  and  abs t rac t  t h ink ing .   I t  

enab les  ch i ld ren  to  have  a  go  a t  be ing  o the r  pe op le  o r  be ings  and  

to  unde rs tand  th ings  f rom a  d i f fe ren t  v iewpo in t  (B ruce ,  2001 ) .   

Imag ina t i ve  p lay  is  fu l l  o f  f un ,  c rea t i v i t y ,  imag ina t ion  and 

rep resen ta t ion  and  these  a re  a l l  e lements  o f  the  a r t s ,  inc lud ing  

mus ic  and  l i t e ra tu re .   I t s  coope ra t i ve  na tu re  a l so  leads  to  lo t s  o f  

p rob lem so lv ing ,  wh ich  he lps  ch i ld ren  to  become c r i t i ca l  th inke rs 

(Gray ,  2009 ) .   Wa i te  (2011 )  s ta tes  tha t  ro le  p lay  a l lows  ch i ld ren  to  

have  a  go  a t  be ing  d i f fe ren t  peop le  w i th  d i f fe ren t  a t t i tudes ,  to  

exp lo re  new speech  pa t te rns  and  ex t end  the i r  vocabu la ry .  

In  o rde r  to  p romote  the  ho l i s t i c  bene f i t s  o f  imag ina t i ve  p lay ,  

p rac t i t ione rs  shou ld  look  a t  the  layou t  o f  t he i r  p rov is ion  as  i t  occu rs  

mos t  f requent l y ,  though no t  exc lus ive ly ,  in  sma l le r  spaces,  

pa r t i cu la r l y  indoo rs .   P rops  can  be  imp or tan t ,  bu t  do  no t  necessa r i l y  

need to  be  rea l is t i c ,  a  ch i ld  w i l l  happ i ly  use  pebb les  as  money,  food  

o r  shopp ing .   P rac t i t ione rs  shou ld  be  in te res ted ,  bu t  no t  take  ove r  

and  con t ro l  p lay ,  as  the  deepest  expe r iences  wi l l  occu r  in  scena r ios  

se l f -d i rec ted  by  t he  ch i ld ren .   Most  impor tan t l y ,  ch i ld ren  need t ime 

and  space  to  p lay ,  ra the r  than  expens ive  toys  and  p rops  (Goddard -

B ly the ,  2018,  c i ted  in  Wi lde ,  2018 ) .   

P lay ing  games wi th  ru les  i s  cons ide red  h ighe r  leve l  p lay ,  pa r t  o f  

P iage t ’ s  th i rd ,  conc re te -ope ra t iona l  s tage  o r  the  In te rac t ion is t  

s tage  fou r ,  where  ch i ld ren  can  in te rac t  w i th  se l f ,  o thers ,  ob jec ts  

and  s t ruc tu res  (Sayeed and  Guer in ,  2001 ) .   I t  i s  charac te r i sed  by  

invo lv ing  compe t i t ion  be tween a t  leas t  two  p layers  and  be ing  

gove rned  by  a  se t  o f  ru les  wh ich  a re  ag reed  in  advance ,  i t  may be  

in te l lec tua l ,  fo r  examp le  ca rds  o r  boa rd  games o r  senso r imoto r  such  

as  ba l l  games,  marb les  o r  h ide  and  seek .   The  spontaneous ru le  

mak ing  somet imes requ i red  i s  the  p roduc t  o f  a  p ro longed 

soc ia l i sa t ion  p rocess  wh ich  demands  empathy ,  coopera t ion ,  mutua l  
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unders tand ing  and  the  ab i l i t y  to  de lay  g ra t i f i ca t ion ,  a l l  comp lex 

sk i l l s  (Hughes ,  1999 ) .  

Benef i t s  may inc lude  phys ica l  deve lopment ,  g ross  o r  f ine  moto r  

sk i l l s ,  bu i l d ing  se l f -es teem and increased ab i l i t y  to  coope ra te  w i th  

o thers .   P rac t i t ione rs  can  fac i l i ta te  th i s  p lay  by  g roup ing  ch i ld ren  

acco rd ing  to  the i r  ab i l i t ies  o r  s tage  o f  deve lopment ,  p rov id ing 

var ied  and  su i tab le  resou rces  and  by  sens i t i ve  in te rven t ion  i f  a  

p rob lem shou ld  a r i se .   Fo r  examp le ,  he lp ing  the  ch i ld ren  to  f ind  a  

so lu t ion  i f  the re  is  a  d i sag reement  abou t  the  ru les .  

