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[bookmark: _GoBack]Children’s Play Principles and Practice
Evidence of a clear understanding of the importance and variety of play types, including self-directed play. The significance of holistic play should be considered.  
‘Play is a process that is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated’ (Play Wales, 2015).  It is through play that children develop a sense of the world around them (Tassoni and Hucker,2000). 
[bookmark: _Hlk29744226] Self- directed or free play is play which is chosen by children, it is not directed by adults. It is something that children do because they enjoy it. Children are often more engrossed in this play because it is developed by themselves, it is shaped by them and they decide on its rules and boundaries (Tassoni and Hucker,2000). When children are in control of their own learning, they can explore ideas and experiences which make sense to them. It is through self-directed play that they build on what they already know and confirm and consolidate their thinking (Bruce and Meggit, 2006). 
[bookmark: _Hlk29637497]Although the child is in control of self-directed play, they will still require support from adults who understand and respect this play experience. Adults need to acquire the skill of allowing self-directed play without feeling the need to take over it (Tassoni and Hucker, 2000). They need to have some understanding about the play cycle and play cues and wait for an invitation to play. Taking over the play is called adulteration. This is where the adult forces the play cycle to end (Davy and Gallagher, 2006). Children need adults who facilitate and encourage play (Lindon, 2001). Bruner used the term scaffolding play; this describes how the adult appropriately supports play and makes the experience richer (Brock et al. 2014). Once the child shows competence in the area of play, then the piece of scaffold can be removed (Lindon and Brodie, 2016). This allows the child to go from dependence to independence (Smidt, 2015). Vygotsky talked about the zone of proximal development as being the gap between what a child already knows and what they are able to achieve with the support from a skilful play partner (Lindon, 2001). This supports the need for practitioners to know how to intervene carefully. However, getting close to the learning does not mean to take over.  If we do this there will be little left for the children to explore (Smidt, 2015). As suggested by Bruce (2005a) the role of the adult is ‘not to withdraw from the play, because staying in the play shows children you value it, but to take an increasingly backstage part in it’. 

As outlined in an article written by Play Wales (2015), play can take many forms. Previously play had been classified into four main play types, Imaginative, Construction, Creative and Physical play (Tassoni and Hucker, 2000). However, there are now acknowledged to be sixteen types of play, which provide early years workers with a common language of which to describe an activity (Play Wales, 2018). Each play type contributes to different aspects of a child’s development. According to Early Years Matters, (2012) play enhances physical, social, emotional, cognitive and language development. Play, learning and development cannot be divided. For children to be able to develop holistically, they need enabling environments which offer a range of open-ended resources to support and encourage children to create their own play experiences (Bruce, 2005a). 
[bookmark: _Hlk30172334]Role play is a type of play where children practise, imagine and try out new ideas (Sharman et al. 2015). Although this play type is primarily associated with social development, because children learn to interact with others, under the surface development in other areas is occurring. Through role play, children learn about the world around them, they begin to see things from another perspective. Bilton (1998)  states ‘that children cannot see what it is like from someone else’s perspective unless they have walked in their shoes’. Through role play, children come to terms with aspects of daily life (Tassoni and Hucker, 2000). They develop receptive language skills as they learn to listen, negotiate and take turns. Expressive language is developed as they copy and practice words they have heard from others (Bruce, 2005a). Cognitively children learn to remember situations from the past, this helps them to solve problems and come up with solutions. It has been stated through role play children develop physical skills, such as hand eye coordination and fine and gross motor skills, as they master dressing up or manipulation of props (Tassoni and Hucker, 2000). Role play can be observed by children who are involved in Solitary play, where they practice playing alone, in Spectator play where they watch then copy other children, through playing alongside others in Parallel play, or playing with others in Co-operative play (Lindon, 2001). Levels of involvement in play will change as children develop and mature. 




Evidence of a clear understanding of why exposing children to risk is beneficial. 
[bookmark: _Hlk29321882]Taking risks is essential and as adults we do this all the time. Research suggests that in order to prepare children for adulthood, we need to expose them to an element of risk that is appropriate to their age and stage of development (Knight, 2010). Play Wales (2008) suggests that risky play means providing opportunities for children to encounter or create uncertainty, unpredictability and potential hazards in play activities.  It is argued that children can only learn about safety when they are exposed to risk and hazard (Wood, 2013) and (Thomas and Dudley, 2010). Therefore, it is suggested that exposure to risk is beneficial to the development of children. 
According to Knight, (2011) children are born with the innate ability to manage risk. It is a natural part of development, a way in which they learn to survive and find out about the world around them. As they mature and pass through their developmental milestones, they learn to push boundaries and extend their limitations (Broadhead et.al. 2012).
[bookmark: _Hlk29321798]      ‘Children would never learn to walk, climb stairs or ride a bicycle unless they were not strongly motivated to respond to challenges involving risk of injury’ (Play Safety Forum, 2012). 
