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1. Play
Play is an important part of every childhood. It is important as it supports learning and the development of many skills and principles that will stay with a child throughout their life. Education, and in particular early childhood education is ‘underpinned by an ideological and theoretical tradition which regards play as essential to learning and development’ (Wood, 2013). These ideas and theories such as that of Vygotsky, who believed that a child’s social interaction usually precedes their development (McLeod, 2018), allows children to explore and develop skills in the comfort of their own choices of activity, interaction and use of their imagination. 
Play can take place anywhere and resources are not always required for children to play. Play is viewed as being a different thing for each child, but it does not feel like learning, although children are able to gain knowledge and skills from participating in play; children can play alone or in groups, but the play type should be seen as enjoyable for them (Play Therapy, 2017).
There are many different types of play and each individual child will have their preferred play types. Creative play is one example of a play type, this type of play can help to support all areas of a child’s development such as their intellectual development as creative play can support the development of things such as problem solving and reading (The little gym, 2020)
Social play is another type of play that children often engage in. This type of play can see children develop language skills as well as enable them to develop and understand social norms and principles such as sharing, using manners and learning how to play nicely with others. 
Play is always purposeful to the child even though at times it may seem purposeless to the practitioner (Moyles, 2010).  Self-directed play is the idea of the child initiating their own play in the way that they want to. This may not make sense to others around the child, but it will be driven by their own personal curiosities. Self-directed play has no initial end goal, it is a natural play that that is decided by the child. It can take place indoors and outdoors; equipment and resources are not always needed, and the rules of play are decided by the child. self-directed play is beneficial to children as it allows them to explore and investigate the world around them using their own instincts and abilities. 
Self-directed play has many benefits for children. For example, by directing their own play they are able to gain independence and new skills; as well as developing new ways to see and explore the world and the resources around them. During self-directed play children are also able to explore and take risks that will broaden their abilities and allow them to feel more confident trying new things. Self-directed play supports the development of many areas such as; physical development, using both fine and gross motor skills to move around or explore loose parts,  intellectual development, taking time to think about things and solve problems, social development, playing with others to explore or sharing ideas and emotional development, understanding how to take turns and play nicely (Hollis Montessori School, 2018) 
As self-directed play is child based, with no end goal set by a practitioner that needs to be achieved children are able to learn at their own pace. Children have opportunity to build on their own knowledge, in a way that is understood by them (Hollis Montessori School, 2018). 
Practitioners need to provide opportunities for children to engage in self-directed play. This is because it is beneficial to their development and supports their learning. When children participate in self-directed play it can also be beneficial to the practitioner to observe the children as it can give them an idea of the child’s abilities and the stage they are at in their development. This is beneficial as children are more engaged and enthusiastic when approaching something if they think they are playing. It is important that during self-directed play that the practitioner understand that the child is in control (Hollis Montessori school, 2018) and that they should not alter or change the play choices of the child. practitioner can engage in the play is invited but should be cautious not to alter the goal or end result that the child is working towards. 
Children are experts in their own play. One of the ways to support play is to simply watch and listen. When invited, play along! If children ask for help (e.g., cutting a window in a cardboard box), lend a hand! By showing that you support their play without taking over, you offer your children a priceless gift.
									(Juster, 2015, p. 2)
[bookmark: _Hlk3796129]Self-directed play is important and can be linked to the holistic development of a child. This is because self-directed play supports the development of many skills as well as social norms and behaviour regulations. When controlling their own play children are able to build on their knowledge and understanding as well as gain confidence and make friends. With this children also learn how they should act around others and how it important for them to form friendship (family lives, 2018). “Playing is central to children’s physical, mental, social and emotional health and wellbeing” (Play Wales, 2019).
2. Play and Risk
When playing children like to explore and discover new things, during this time they may encounter risks. Taking risks is an important part of play and within reasonable safety boundaries children should be given opportunities to take risks (Rodgers, 2018). 
Risky play is play that is exciting and involves an element of risk or danger. The play gives opportunity for challenge, exploring the boundaries and testing limits (Early Years Outdoor Education, 2015)
Risk taking is good for children; taking risks is exhilarating, and children want and need to take risks (Early Education, 2020). The benefits that come from allowing children to partake in risky play opportunities outweigh the concerns regarding the play type. 
Risky play supports the development of many skills such as, confidence and independence. When children are encouraged to take risks and make their own decisions, they become confident and comfortable with their own likes/dislikes and opinions. They understand that it is beneficial for them to be able to do things for themselves and they will take pleasure in learning new skills and gaining the increased independence. 
