Section 1
“Play is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. It is performed for no external goal or reward and is a fundamental and integral part of healthy development – not only for individual children but also for the society in which they live”, (Play Scotland, 2023).
Play Wales (2023) argue that when they are given the chance, all children will play instinctively but not all children are able to participate in structured activities. Therefore, it is crucial that children are provided with time, resources and opportunities to play freely, which enhances each child’s development in all areas of learning.
Parallel play is described as children playing alongside each other, usually with the same toys or objects but not actually playing together (Pathways.org, 2023). Mildred Parten closely observed young children aged two-five years and categorised their types of play. She emphasised the social aspects of play and considered how children relate to each other and build their skills to undertake cooperative play, where children fully communicate and play together. She considered that during parallel play, children mimic each other’s play but do not actively engage with each other. Adults may feel that children are not paying any attention to each other, but Parten believes that they are watching and learning from each other (Dean, 2022).
Kroncke (2022) believes that parallel play is an important part of a child’s development and plays a vital role in helping children to interact with others. This links with Vygotsky’s theory as he emphasises the importance of children being around others to support their developmental needs (Pound, 2008). Kroncke (2022) states that typically, children aged 2-3 years will take part in parallel play alongside their peers. Bruce (2020) agrees with this and states that young children need to experience many forms of parallel play before they can progress to partnership play. Kroncke (2022) also considers the symptoms of play issues in children and says that some children may appear to be undertaking parallel play alongside another child, but they are playing solitary as there is a distinct separation in their play and they seem oblivious to what the other child is doing. Parallel play requires a child to be aware of the child playing alongside them and is a good sign of healthy social development. This highlights the need for adults to be supervising and observing children’s play to determine the holistic development taking place and identifying individual children’s needs (Kroncke, 2022).
Heuristic play involves providing young children with a variety of objects to explore independently. The objects included in this type of play are not usually toys but everyday items that can be found around the home or in a childcare setting. Children need to be provided with enough time, allowing them to explore and play with these objects in their own way. Practitioners are advised to remove other distractions when providing children with heuristic play opportunities so that they can observe the children closely (Nursery Resources.org, 2020). Bruce (2020) says that by engaging in heuristic play children will develop their creativity as they are free to imagine and play as they choose to. Children will also develop critical thinking skills and gross motor skills as they freely explore the objects. Nursery Resources.org (2020) also states that by exploring real life objects, children can learn about the world around them and develop basic mathematical thinking skills as they consider the size, weight and texture of each item. Goldschmeid (2004) explains that there is no right or wrong way to plan and carry out heuristic play, people will have their own ideas and resources to use. She emphasises the children’s need to explore and experiment with objects at a young age and believes that heuristic play is an effective way of stimulating this need whilst improving the children’s holistic development.
Bruce (2020) emphasises the need for children to regularly experience free flow play to support their holistic development and believes that all children require the opportunity to conduct their own play and learning. Bruce (2020) states that “children cannot play if they are sitting at tables” and insists that play is only play if it is self-chosen and self-directed. Howard (2020) states that although free play is encouraged, it is often restricted due to several factors including time, space, resources and safety concerns.
Moyles view of play differs to that of Bruce. Moyles believes that play is used to support learning, uses the term ‘playful teaching’ and focuses on the child’s need for play to aid their holistic development but emphasises that adults plan and structure that play to focus on learning outcomes. Moyles’ play spiral maintains that children need to have a balance of free play and directed play which will help them to master a variety of skills, aiding their development in all areas of learning (Pound, 2009).

Section 2
“Self-directed play is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. This means that children can make choices and control their own play, decide on their own rules and roles within the play, and that the play is not performed for any reward but undertaken for its own sake”, (PlayWales, 2023).
Ledendecker (2020) states that self-directed play embraces many Montessori ideals as it involves children controlling the play and adults taking a step back and being a facilitator in that play if required by the children. Ledendecker (2020) emphasises the requirement that adults observe the play and enhance when possible but not to get involved and show the ‘right way’ of doing something, it is vital for the adult to have as little participation as possible during self-directed play. Furthermore, Brown (2014) discusses the importance of a practitioner responding to a child’s play cue to engage with that child during play and says that if the practitioner had a well-balanced childhood with quality play experiences, they will be able to recognise play cues (which are often subtle) and respond accordingly. Brown (2014) points out that if a child’s play cues are regularly missed, this could have a damaging impact on their play and learning. 
According to Broadhead et al. (2010), children appear to describe play based on the choices they are given, where an activity takes place and the people involved in the activity. McInnes et al. (2011) carried out a study that considered the role of the adult during self-directed play. They found that practitioners with valuable knowledge and experience of the Early Years were able to intervene and enhance children’s play when needed and understood when they should step back and be available to the children if required. McInnes et al. (2011) pointed out that practitioners need to adapt for self-directed play to be successful and stressed that practitioners tend to focus on children’s behaviour when evaluating their practice and not consider their own behaviour. This study indicated the main factor as the practitioner’s understanding of play and learning and the benefits of self-directed play when allowed to progress effectively. McInnes et al. (2011) found that many practitioners struggle to promote self-directed play, offering children choices and control, which results in adult-led play with the adults choosing and controlling the play.