 

2 .  The  Bene f i t s  o f  R isky  P lay  

R isk  and  cha l lenge  a re  fundamenta l  e lements  o f  f ree  p lay ,  in  

pa r t i cu la r  p lay  wh ich  occurs  in  the  ou tdoo rs .   R isky  p lay  may 

cons is t  o f  ac t i v i t ies  a t  he igh t ,  l i ke  c l imb ing ,  whe re  speed  is  too  h igh  

to  con t ro l  o r  rough  and  tumble  p lay .   I t  can  a lso  inc lude  the  use  o f  

too ls  such  as  kn ives ,  dange rous  e lements  such  as  deep  wa te r  o r  

f i re ,  o r  s imp ly  lack  o f  phys ica l  bounda r ies  such  as  fences  mean ing  

ch i ld ren  can  ge t  los t  o r  wa lk  away .   Ch i ld ren  repo r t  fee l ing  

con f l i c t ing  emot ions  when  unde r tak ing  r isky  p lay ,  when on  the  

bo rde r l ine  o f  pos i t i ve  re in fo rcement  and  rea l  fea r ,  t hese  ambiva len t  

emot ions  lead  to  p leasu re  o f  an  in tense  and  h igh  leve l  o f  a rousa l  

(Sandse te r ,  2010 ) .  

Ev idence  i s  emerg ing  tha t  r i sky  p lay  may  have  a  number  o f  

deve lopmenta l  bene f i t s .   A  ch i ld  needs to  lea rn  how the i r  own body 

works ,  th is  w i l l  inc lude  expe r ienc ing  what  happens  when  they  run  

fas t  and  c l imb h igh  (Ouvry ,  no  da te ) .  Other  bene f i t s  i nc lude  

teach ing  ch i ld ren  to  r isk  assess  ac t iv i t ies  themse lves ,  encou rag ing  

c rea t ive  th ink ing  and  p rob lem -so lv ing  sk i l l s ,  inc reas ing  res i l ience 

and  adaptab i l i t y  ( Russe l l  and  Les te r ,  no  da te ,  c i ted  in  Baz ley ,  

2018 ) .   The re  i s  ev idence  tha t  an  in tens ive  o f fe r  o f  r i sk y  p lay  in  

schoo l  can  improve  r isk  pe rcep t ion  and  competence  in  young 

ch i ld ren .   Th is  r isk  competence  a l lows  them to  see  an  oppo r tun i ty  

and  dec ide  whethe r  to  engage in  po ten t ia l l y  g round  b reak ing  

ac t iv i t ies ,  whether  t o  adap t  the  ac t i v i t y  to  make  i t  sa fe r  o r  to  no t  

pa r t i c ipa te  a t  a l l  i f  they  deem the  r isk  too  h igh  (Lav ryson ,  2015 ) .  

The  Cur r icu lum fo r  Wales  2022 i s  a im ing  to  change educa t ion  in  

Wa les  w i th  a  v iew to  deve lop ing  capab le  and  c rea t i ve  lea rne rs .   

The re  is  an  inc reased emphas is  on  hea l th  and  we l l -be ing ,  w i th  

ch i ld ren  and  young peop le  who gave  feedback  to  the  consu l ta t ion 

s ta t ing  a  need  fo r  them to  deve lop  res i l ience  (Welsh  Gove rnmen t ,  

2019a) .   R isky  p lay ,  pa r t icu la r ly  in  the  ou tdoors  and  in f l uenced by  

the  Nord ic  mode l  wou ld  p rov ide  a  means to  de l i ve r  these  goa ls .     
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A r isk -aware  and  poss ib ly  r isk -averse  cu l tu re  can  p rove  a  ba r r ie r  to  

s t imu la t ing  and  cha l leng ing  p lay  ac t iv i t ies .   The  cu l tu ra l  norms o f  

ch i ldhood va ry  g rea t l y ,  w i th  tes t imony o f  th ree -year  o lds  wa lk ing  

home f rom schoo l  unaccompan ied  in  Gam bia  and  the  a r ray  o f  r i sky 

ac t iv i t ies  in  fo res t  schoo ls  in  No rway p rov id ing  a  huge con t ras t  to  

the  sa fe  and  san i t i sed  ch i ldhood p rov is ion  seen in  the  UK.   The re  

i s  however ,  a  d i f f e rence  be tween  r i sk - tak ing  and  hazardous 

behav iou r  and  the  s t r i c t  regu la t ion  o f ,  and  o rgan isa t ion  w i th in  a  

reg is te red  se t t ing  shou ld  make i t  the  idea l  p lace  fo r  r i sky  p lay  to  

happen (Wa i te ,  2011 ) .  