Risky play also allows children to become more curious, resourceful, and creative. They gain understanding of behaviour norms, consequences and the capabilities that they have, as well as how to handle different equipment’s and assess risk for themselves. Gross and fine motor skills are also developed through risky play (Care for Kids, 2019).
Providing risky play opportunities for children is important however, the duty of care to the child still applies. There is a balance that needs to be maintained between providing opportunities for risky play and keeping children safe. When practitioners provide risky play opportunities and experiences they do not need to eliminate the risk but manage it, as children will not learn if they are wrapped up in cotton wool (Health and Safety Executive, 2015). 
The role of the adult is to keep the child safe from harm, however ‘bumps, bruises, tumbles and falls are part of children learning’ (Early Education, 2020),  growing and becoming resilient and mature. Adults need to support children so that they feel confident and encouraged to try new things. The adult should also ensure that they plan and provide appropriate opportunities  for children to engage in risky play types. The adult should be open to explore with, listen to and answer the questions of the child. They should not interfere with the child’s play unless they are at risk of serious harm or invited to engage; at this time the adult should go along with the child’s instructions and not alter or change the play type (Rodgers, 2018). 
Adults need to supervise children to ensure that they stay safe whilst exploring. This can be beneficial for them as they can observe how the children manage their behaviours. Observing the children will also allow them to provide resources and environments that meets the needs and curiosities of the child. 
The adult also needs to make sure that when they are providing the opportunity of risky play, that they are ensuring the environments and the opportunities that are being provided expose the children to enough risk to keep them engaged and curious. 
When planning environments, the adults need to make them age and stage appropriate with room for progress. This will allow the child to test their limits and boundaries they are familiar with. This will allow them to build on their skills, knowledge and development, however they need to limit the risk of the children coming to serious harm. This can be done by carefully planning the opportunities provided and completing the appropriate risk assessments, all whilst keeping some element of risk so that the child can be driven (Pilcher, 2020).
3. Observation Types 
[bookmark: _Hlk30200160]Observing children allows adults to have a better understanding of their individual strengths and weaknesses (Spreeuwenburg, 2016). Observations can be done in many different ways. One observation technique is the Foundation Phase Profile. 
[bookmark: _Hlk30200174]The Foundation Phase Profile (FPP), is an assessment tool that has been developed to gain an understanding of a child’s holistic development and abilities. The Foundation Phase Profile handbook, sets out the Welsh Governments requirements and supports the assessment of learning and development of the child’s learning during their time in their Foundation Phase (Welsh Government,2017a).
[bookmark: _Hlk30200186]The FPP is a skill ladder, that children are able to climb as they develop their skills. Children are assessed through observations and they are recorded in the preferred way of the setting, although there is a record form available on the Welsh Governments webpage it is optional (Welsh Government, 2017b). 
[bookmark: _Hlk30200199]The FPP provides a ladder of skills for each area of development. this is beneficial as some children are more developed in certain areas whilst compared to others. For example, one child may have climbed to outcome 5 on the social interaction ladder but only to outcome 2 on the counting skills ladder. This is a beneficial way to assess different areas of skills and learning as it allows practitioners to identify the areas in which children need more support and those in which the child is excelling. This creates an ‘holistic picture of the child’s development and abilities’ (NDNA, 2020) which means they can be supported and encouraged in the correct areas using the appropriate techniques. 
The FPP and the Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (EYDAF) is an easily understood observation tool, this is a benefit as it can be easily understood by all childcare practitioners and easily picked up and understood by temporary staff members such as supply teachers. 
[bookmark: _Hlk30200211]The FPP and ETDAF are similar to and shares some of the same areas of development as the Foundation Phase Framework which is the curriculum for 3-7-year-olds in Wales. The curriculum is play based which also means some of the observations can completed whilst the children engage in self-directed play. This will allow the observations to be performed to the best of the child’s ability as children are more engaged in activities that they are familiar with and if they think they are playing (Evans, 2015).
Another benefit of the FPP is that each skill can be observed at different times. This allows the observation to portray a true level of the child’s abilities of each skill; which also means that the areas that children need to work on and need to be supported with are highlighted. Some skills that may be linked can be observed together to decrease the number of observations being carried out. 