Welsh Government (2022) recognises the importance of play in children’s development and learning and points out that play is something that children take very seriously. The new curriculum for Wales focuses on the adult’s role and says that it is integral to the progress of all children in Early Years. As adults carefully observe the children in their care, they can follow the child’s interests, plan and organise stimulating environments which will allow children to play, learn and develop holistically. Froebel believed that an adult required the skill of knowing how and when to intervene in children’s play, he stated that there are moments that children do not require help and moments that they do. Froebel valued child-initiated and child-directed activities (Bruce, 2011).
Ledendecker (2020) points out that there are many benefits of self-directed play as children are encouraged to be independent in a safe environment which allows them to learn at their own pace with no expected end product to their play. Children are able to build on their self-confidence and problem solving skills as they realise they can achieve things by themselves and figure things out by attempting different methods. During self-directed play, children can also stimulate their imagination by being creative and developing their own story lines to their play (Ledendecker, 2020).
Howard and McInnes (2012) considered the link between children’s emotional well-being and play as they carried out a small study on 129 children ages 3-5 years old. Children were allocated to an activity session using the same resources with one being set up ‘like play’ and the other ‘not like play’. All children accessed these sessions and their emotional well-being was measured. Howard and McInnes (2012) found that the children accessing the ‘like play’ session appeared to be more focused on the activity and had increased levels of emotional well-being compared to those children accessing the session ‘not like play’. The study points out that children approaching a ‘like play’ activity feel more confident in problem solving and trying different things as they are controlling and choosing their play so there is minimal risk of failure. In an adult-led ‘not like play’ session, children feel that they need to achieve a particular outcome to please the adult. The findings of this study emphasise the need for training for all adults working with children to help them to understand the importance of play and to consider how their role plays a vital part in all children’s play and learning.

Section 3
The main purpose of the Foundation Phase Profile is to provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment for all practitioners to use and complete for each child by observing and using formative assessments. This assessment allows the practitioner to consider all areas of a child’s learning and development, support transitions between settings and schools and support early identification of children with additional learning needs. The Foundation Phase Profile is designed to be completed as a baseline assessment by practitioners to assess the child’s developmental needs and track progress (Welsh Government, 2017). Welsh Government (2017) states that baseline assessments should be carried out by observing each child unobtrusively during their first six weeks in a reception class with all outcomes being reported to Welsh Government. Practitioners can complete a baseline assessment which will help them to plan appropriate activities, following the children’s interests to provide opportunities to develop further skills.
Dr Marian Sainsbury (cited in Fauser, 2023) says that baseline assessments are a good way of getting to know the new children in a class and understand their developmental needs and existing abilities in all areas of learning. She states that by completing baselines, teachers can plan and prepare activities that will support their children’s learning needs. Dr Sainsbury recognises that some people feel that baselines are ‘formal testing’ but believes that if they are completed appropriately and correctly, they are not, as all information needed can be obtained by observing children naturally. However, Merrick (cited in Fauser, 2023) believes that Foundation Phase Profile assessments do not need to be completed as teachers will naturally observe the children to establish their starting points for learning as well as obtaining information from parents and previous settings. Merrick feels that a teacher completing baseline assessments is taken away from their class for a length of time that could be spent observing and getting to know their new class. Merrick (cited in Fauser, 2023) believes that there is no benefit to the child or teacher in completing baseline assessments and feels that it is purely an accountability measure for data for the school.
Evans (2015) says that teacher skill and experience is paramount in making the correct observation and judgement during baseline assessments and points out that this observation tool is used on a national level so should be easily compared to other judgements that teachers have recorded. However, Welsh Government (2014) argues that often it is not the teachers that carry out baseline assessments on the children, but other practitioners such as Teaching Assistants which could provide an inconsistency in the judgement of children’s abilities.
“Careful observation and assessment of children’s progress in all areas of learning are required to enable practitioners to judge the stage children have reached in order to plan the next steps for their learning” (Estyn, 2011).
Estyn (2011) found that in a minority of schools, children’s standards of development have been affected as practitioners do not have a clear understanding of the Foundation Phase, it’s principles and assessment guidance. They found that some practitioners do not understand how to use play-based approaches to develop and extend children’s learning, therefore, further training is required to enable these practitioners to best support the children in their care.
NDNA (2020) states that the Foundation Phase Profile supports assessment of children’s learning and development throughout their time in the Foundation Phase. They stress that practitioners can use the development assessment tool to observe and plan a holistic curriculum for all children, taking into consideration their interests and stages of development.