The  ro le  o f  p rac t i t ione rs  is  la rge ly  to  ba lance  the  du ty  to  p ro tec t  

ch i ld ren  f rom avo idab le  harm  w i th  the  need to  p rov ide  cha l leng ing  

and  s t imu la t ing  p rov is ion .   Th is  h igh l igh ts  a  need  fo r  r i sk  

assessmen ts  to  be  v iewed as  dynamic ,  wo rk ing  documents ,  tha t  

i nvo lve  a l l  o f  t he  s ta f f  and  where  poss ib le  those  a t tend ing  the  

se t t ing  (Mayna rd  and  Wate rs ,  2014) .   Kn igh t  (2009 )  d iscusses  the  

d i f f e ren t  leve ls  o f  r i sk ;  m in ima l  and  accep tab le  mean an  ac t iv i t y  

can  ca r ry  on ,  modera te  wou ld  ind ica te  tha t  s teps  mus t  be  taken  to  

reduce  r i sk ,  subs tan t ia l  means tha t  the  ac t iv i t y  shou ld  no t  be  

con t inued  un t i l  the  r isk  has  been reduced,  and  unaccep tab le  means 

tha t  an  ac t i v i t y  shou ld  no t  be  s ta r ted  a t  a l l .  

The  Hea l th  and  Safe ty  Execu t ive  recogn ise  the  impor tance  o f  p lay  

and  a re  keen  to  s t ress  tha t  r i sk  canno t  be  e l im ina ted  en t i re ly  bu t  a  

ba lanced approach  i s  needed to  con t ro l  rea l  r i sk ,  secure  bene f i t  to  

ch i ld ren  and  no t  lead  to  unnecessary  pape rwork .   Th is  v iew a l i gns 

w i th  Genera l  Comment  17  on  A r t ic le  31  o f  the  UNCRC,  wh ich  a lso 

s ta tes  tha t  ba lance  i s  needed and  tha t  ch i ld ren  shou ld  be  

empowered  to  take  p recau t ions  rega rd ing  the i r  own sa fe ty .   P lay  

Wa les  recommend  p rac t i t i one rs  use  the  ABC me thod  o f  dynamic  

r i sk  assessment ;  A -Act ions  tha t  a re  l i ke ly  to  resu l t  i n  ha rm,  such  

as  co l l i s ion ,  ab ras ion  o r  f a l l ing ;  B -Behav iou ra l  modes  tha t  can  lead  

to  d im in ished  ab i l i t y  and  awareness ,  such  as  emot iona l  s ta te ;  C -

Contex t  spec i f i c  fac to rs  tha t  cou ld  inc rease  r i sk ,  l i ke  weathe r  

cond i t ions ,  p rox im i ty  o f  o thers  o r  i n teg r i t y  o f  a  s t ruc tu re .  (Baz ley ,  

2018 ) .  

V iewing  r i sk  assessments  and  the  po l ic ies  and  p rocedu res  o f  a  

se t t ing  as  enab l ing  ra the r  than  p reven t ing  r isky  p lay  is  a  pos i t i ve  

s tep  fo rward .   Ch i ld ren  possess  phys ica l  and  behav iou ra l  t ra i t s  tha t  

he lp  to  p ro tec t  t hem f rom se r ious  ha rm.   They  a re  l igh te r  and  more  

f lex ib le  than  adu l ts ,  they  move  s lower  and  a re  c lose r  to  t he  g round.   

Ch i ld ren  ac t  on  ins t inc t  and  usua l l y  w i th  a  de gree  o f  cau t ion ,  these 

th ings  combined  mean tha t  in ju r ies  sus ta ined  dur ing  p lay  a re  

usua l l y  m ino r  and  bene f i c ia l  to  learn ing  cause  and  e f fec t  (Wa i te ,  

2011 ) .  
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3.  A  d iscuss ion  o f  t he  runn ing  reco rd  method  o f  observ ing  young 

ch i ld ren .  