[bookmark: _Hlk29325105][bookmark: _Hlk29320230]There are many reasons why exposure to risk is good for children. As stated by Gill, (2007) taking risks has positive implications on the overall development of children. Risk taking is positively associated with emotional wellbeing, resilience and mental health (Broadhead et al. 2010). Emotionally, as children learn how to manage anxiety and fear, they develop in confidence and self-esteem (Wood, 2013). Learning to manage risk and adventure also has important cognitive benefits through the development of personality traits such as teamwork, motivation, concentration and perseverance (Knight, 2011). Growth and development of the brain, body and feelings are inseparable. Piaget saw movement and physical development as a prerequisite for higher levels of thinking (Ourvy, 2003). Children develop physically, as they learn to control their movements. The skills of proprioception are developed through attention, balance and co-ordination (Lindon, 2001). A study into brain development highlighted it is imperative that children are exposed to physical play for brain connections to be wired. It has been suggested that children who miss out of physically challenging play will experience problems with clumsiness and spatial awareness in later life (Broadhead et al. 2010). Children need opportunities to repeat and practice new skills as this helps to firm up neural connections in the brain on which they build more learning. If experiences are not repeated the neural will weaken and fade away (Lindon and Brodie, 2016).
Learning to recognise risk and make judgements of their own, is a vital skill that children must develop (Gill, 2007). If adults fail to provide these opportunities, then children are more likely to seek these thrills in places which are less appropriate (Brock et al. 2014).  Moss and Petrie as cited in (Broadhead et al. 2012) state ‘For children not to engage with risk is for them to be cut off from an important part of life’. Knight (2011) suggests that without exposure to risk children will not be able to keep themselves safe. Without opportunities to challenge themselves, understanding of safety will not move forward. 
As stated by Play wales, (2008) risk will be different for each child. What one child perceives as difficult, another will find easy. It will depend on a child’s previous exposure to the activity and competence levels. Through careful observation and knowledge of each child, practitioners can ensure that they are not exposed to risk which is beyond their age and stage of development (Knight, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Hlk29321676]In order to create safe environments for children, practitioners need regard to their legal duties. The Health and Safety at Work Act, (1974) places a duty on professionals to risk assess environments to ensure they are suitable for the children. A Risk assessment is a working document which examines an activity for the purpose of identifying hazards that have the potential to cause harm, then putting control measures in place to reduce the risk (Play Wales, 2008). A risk assessment involves two judgements. The first is the potential for something to happen, the second what the consequences will be (Brock et.al, 2014). Risk assessments must be communicated with all staff and reviewed regularly, particularly with changes to legislation or policy (Knight, 2011). The Health and Safety Executive (2012) suggests ‘When planning and providing play opportunities, the goal is not to eliminate risk, but to weigh up the risks and benefits.  No child will learn about risk if they are wrapped in cotton wool’.  
 




In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method. 
[bookmark: _Hlk29585562]Observation is a crucial tool which is used to observe and assess children’s learning (Nutbrown, 2016). Observations can be used to identify when a child is not meeting its developmental milestones, to enable planning of appropriate play activities, to understand patterns of behaviour or to identify danger and maintain safety (Sharman, et al, 2015). It is an approach which involves watching, listening and recording children’s chosen play (Lindon, 2001). It is vital when observing children that a knowledge and understanding of child development is paramount (Bruce, 2005b). 
The Foundation Phase is the statutory curriculum for all children aged three to seven years in Wales. Seven Areas of Learning have been identified to describe an appropriate curriculum for three to seven year olds that supports the development of children and their skills (Welsh Government, 2015). As stated in research by Wales Institute of Social & Economic Research Data & Methods, (2014) it was introduced in schools in 2010 as a departure from a formal way of teaching. It was developed based on the evidence of good early years programmes in Scandinavia, Reggio Emilia and Te Whariki, where the focus is on a child centred approach (Welsh Government 2015). The ethos is that children learn through the serious business of play (Welsh Government, 2008). The Foundation Phase Profile is the assessment tool used to track the development of the children in the Foundation Phase. It was developed as a summative assessment tool that uses observations and formative assessments to build up a holistic picture of a child’s development (National Day Nurseries Association 2019). 
The Foundation Phase Profile assesses children in four areas of learning. It looks at the Personal and Social development, Wellbeing and Cultural diversity as one area, Language, Literacy and Communication skills as another, as well as Mathematical development and Physical development. A baseline assessment is completed during the first six weeks of reception and another assessment takes place at the end of year two (Welsh Government, 2015).  It is linked with the work of Piaget’s ages and stages. He saw learning as progressing through age related stages, where each stage must be mastered before the next is attempted (Smidt, 2015, Davy and Gallagher, 2006). 
As it is possible to track the development of children from 6 months to 86 months, this tool is now commonly used for observation and assessment in early years and Flying Start Settings (Welsh Government, 2017). Flying Start settings use the Foundation Phase Profile as a continuous developmental tracking tool. It is completed within the first six weeks of entry, through observations in the four areas of development. An age appropriate outcome score is then produced in each area which informs the keyworker about the next steps in learning appropriate to the child. An exit score which is collated in the last six weeks is used to see the distance travelled and the benefits on attending Flying Start (Flying Start Swansea, foundation Phase guidance, 2016). The Foundation Phase profile amongst other documents is given to the Nursery Teacher at the point of transition into school. According to the Flying Start Transition Guidance, this gives the teacher a clear view of the development of the child before they start school (Welsh Government, 2014). 
