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PLAY and OBSERVATION 

within the

 FOUNDATION PHASE

WHAT IS PLAY?

A simple definition of play is difficult to find in Pound she tells how ‘Tina Bruce sees play as part of a network of development and learning’ where as Jennie Lindon is said to describe it  as ‘a range of activities , undertaken for their own interest, enjoyment or the satisfaction that results’. It goes on to explain that play should be open ended, where there is no set out come and no rewards.
Play is where a child of any age can learn and express themselves in many ways, allowing them to explore newfound milestones.  Play is owned by the child Bottell pp25-27 ‘the gift of play is the greatest thing we can ever possibly give a child’. Play is creation, it is risk, it is not planned or structured, it is wildness, spontaneous and should not be restricted. Play should be interpretation and reinterpretation. The importance of play should always be encouraged, it is through real play that children learn. Play should give children an open-ended supply of challenges, unlimited possibilities and interpretations of their thoughts that day. Bottell p33. Tells us ‘Children need time and space to delve into deep play, in which they are focused and absorbed in their own learning’.

Play includes gross motor skills giving children the option to jump, run, catch and balance. It makes healthy children, making their hearts beat faster. Filling children with a sense of self-worth and sense of achievement. Bottell pp94/95. 

    In Featherstone and Bailey p67 it quotes that ‘children will learn to explore, express and communicate their ideas and use their imaginations when they have sufficient time to research their ideas, imitate what they see, experiment with ideas and bring their own ideas to the process.’ QCA
The different types of play
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When looking at play and its importance we should take the many different types of play into consideration. These are listed as, Symbolic Play - Socio-dramatic Play - Social Play - Creative Play - Communication play - Dramatic Play - Risky Play - Exploratory Play - Fantasy Play - Imaginative Play - Locomotor Play - Mastery Play - Object Play - Role Play. Listed from Early Years Career.
Social Play
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https://mumsinthewoodeducation.com/entertain-them/social-development/
creative play
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https://www.firstdiscoverers.co.uk/the-science-of-childcare-creative-development/
Creative Play can be very much self-directed where the child can be creative and use their imagination in a wide range of areas. A child can be so creative with re-cycling household waste. A cardboard box, toilet roll tubes, straws and tape and the child can imagine all sorts of wonderful things. Regio described it as open ended learning. Creative Play can give a child a sense of freedom. Something they oversee, building self-esteem with the ability to be the decision maker, control their own movements. Bruner (1972) is said in Smith, Cowie and Blades p197’ that creative play can make the activity complex and challenging with a main goal and the prospect of being able to achieve the task they set out with in mind’, This study was made by Sylva, Roy and Painter (1980) 
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Children playing within placement setting
Self-directed play encourages the child to do things for themselves and to believe that they can do it. Howard and McInnes explains how children can be playing with an adult (not like play) and then ask if they can go play (like play) ‘Children demonstrate increased emotional well-being when they perceive an activity as play rather than not play’.  They play at make believe making their own rules and guild lines. They are in control of the game, giving them a sense of achievement and success. From a young age it encourages experiences of independence in a safe environment, where they have the confidence to explore. It stimulates the imagination letting them be creative, they can imagine all kinds of things that only they can see. Self-directed play allows children to learn at their own pace. Teaches them problem solving and how to work things out. When play is self-directed it has no timeline and no adult direction. Without adults showing success they learn how to challenge their own joy in their play.  They learn to challenge themselves, to try new innovative ideas and they will find self-achievement in doing so. Montessori
The term “Heuristic Play” was coined to describe the interaction of babies and children with everyday objects – not toys.”
Many of today’s toys are loud and colourful and are commonly made of plastic or wood. These toys are good to stimulate children in certain areas but can leave the imagination of children limited in sensory and creative thinking, where children have to work things out and solve problems for themselves.
.


https://schoolhouse-daycare.co.uk/blog/heuristic-play/
It is through the work of many theorists that we can learn just how much play is of a great significance to a child’s development and learning, something they will take with them into adult life. Skills that can only be developed by exploring, risk taking, failures and achievements.  Montessori and Piaget believed that children learn more from opportunities of doing things for themselves. Dewey also agrees that curiosity actually drives a child’s learning, and Piaget is said to stress ‘the importance of play, when a child is involved in symbolic play….’, ‘they make sense of objects and their surroundings’. Garhart Mooney.
RISK IN CHILDS PLAY
It defines risk as: (Exposure to) the possibility of loss, injury, or other adverse or unwelcome circumstance; a chance or situation involving such a possibility. ... Risk is an uncertain event or condition that, if it occurs, has an effect on at least one [project] objective. Wikipedia.org
Play Wales ABC model to dynamic risk management:

Actions that are likely to result in harm

Behavioural modes of children that may lead to them having a diminished awareness and ability to manage risk for themselves and / or others around them.