Pa ren ts ,  ca re rs  and  p rac t i t ione rs  a l l  cons tan t ly  obse rv e  the  

ch i ld ren  in  the i r  ca re  and  as  such ,  mon i to r  the i r  p rogress .   Howeve r ,  

the  requ i rement  o f  Government  f o r  da ta ,  and  the  need fo r  

i n fo rmat ion  to  be  sha red  has  led  to  obse rva t ions  becom ing  more 

fo rma l  and  measurab le .   I t  can  be  a rgued  tha t  hav ing  an  ea r ly  v iew 

o f  whe re  a  ch i ld  is  deve lopmen ta l l y  p rov ide s  a  base l ine  to  measu re  

and  mon i to r  bo th  the  ra te  and  qua l i t y  o f  lea rn ing  (Sayeed and 

Guer in ,  2001 ) .   The re  a re  many reasons why p rac t i t i one rs  shou ld  

document  a  ch i ld ’s  lea rn in g ,  paren ts  and  ca re rs  a re  keen  to  know 

what  the i r  ch i ld ren  a re  learn ing  and  to  see  them ach ieve  

deve lopmenta l  m i les tones .   Observ ing  ch i ld ren ’s  l ea rn ing  may 

iden t i f y  wha t  Vgotsky  re fe r red  to  as  the  ‘ zone  o f  p rox ima l  

deve lopment ’ ,  mean ing  the  gap  be tween  wh at  a  ch i ld  can  a l ready  

do  a lone  and  what  they  may  be  ab le  to  do  w i th  some he lp  and  

suppo r t .   I t  w i l l  in fo rm p rac t i t ioners  o f  wha t  can  be  done to  ‘ sca f fo ld ’  

l ea rn ing ,  as  advoca ted  by  Brune r  (Sm id t ,  2015 ) .  

Montessor i  se t t ings  be l ieve  the  ch i ld  mus t  be  f ree  t o  lea rn  w i thou t  

i n te r rup t ion ,  they  there fo re  use  con temp la t i ve  obse rva t ions ,  wh ich  

a re  d i f fe ren t  fo r  every  ch i ld  and  take  in to  account  cosm ic  o r  ho l i s t i c  

deve lopment  (NAMT,  2016 ) .   Regg io  Em i l i a  p rac t i t ione rs  take  g rea t  

care  and  a t ten t ion  to  observe  and  do cument  every  ch i ld ’ s  lea rn ing  

and  va lue  the  fac t  tha t  i t  p rov ides  a  record ,  can  revea l  connec t ions ,  

rev iews  the  pas t  and  can  in fo rm fu tu re  p lann ing .   Th is  

documenta t ion  honou rs  the  ch i ld  and  the i r  f ami ly  and  is  a l so  used 

to  educa te  the  teache r  (Smid t ,  2015 ) .  

A  runn ing  reco rd  is  a  ve ry  de ta i led  fo rm o f  document ing  

obse rva t ions  o f  a  ch i ld  a t  p lay .   The  p rac t i t ione r  no tes  the  de ta i ls  

o f  the  ch i ld ,  the  da te  and  i s  ca re fu l  to  reco rd  t ime  dur ing  the  

obse rva t ion ,  so  tha t  du ra t ion  o f  each  ac t i v i t y  o r  i n te rac t ion  is  no ted .   

In fo rmat ion  reco rded  shou ld  a lways  be  ob jec t i ve ,  re l i ab le  and  

re levan t  (Sayeed and  Guer in ,  2001 ) .   Wr i t t en  in fo rmat ion  shou ld  

record ,  as  accura te l y  as  poss ib le ,  what  the  ch i ld  does  and  says ,  

i nc lud ing  any  non -verba l  commun ica t ion  and  in te rac t ion  w i th  

o thers .   I t  may a lso  inc lude  wha t  o ther  ch i l d ren  who a re  invo lved  

w i th  the  p lay  do  and  say ,  depend ing  on  i t s  re levance  to  the  focussed 

ch i ld .   Ana lys is  and  in te rp re ta t ion  o f  the  obse rva t ions  shou ld  no t  

happen du r ing  the  observa t ion  pe r iod  as  they  can  d is t rac t  f rom the  

obse rva t ion  tak ing  p lace  and  impor tan t  th ings  may  be  m issed  

(B ruce ,  2001) .  