There are many positives to using this assessment method. The Foundation phase profile is designed to line up with assessments made by other Health professionals, so is useful in the identification of developmental delay. This can ensure that support is given to those children who need it (Early Years Wales, 2019). Information gathered will enable practitioners to hold discussions with parents on their child’s development and how they may support them. It is suggested that when parents and practitioners work together in early years settings, the results have a positive impact on children’s development and learning (Nutbrown, 2016).  There are, however, no set methods to carry out the observations within the profile and Estyn have not given advice on the amount of evidence needed for each outcome. This is problematic and causes confusion amongst practitioners as to how much evidence should be collated. As stated by the Wales Institute of Social & Economic Research Data & Methods, (2014) the Foundation Phase does not have a clear and distinct set of actions for practitioners. This could impact on the consistency between settings and the reliability of the data produced. In addition, the Foundation Phase Profile only assesses children in four areas of development. It does not acknowledge the holistic development. It gives no consideration of a child’s knowledge and understanding of the world, welsh language or creative development. This conflicts with the following statement which outlines,
‘The Foundation Phase is the Welsh Government’s flagship policy of early years education for 3- to 7-year-old children.  It encourages children to be creative and imaginative, which makes learning more enjoyable and more effective throughout their educational journey’ (Welsh Government, 2015). 


Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observation and assessment of children. Consider how this affects the child’s engagement and the accuracy of the observation. 
[bookmark: _Hlk29637474] ‘Play is without a doubt, the most natural way children learn all over the world: this is      why it is important for us as educators, to ensure that children have every opportunity to engage in play and playful experiences. (Moyles 2010). 
[bookmark: _Hlk29637527]Children of all ages and abilities have a natural urge to play. The Welsh Government Play Policy (2002) notes that children have ‘an instinctive desire to play’ and that play is ‘the very process of learning and growth’. Play is important because it enables adults to observe children at their highest level of competence (Pound, 2006). 
Such is the importance of play and learning that the Welsh Government introduced the Foundation Phase curriculum in 2010. It states that 
‘Children learn through first-hand experiential activities with the serious business of ‘play’ providing the vehicle. Through their play, children practise and consolidate their learning, play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems, and make decisions individually, in small and in large groups. First-hand experiences allow children to develop an understanding of themselves and the world in which they live. The development of children’s self-image and feelings of self-worth and self-esteem are at the core’ (Welsh Government 2015).
‘Opportunities to observe children should be an integral part of the daily routine of practitioners working in the foundation phase’ (Welsh Government, 2008). Bruce (2005) states that observation allows practitioners to assess and interpret how particular children are developing.  When observing children, practitioners have a duty to be as sensitive and as unobtrusive as possible (Sharman et al, 2015). Susan Issacs stated that when observing children there should be nothing of the sense of children being tested in any way (Smidt, 2015). The very fact that observations are being carried out can influence the way a child behaves; they might become shy or inhibited so this will affect the accuracy of the observation (Sharman et al. 2015). Bruce, (2005b) suggests, it is vital that observations and assessment of children are carried out in areas where they feel confident and capable and above all, happy. Evidence suggests that this must be at play. Lev Vygotsky said, ‘that in play children are a head taller than themselves’ (Pound, 2006).
Children involved in self-directed play, are able to reach their deepest and widest-ranging levels of learning. When activities are enjoyable and fun, as well as suitably challenging, children will respond with interest. As cited in a paper written by Howard and McInnes (2012) it was suggested that children who approached an activity they perceived as play were more engaged than children who took part in an activity they felt was not play. There were increased levels of emotional wellbeing. It has been suggested that practitioners get the best from children when they happy. Children learn best when they are motivated and naturally drawn to activities of interest, concentration and engagement levels are higher (Pound, 2006). 
The theory on how children learn has been influenced by early theorists whose work has helped to shape the learning strategies in the Foundation Phase. Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852) was a German educationalist who founded the first kindergartens. He believed that children learnt through freely chosen activities where teachers encourage self-expression (Tassoni and Hucker, 2000).  Frobel gave play items to children which he called gifts, these included wooden balls and cubes, which encouraged exploration (Lindon, 2001). He reflected in the phrase ‘let every stage be that stage’ which suggest that children should be allowed to be children and development should not be rushed (Pound, 2006). Much like Froebel, Susan Isaacs (1885–1948), believed in the importance of play in children’s learning (Lindon, 2001). She believed that through play children had a means to solving problems, expressing feelings, gaining conﬁdence and developing social relationships with other children. Observation was the basis of her work, everything she saw in children was recorded in detail. She wrote ‘through play a child adds to its knowledge of the world. No experiential scientist has a greater thirst for new facts than an ordinary healthy active child’ (Pound, 2006). 
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