[bookmark: _Hlk30200223]There are however limitations to the FPP, such as there being no exception to children who have additional learning needs. The profile have skill ladders that children climb, (Welsh Government, 2017c) but there is no separate ladder for children who are developmentally delayed, therefore on paper children with additional learning needs will appear to be behind in their development when in reality they maybe, hitting the expected milestones for children of their ability. 
Another limitation of the FPP is that children need to be observed doing each outcome in order for them to progress. For example, a child cannot move from gold to outcome 2 if outcome 1 hasn’t been observed. This is a negative as on paper it will not be recorded that a child can do the outcome 2 aspect of the skill. 
The Foundation Phase Profile looks at individual skills and areas of development and learning. This means that practitioners can holistically support child development as the need for support in each area can be easily identified. the separate skills ladders enable children to be seen as excelling in one area and needing support in another. 
4. Observations and Play and the link between the two. 
Observations is the techniques of looking at something and assessing what it is able to do. In the early years, children are what is observed and from observing children practitioners are able to assess (evaluate) what the child is able to do and what they may need support with. In early years education undertaking observations is very important, as they allow practitioners to discover the abilities of the children in their and support their planning. This planning can be for additional support for specific children, the environments and resources and the tasks or activities that are available to the children. in the early years’ children are usually observed as they play. 
[bookmark: _Hlk30200264]Observing ‘children’s play gives the observer a collection of important information’ (Kelly, 2016), to successfully observe a child’s true ability through play practitioners must not control or change the play type, they need to sit back and watch what is happening. 
[bookmark: _Hlk30200313]Through observation of play, a child’s knowledge, skills and attitudes can be seen. This is important as from this, activities, environments and appropriate experiences can be planned to further develop a child’s skills (NI Curriculum, no date). 
[bookmark: _Hlk30200321]Play is an important part of observing children, this is because children who believe they are playing demonstrate higher capabilities of skills and emotions (Howard and McInnes, 2012). 
According to the article by Howard and McInnes 2012, there is a link between play, the amount of play time a child has and their emotional well-being and development. Research suggests that when children believe they are playing they are more engaged, less distracted and happier. Therefore, when children are observed during play they are more likely to show a higher-level understanding and more advanced abilities. 
[bookmark: _Hlk30200332]Children are in charge of their own playing and their own learning. They cannot be forced to learn. This is why learning through play and observing through play are important learning tools. This is supported by the practitioners when they take a step back and just observe. This allows them to support children in play without interrupting their learning and their development (Caro, 2012). 
[bookmark: _Hlk30200355]Adults can support children by allowing them time to learn through play. This is supportive as children feel most comfortable when they are playing, and also give the adult opportunity to observe the child when they are most comfortable. The adult also needs to ensure that they provide the child with opportunity, resources and encouraging environments which promote curiosity and the want to engage and explore. The environment is ‘vital in order to observe’ (Drake, 2006) and needs to be of a good standard. Observations that take place when the child is ‘playing’ will give the best view of where the child is at in their development. 
[bookmark: _Hlk30200371][bookmark: _Hlk30200381]The adult’s role in observations based on play is also to be able to become engaged with the child’s play when invited. However, they need to ensure that they do not alter or change what the child is doing to achieve the outcome they need. Instead they need to ensure that they follow the child’s natural play type. The adult should be able to ‘respond spontaneously to children’s play and learning’ (Drake,2006). This will also allow the practitioner to take incidental opportunities of observation. Engaging and playing with children will help and encourage them develop all kind of skills that are vital to the child progressing through life, especially the skills they need for a social life (Narvaez, 2014).
[bookmark: _Hlk30200392]The majority of observations of a child should be carried out when a child is initiating their own learning, the child should be doing the work and displaying their own abilities without them being pushed or told what to do. When observing children, the practitioner should keep a low profile and the child should be unaware that they are being assessed. This is so that the child can perform to the best of their abilities without feeling pressured or self-conscious (Harcombe, 2020). 
Finally, when observing children, the adult needs to remember to praise and encourage them, this will boost the child’s confidence and self-esteem. This is important as confident children will continue to initiate their own learning and further develop their skills (Harcombe, 2020). When praising the child, the adult however does need to ensure and understand the importance of not influencing or changing what the child is doing. When children are coerced to display a certain level of understanding of a skill they are not actually displaying that they can do it but that they can do what they are showed or told to do by an adult. 
Observing children is important. This is so that their abilities can be assessed and from this further developed and supported as appropriate planning and opportunities can be arranged by the adult. 
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