A  runn ing  reco rd  i s  r i ch  in  de ta i l ,  and  as  such  can  cove r  ho l i s t i c  

deve lopment ,  as  obse rva t ions  a re  made  about  eve ry th ing  tha t  the  

ch i ld  does ,  wh ich  may  demonst ra te  f ine  o r  g ross  mo to r  sk i l l s ,  what  
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they  say ,  revea l ing  language and  communica t ion  sk i l l s  and  the i r  

soc ia l  in te rac t ions  w i th  pee rs  and  adu l t s .   These  a reas ,  a long  wi th  

mathemat i ca l  deve lopment ,  a re  the  four  a reas  fo r  obse rva t ion  as 

ou t l ined  in  the  Ea r ly  Yea rs  Foundat ion  Phase  (We lsh  Assembly 

Gove rnment ,  2011 ) .   The  runn ing  reco rd  method  can  be  ca r r ied  ou t  

anywhere  and  the  fo res t  schoo l  method  o f  lea rn ing  i s  based on  such  

obse rva t ions ,  as  the  p ro g ramme is  ve ry  much  p rocess - led  ra ther  

than  ou tcomes - led  (Maynard  and  Wate rs ,  2014 ) .   Runn ing  reco rds  

iden t i f y  bo th  s t reng ths  and  weaknesses and  can  be  used  to  obse rve  

any  ch i ld ,  rega rd less  o f  whether  they  have  an  add i t iona l  need .   

They  can  be  ca r r ied  ou t  a t  any  t ime and  a re  espec ia l ly  good fo r  

document ing  lea rn ing  th rough p lay .   I t  i s  na tu ra l  and  fami l ia r  fo r  

ch i ld ren  to  p lay ,  and  as  they  do  no t  fee l  th rea tened  du r ing  p lay ,  

they  w i l l  pe r fo rm to  the  bes t  o f  the i r  ab i l i t i es  (Sayeed and  Guer in ,  

2001 ) .  

The re  a re  fou r  app roaches  to  ga ther ing  in fo rmat ion  when  a  ch i ld  i s  

a t  p lay ;  where  the  ch i ld  p lays  a lone  and  is  obse rved  by  an  adu l t ,  

whe re  a  ch i ld  p lays  w i th  o the r  ch i ld ren  and  i s  obse rved  by  an  adu l t ,  

whe re  the  ch i ld  p lays  w i th  one  o r  more  adu l ts  and  a  d i f f e ren t  adu l t  

i s  obse rv ing ,  o r  whe re  the  ch i ld  in te rac ts  w i th  the  adu l t  who is  

obse rv ing  them (Sayeed and  Guer in ,  2001) .   Be fo re  s ta r t ing  the  

obse rva t ion ,  i t  i s  impor tan t  to  dec ide  what  the  ro le  o f  the  observe r  

w i l l  be .   Ca r ry ing  ou t  a  runn ing  record ,  wh ich  inc lu des  vas t  amounts 

o f  wr i t i ng ,  poss ib ly  a longs ide  v isua l  reco rd  such  as  pho tog raphs ,  i s  

no t  go ing  to  be  ach ievab le  wh i ls t  in te rac t ing  and  p lay ing  w i th  a  

ch i ld .   A t  t imes i t  may  p rove  d i f f i cu l t  f o r  the  obse rve r  to  sepa ra te  

themse lves  f rom the  p lay  and  to  b len d  in to  the  backg round 

unno t i ced .   I t  may a lso  p rove  d i f f i cu l t  to  keep  focussed  on  one  ch i ld  

i f  they  a re  engaged in  p lay  w i th  a  number  o f  o the rs ,  th i s  re l ies  on 

the  sk i l l  o f  the  observe r .   

Obse rva t ions  and  the  record ing  o f  in fo rmat ion  shou ld  lead  to  

re f lec t ion  and  d iscuss ion  w i th  o ther  p rac t i t ione rs ,  p ro fess iona ls  and  

pa ren ts  about  p lann ing  fo r  fu tu re  lea rn ing ,  how p rov is ion  can  be  

ta i lo red  to  meet  ind iv idua l  needs and  ways  to  ex tend  lea rn ing  

th rough a  ch i ld - led  approach .   Lo r is  Ma laguzz i  advoca ted  an  

emphas is  on  l i s ten ing  –  we  have  to  hea r  the  ch i ld  and  pay  a t ten t ion  

to  the i r  ac t ions  to  know what  the  ch i ld  is  ask ing  us  fo r .   Th is  is  the  

ma in  pu rpose  o f  tak ing  the  t ime to  obse rve  (Wa i te ,  2011 ) .  