Context specific factors that may increase the likelihood and potential severity of harm.
Benefits of risk

When looking at risk in the classroom and in an outdoors learning environment, we are very much led by health and safety. By letting children explore and grow, they learn how to monitor risks and deal with the problems that occur daily. It provides skills of problem solving, teaching them that to each problem / risk there is a solution. Risk allows children to be creative, experimental and to explore and judge things for themselves. 

The outdoor environment presents its own risks to us every day as infants and on into adulthood. With factors that can change daily such as wind speed, slippery services, ice, rocks, fallen logs and adverse ground levels. Bruce (2012) But risk is everywhere, and it is important to teach youngsters how to monitor and judge risk and their own abilities. Forest school Wales talks of how ‘They learn to assess risk, take on challenges and accept responsibility…’
Bilton (2nd Edition) states that it is our place as Early years practitioners to check daily for risks that may occur or may have changed in our settings. Confirm daily that children should only act on their own abilities and not to try and compete with other peers or encourage others to go beyond their individual abilities and that their time will come, and that we all do things at different stages.
Avery Jackson (1993) found that a large range of accidents take place when children of varied age ranges play together. Finding that younger children would try to copy their older peers, going beyond their own capabilities.

We can limit risk by using equipment appropriate for our setting. Esbensen (1987) states that when purchasing equipment for children we should try to ensure it is intended for our specific age range. This way their levels of learning can be monitored and scaffolding individual abilities can be observed. ‘Creating opportunities for children to explore and test their own capabilities, to manage risk and grow as capable, resourceful and resilient children.’ (Marjorie Ouvry 2014).

Teaching children to use equipment safely will greatly help in reducing accidents (Avery and Jackson 1993), This is another strategy where the use of common sense is always useful. Teaching children how to use the equipment correctly. Showing them how to be safety conscious and be aware of the risks involved. Talk to the children and get feed back of their understanding of what might happen if they go beyond their own limits or use the equipment inappropriately. Bruce (1987) says that less accidents happen if the equipment is used on a regular basis as the children do not tend to get so excited, leading to pushing and pulling of other students.   
When working with children we should try to limit any projection of fear and replace it with positive encouragement. ‘that’s it, nearly there!’, ‘you can do it!’

Little (2006) described risk as being an ‘… uncertainty about the outcome…as well as the probability of success or failure’. 
Play Wales (2016) reported that ‘Some children adopt the unnecessary fears of their parents and may become afraid to take part’. We can see this when a child shows fear of something they have not experienced before. 
Forest Schools are all about teaching children to learn outdoors and showing children they can be self-assured, resilient and more focused on the world around them. Rousseau, Froebel, Montessori and McMillan have all advocated the benefits of learning in the natural environment and insisted that children need to play, to experience space and movement and sensory stimulation for healthy development. The Forest School experience promotes sensory child-led outdoor play, encouraging and stimulating curiosity and absorption. They learn to assess risk, take on challenges and accept responsibility. (forest schools wales) Fjortoft (2004) wrote that ‘children who experience wild, rough ground with lots of uneven surfaces, boulders, trees and bushes are more developed physically than children who play in conventional ‘flat’ playgrounds… the more varied the terrain the greater the variety of play opportunities and movements’. But these all come with risk that children learn from.
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https://drexel.edu/research/compliance/environmental-health-safety/laboratory-safety/experimental-risk-assessment/
OBSERVATION
The aim of observing the young learner ‘…the practitioner is to assess children’s learning and consequently plan an appropriate curriculum, providing a full range of needs within the setting.’ Cited in Drake. 
In the Foundation Phase Handbook, hwb.gov.wales (2017a) it cites that ‘Observation plays a key role in the everyday practice in the Foundation Phase. The main purposes of observing children are to determine where they are on the learning continuum in order to progress them, and to identify any difficulties or exceptional ability.’ Drury, Miller and Campbell also speak of how observation can be a ‘powerful tool’. They tell the reader how there are different ways to observe a child within the setting. Through observing and listening, practitioners are able to gather evidence before and after children have been taught skills and over a period of time. This enables practitioners to assess how much progress the children have made and whether they need further opportunities to consolidate their learning. Foundation Phase Handbook. hwb.gov.wales (2017b)
When observing the children / child it is in the best interest of the practitioner where possible to gain an understanding of the levels of improvement of the individual where possible these observations should be carried out in both an indoor and outdoor setting. It is mentioned in many books that children show different understandings of their own abilities when they believe they are at play. So, when carrying out observations the adult can learn more of their capabilities if the child feels that it is self-directed play rather than led play.