BBC News (2011) state that Primary school headteachers deemed Foundation Phase Profiles as "not fit for purpose”. BBC News (2011) states the serious concerns regarding the assessment profile as headteachers believe that there is no consistency across the Foundation Phase and that teachers were concerned about the extra workload involved. A Welsh Government spokesperson said that it is not intended to create extra workload for teachers, but the baseline assessments are necessary as they provide a snapshot of a child’s holistic ability and development and provide practitioners with information needed to plan for each child’s individual needs (BBC News, 2011).
Welsh Government Social Research (2022) completed some research on the Foundation Phase Profile and found that there were barriers to the new assessment tool as some teachers/practitioners were ‘stuck in their ways’ and struggling to move away from previous assessment methods, such as paper-based testing. During this research, many practitioners were sceptical about the validity of the Foundation Phase Profile due to each practitioner completing assessments and possibly interpreting the outcomes differently and being over generous or strict with their marking, therefore causing varying outcomes between assessments. Welsh Government Social Research (2022) points out that some practitioners found the completion of personal assessments useful as it sometimes highlights issues for the whole class to work on and develop further in a particular area of learning. Another point discussed was practitioners feeling that children were still being ‘tested’ as assessments are now completed on an ipad/laptop instead of paper, but they believe that this does not align with the pedagogical principles of the Foundation Phase.

Section 4
Howard and McInnes (2013) point out that when working with young children, observation is key to reflect on practice and make improvements. They state that “observation, assessment and reflection serve to ensure that children are provided with the best possible play experiences”. 
Howard and McInnes (2012) highlighted the importance of completing observations during play as they found that children accessing a ‘play’ activity were deeply engaged and focused on their play. Considering their findings means that a practitioner would see a true reflection of a child’s interests and abilities when observing them during play. Howard and McInnes (2012) found that when they observed children in a ‘not like play’ situation, the children were easily distracted, negative and not focused on the activity. Therefore, practitioners observing this activity would not be likely to see the children’s true abilities, development and interests.
Moyles (2010) agrees with Howard and McInnes (2012) and discusses the powerfulness of observing children during self-directed play as they are fully engrossed in what they are doing and in control of their own learning which is often repetitive. Within his Zone of Proximal Development theory Vygotsky stressed the value that play has in children’s learning as they construct their own play and develop within their environment, alongside other children and adults. Vygotsky focused on treating each child individually and remembering that each child develops at their own pace. Vygotsky believed that adults play a vital role in assessing children’s abilities and potential and providing opportunities for them to meet their full potential in the future (Mathias, 2023).
Smidt (2015) also considers the essential role of adults when observing and supporting children as she states, “it is through watching and analysing we can start to support and extend learning”. Smidt (2015) emphasises that adults need to observe their environment closely to understand if the activities provided are successful and how they may be adapted to meet the needs of the children. Howard and McInnes (2013) say that observing play should be ongoing and taking place at different times and places. Practitioners should take time to observe the play closely and discover what is happening as sometimes at a quick glance play can appear different to what we thought. At times, play is observed and misinterpreted by adults as not enough time and effort has been dedicated to observing (Howard and McInnes, 2013).
Bruce (2011) recognises that there are multiple ways of completing observations but states that traditional narrative observation is recommended for observing children at play. This observation type requires the practitioner to observe children playing and make notes on what they see and hear which allows opportunity for analysing the play afterwards, photographs and videos can also be useful to refer back to when analysing (Bruce, 2011). This observation type was developed by Susan Isaacs as she considered play to be a fundamental part of children’s learning. She felt that not only did play provide opportunities for practising and developing skills but allowed the children to develop emotionally and build on their knowledge of the world around them. Susan Isaacs emphasised the need for quality observations to reflect on the child’s learning and stressed that observations required meticulous detail to be effective (Pound, 2005). Howard and McInnes (2013) also discuss the importance of observation and assessment in identifying children with additional learning needs as early as possible and making referrals to the relevant services. They focus on the natural opportunity to observe children during play as they spend a lot of their time playing, which means that they are likely to be fully engaged and enthusiastic.
Smidt (2015) states that testing children on a one-off or occasional basis and completing box ticking exercises provides no evidence on the child’s skills and abilities and could make children feel anxious and pressured if a practitioner is sat in front of them completing a form. Smidt (2015) says that by observing play, practitioners can gather evidence such as writing/drawings the children have completed, or record written examples of what they said which will provide more evidence and are more likely to be a true reflection of their abilities as the child does not feel pressured or nervous. Smidt (2015) believes that the best way of gathering evidence of a child’s development is as part of their normal daily life, including observations made by practitioners, notes on what the child said, photos, videos and items the child has made.
Welsh Government (2022) points out in the new curriculum for funded, non-maintained settings that assessment and observation is essential to ensure that practitioners can provide enabling environments and experiences to support the children’s learning. The curriculum states that observations should take place naturally indoors and outdoors during different experiences and recorded effectively to enhance planning. The curriculum also points out that assessment of the children should be a useful, continuous process and not a one-off tick list event (Welsh Government, 2022).