 

4 .The  ro le  o f  p lay  in  obse rva t ion  and  assessment  

I t  i s  l a rge ly  accep ted  tha t  ch i l d ren  lea rn  and  make sense  o f  the i r  

wo r ld  th rough p la y  and  t h i s  has  been cen t ra l  to  the  work  o f  theor i s ts  

and  p ionee rs .  F roebe l ,  Montessor i  and  S te ine r  a l l  be l ieved  tha t  

ch i ldhood i s  impor tan t  i n  i t s  own r igh t  and  tha t  p lay  is  a  ser ious  and  
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ho l is t i c  expe r ience .   Montesso r i  be l i eved  tha t  p lay  is  se l f - chosen,  

se l f -d i rec ted  and  tha t  the  p laye r  is  f ree  to  leave  the  p lay  a t  any  

t ime.   Rober t  Owen ,  in  common  w i th  Montessor i ,  be l i eved  tha t  no  

ch i ld  shou ld  be  fo rced  to  take  par t  in  any  ac t iv i t y ,  and  tha t  ch i ld ren  

f ind  i t  eas ie r  to  p lay  and  lea rn  when  they  a re  hav ing  fun .   The i r  

wo rk  and  tha t  o f  many o the rs ,  a long  w i th  the  bes t  p ionee r ing 

ove rseas cu r r i cu la  such  as  Te  Whar ik i  in  New Zea land ,  Regg io  

Em i l ia  in  I ta ly  and  the  Nord ic  p lay  p r inc ip les  ha ve  p rov ided  

insp i ra t ion  fo r  the  p lay  based Ea r l y  Yea rs  Foundat ion  Phase  and  

the  new Cur r i cu lum fo r  Wa les  due  to  be  ro l led  ou t  in  2022  (Welsh  

Gove rnment ,  2019b ) .  

P iage t  was  one  o f  the  f i rs t  theor i s ts  to  use  obse rva t ion  and  de ta i led  

no te  tak ing  to  t r y  and  make sense  o f  the  way ch i ld ren  lea rn  and 

deve lop .   Montessor i  a l so  p laced  g rea t  emphas is  on  obse rva t ion ,  

the  ro le  o f  the  p rac t i t ione r  be ing  one  where  they  watch  an d  l i s ten 

to  the  ch i ld  and  make de ta i led  documenta t ion  to  he lp  them in  the i r  

ro le  o f  c rea t ing  s t imu la t ing  env i ronments  fo r  the  ch i ld ren  to  lea rn  

in .   In  S te ine r  schoo ls ,  assessment  is  p r imar i l y  t h rough  the 

obse rva t ions  o f  the  teacher  who  focuses on  the  emot iona l  and  

soc ia l  deve lopment  i n  a  ho l is t i c  app roach  (Gray  and  McB la in ,  

2015 ) .  

I f  the  observa t ions  tha t  p rac t i t i oners  make a re  to  be  accura te ,  i t  

makes sense  tha t  they  s hou ld  be  made when ch i ld ren  a re  

pe r fo rm ing  a t  the i r  h ighes t  leve l  o f  engagement  and  have  the  

g rea tes t  sense  o f  we l lbe ing .   Resea rch  ca r r ied  ou t  by  Howard  and  

Mc Innes  (2012 )  found  tha t  young  ch i ld ren  d isp layed  s igns  o f  

i nc reased emo t iona l  we l lbe ing  when the y  pe rce ive  a  task  to  be  ‘ l i ke  

p lay ’  compared  to  the  same task  be ing  ca r r ied  ou t ,  bu t  ‘no t  l i ke  

p lay ’ .   Th ree  th ings  d i f fe ren t ia ted  the  ‘ l i ke  p lay ’  ac t iv i t ies  f rom the  

‘no t  l i ke  p lay ’ ,  these  were  the  adu l t  be ing  p rox ima l  ra the r  than 

d i rec t l y  p resen t ,  the  ac t i v i t y  be ing  ava i lab le  on  the  f loo r  ra the r  than 

on  a  tab le  and  the  ch i ld  choos ing  to  take  pa r t  ra the r  than  be ing  

asked  to  take  pa r t .   Emot iona l  we l lbe ing  was  measured  us ing  the 

Leuven  sca le ,  a  recogn ised  measure  wh ich  i s  spec i f i ca l l y  des igned 

fo r  use  in  wo rk  w i th  young  ch i ld ren .   Ac t i v i t ies  ‘ l i ke  p lay ’  led  to  

deeper  engagement ,  be t te r  focus ,  more  f ree  movement  and  ch i ld ren  

sm i l i ng  more  than  when  ac t i v i t ies  we re  ‘no t  l i ke  p lay ’ .  