When observations are being carried out, the practitioner can monitor and record levels of progress, abilities and any additional requirements. Monitoring the child’s progress can give co-workers information they need to support their learning / educational needs. Drake    
           ‘Practitioners will need to allow time for observation of children at play in the setting.’ Where appropriate, children should be encouraged to understand and appreciate the development of their skills and given the opportunity to share their thoughts and feelings on how they are progressing across different tasks and activities. Provision should be planned carefully to ensure appropriate activities and resources scaffold children’s learning and development. Discussion of activities before, during and after helps children reflect on their own abilities. Engagement with parents / carers is also key to gaining a whole picture of a child’s abilities, as well as encouraging parent / carer engagement with their childs education. Taken from the Foundation Phase Handbook. hwb.gov.wales (2017c)
When observing Bottell urges us, ‘to stand back and watch, get to know what makes our children tick and take on board what they are teaching us.’  We can not hear what they are saying if we are to busy. We need to ‘STOP, LOOK LISTEN’. 

Again, when following the Foundation Phase Handbook hwb.gov.wales(2017d). within the first six weeks of the child’s Reception year, we need to plan time where we can observe skills within the Compact Profile. Where the practitioners can record and assess each child through continuous, enhanced and focused provisions 

	The following supports the process of carrying out the baseline assessment.

Review

Information already available from: previous practitioners and settings, health professionals, parents / carers, and the child.

Plan

Continuous, enhanced and focused provision for the first six weeks in Reception class considering the skill ladders to be assessed.

Plan appropriate opportunities in order to observe skills within the Compact Profile.

Do

(Within the first six weeks of the child’s Reception year.)

Implement plans through continuous, enhanced and focused provision.

Record observations.

Assess

(Within the first six weeks of the child’s Reception year.)

Summative assessment using skill ladders across the four Areas of Learning – based on

practitioners’ recorded observations over the six weeks (only).

Use software or the Compact Profile Form to score outcomes for each skill ladder.

Review

Outcomes for each skill ladder and Area of Learning.

Consider a need for further observation and assessment. Seek advice from special educational needs coordinator (SENCo) or additional learning needs coordinator (ALNCo) where necessary.

Ask ’What does this mean for practice and provision?’

Plan

Developmentally appropriate continuous, enhanced and focused provision based on the children’s interests, lines of enquiry and learning styles.




THE IMPORTANCE OF OBSERVATION IN OUR SETTINGS
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Observation carried out within work setting.

For children 3/5 years using scissors.
The main purposes of observing children are to determine where they are on the learning continuum in order to progress them, and to identify any difficulties or exceptional ability.’  hwb.Gov.wales (2017e)
What does the Foundation Phase Profile look like? 

There are two parts to the Profile – a Compact Profile and a Full Profile. Each supports assessment of children’s learning and development against a series of skill ladders that are exemplified through guidance. 

The Compact Profile has been designed for use as a baseline assessment in Reception Year (i.e. the school year in which a child turns 5) and focuses on a specific set of skill ladders. This provides useful information to support early learning and early identification of potential developmental delay or additional learning needs (ALN). Skills have been deliberately chosen which are easy to observe in the first six weeks of a child’s entry into a setting / school. 
The Full Profile has been designed to support assessment throughout the Foundation Phase and at the end of Year 2. The Full Profile includes a wider range of skills that support assessment as a child moves through the Foundation Phase to give a fuller picture of their development. It may also be used to provide more detailed information on children for whom there are concerns, regardless of age. hwb.gov.wales.

Observe the body language of those children who cannot easily verbalise their feelings. Dowling looks at how observation in role play can give practitioners a view of how a child finds sharing, inclusion of peers and if they can praise others. When an adult is observing they can time the focus and concentration levels and notice if there are any difficulties, they look at possible reasons and plan accordingly. It may be noted that if the child is avoiding certain areas such as social skills or verbal communication this may lead to withdrawal from peers or adults.
Once the first observation within the first 6 weeks has been completed, the staff can put a plan in place and then continue to observe over the coming terms and years. It is within this time frame that any SEN or ALN can be put in place. Giving the child a fair opportunity to access the curriculum.  
Article 28 Your right to learn and go to school.  Uncrc

Through observing children at play we can compare their abilities with the government guidelines with children of their own age. A holistic approach to a child’s development can be seen through emotional, physical and knowledgeable views on their surroundings for now and future tasks. A holistic approach is important in that children develop at different times, walking, talking, social skills and assessing risk.
When looking at the reasons why we observe, Pacey explains that when observations are carried out in a sensitive way, the knowledge of the child that we obtain is important to how we can plan for their future learning. The assessor can monitor how they mix with others and learn how the individual expresses their feelings. Each child has their own way of learning and through observation we can learn their learning style. The practitioner can follow development, achievements and monitor specific issues.
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