A  number  o f  repo r t s  s ta te  tha t  the  emot iona l  we l l -be ing  o f  ch i ld ren  

in  the  UK is  conce rn ing ly  low  (UNICEF 2007,  c i t ed  in  Howard  and  

Mc Innes ,  2012 ) ,  w i th  ch i ld ren  now less  res i l ien t  and  fa i l ing  to  th r i ve  

emot iona l ly ,  l ead ing  to  h ighe r  leve ls  o f  menta l  i l l ness  (UK Men ta l  

Hea l th  Founda t ion ,  c i ted  in  Jenk inson ,  2012) .   Th is  cou ld  be  l inke d  

to  an  emphas is  on  academic  p ressu res  and  a  cur ta i lment  o f  t ime 

spent  p lay ing ,  wh ich  means  less  oppor tun i t y  to  deve lop  the  

emot iona l  sk i l l s  necessa ry  to  cope  w i th  change  and  cha l lenge  
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( Jenk inson ,  2012 ) .   Less  fo rma l  assessment  and  more  oppo r tun i t i es  

to  lea rn  th rough p lay  cou ld  he lp  to  a l lev ia te  s t ress  and  p ressu re  on  

ch i ld ren .   

Hughes (2012 )  s t resses  the  impor tance  o f  p rac t i t ione r  sk i l l  in  

know ing  wha t ,  how and  why they  a re  observ ing  the  ch i ld  a t  p lay ,  

and  fo r  the  need  to  recogn ise  the  impact  tha t  they  can  have  upon 

p lay  th rough in te rven ing ,  wh ich  can  u l t imate ly  spo i l  a  game,  s imp ly  

th rough chang ing  the  dynamics .   Howard  and  McInnes  (2012 ) 

sugges t  tha t  i t  wou ld  be  benef i c ia l  fo r  t ra in ing  in  p lay  to  be  pu t  in  

p lace  ac ross  ch i ld ren ’s  se rv i ces ,  in  o rde r  tha t  p rac t i t ione rs  

unde rs tand  the  p rocesses  invo lved  in  p lay  and  the i r  ro le  in  

fac i l i ta t i ng  p lay .  

Gu ide l ines  on  obse rv ing  ch i ld ren  in  the  Foundat ion  Phase  in  Wales  

adv ise  tha t  obse rva t ions  shou ld  be  f requent ,  so  tha t  ch i ld ren  a re  

used  to  them happen ing  and  w i l l  con t inue  to  p lay  as  no rma l .   A lso ,  

tha t  ch i l d ren  shou ld  be  obse rved  in  a  va r ie t y  o f  con tex ts ,  a lone  and  

w i th  o the rs ,  w i th in  d i f fe ren t  types  o f  p lay  and  a t  d i f fe ren t  t imes/on  

d i f f e ren t  days  (We lsh  Assembly  Gove rnment ,  2008 ) .   Howeve r,  

Dona ldson ’s  Success fu l  Fu tu res  rev iew and  subsequen t  repo r t  on  

the  cu r r i cu lum in  Wales  has  led  to  a  New Cur r i cu lum fo r  Wales  

2022 ,  and  he  adv ised  tha t  Wa les  needs a  new k ind  o f  teache r ,  one 

w i th  an  unde rs tand ing  o f  why and  how to  wo rk  w i th  ch i ld ren .   I t  

rema ins  to  be  seen wha t  t ra in ing  and  gu idance  w i l l  be  o f fe red  to  

p rac t i t ione rs  work ing  under  the  new cu r r icu lum rega rd ing 

obse rva t ion  and  assessment ,  bu t  the  use  o f  p rog ress ion  s teps  does 

sugges t  tha t  the re  w i l l  be  an  increased  respect  fo r  the  fac t  tha t  

ch i ld ren  deve lop  a t  d i f fe r en t  ra tes  and  tha t  the i r  lea rn ing  is  an  

ind iv idua  p rocess  (We lsh  Gove rnmen t ,  2019b ) .  
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