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Children’s Play: Principles and Practice
What is play?
Bruce (2011) states play is generally considered to be something which children do; it is something that children enjoy, and it is purely for their entertainment. However, play is much more than this, play is an important learning tool which every child needs to develop. Bruce (2011) states most children across the world play and this supports their learning in a variety of different ways including: making children think in an abstract way, giving them an understanding how others feel and think, helping children relate to others and making children adaptive thinkers. Play Wales (2019) believe that playing has an impact on a child’s well-being and resilience and as adults it is important that play is prioritised. Moyles (2013) describes play as a powerful tool which enables children to build on skills and attributes including building on children’s independence, autonomy and confidence. 
But do children play enough? Bottrill (2018) argues that play is the most misunderstood and underrated concepts in today’s education even though it is an essential component to the development of a child. Play is important, play is not children being put into certain groups to play in a certain way, guided by adults, play should give children opportunities, provide self-chosen challenges and build self-confidence (Bottrill, 2018).
Play is important for every child of all ages, the German educator Friedrich Froebel believed when children play, they form an understanding of the world through direct experiences, and his ideas about learning through play in nature has spread throughout the world (Early Education, no date). 
Self-directed play is an important factor to consider for children’s development. According to Hollis Montessori (2018) self-directed play is when the play is not adult-directed, and the child is free to select creative ways to play. 
Children display signs of emotional well-being when an activity is perceived as play. What adults perceive as play may however be somewhat different. According to Howard and McInnes (2012) children who see play as an activity show more signs of emotional well-being than the same activity which is viewed as not play. For example, an activity is seen as play by a child if, an adult is nearby, the child can freely choose what to play with and how to play with it (Howard and McInnes 2012). In contrast, an activity of a non-play activity is something which has been laid out ready for the child, the child is told where to sit, the adult is involved with the activity, the child is told what to use and what to do, this to a child is not viewed as play. Adults can support self-directed play by giving children the choice of play and giving the children the flexibility to select what they would like to do. Howard and McInnes (2012) believe to promote self-directed play the role of the adult is to over see an activity, to be there if the child needs them, however, not to interfere or intrude on what the child would like to play with. Da Vinci Montessori (2019) states that learning to play with children can be difficult for adults to learn, adults’ instincts are not always correct and not playing is the hard lesson for them to learn. 
Vygotsky, Piaget and Bruner were all psychological theorists who focused on play to promote cognitive functions (Brown and Platte, 2013). Piaget believed that play did not necessarily result in new cognitive structures, however play did provide children with practice learnings already taught. Vygotsky viewed play as the main source of development in the early years, he believed children benefit most by using make-up or dramatic play. Bruner’s believed that play was a vital part of children’s development which influences children’s behaviours and experiences within the environment (Brown and Patte, 2013). 
Children’s play is an activity which is processed and structured by a child, it occurs wherever and whenever an opportunity arises. Play provides children with the opportunity to exercise not only in a physical activity, it provides them with the chance to exercise in a mental and emotional activity. The key characteristics of play include challenges, flexibility, fun and with a non-productive outcome (Brown, 2014). 
Children have the right to play and it is important that a child experiences a variety of play. According to UNCRC (1989) stated in Article 31, children have the right to engage in play and recreational activities, children have the right to participate freely in artistic, recreational and leisurely activities. The key to developing a combination of skills with children is to ensure they experience a variety of play activities. The more variations they experience, the wider the child’s skill set. Family Lives (no date) states that every play activity has a different outcome. An example of this is a child playing with sand and water, this simple activity is holistic play because a child will learn a variety of skills for example: the water is fluid, not solid, it can be measured in different containers of difference sizes. The activity is self-directed, it gives the child freedom of play, with no rules or regulations, however this activity is introducing the child into science and maths. 
Role Play is another example, this is when a child pretends to be someone or something else.  A child may dress up, a child will use their imagination, express feelings and this type of play encourages creativity. Bergen (2002) believes high-quality pretend play can have a positive impact on children’s cognitive development, social skills and academic development which results in holistic development. 







Risk 
Warden (2015) states risk is embracing a new challenge which develops intellectual, physical and emotional thinking. The characteristics of risks include heights, motion, spinning, rolling, balancing, darkness and the unknown. When children take risks, they have an increase in confidence, become independent and take responsibility for their actions (Warden, 2015). 
Young children need to learn to use their bodies, they need to find out just how fast they can run, how loud they can shout and how high they feel safe to climb. This involves children taking risks, falling is part of growing up and when children take risks, this develops their confidence and makes them believe in their own decisions (Ouvry, no date). 
Children need to learn about risk, take on new challenges and realise what their capabilities are, this will result in children’s healthy growth and development. It is essential that children take risks and face new challenges, however children do not need to face hazards or danger (Bilton, 2010). 
According to Forest School (2019) it is important that a balance is found when children are taking risks between the child and the adult. To find the right balance the child should be able to take risks in a safe environment with support from practitioners.  Knight (2011) states managing risk is essential and a balance must be found when children are taking risks. For example, children must be given the opportunity to take risks in the outdoors, they should be allowed to climb, to jump, to run and to explore. However, this must always be monitored by an adult and risk assessed beforehand. 
Scandinavian countries have been allowing children to take risks in forest schools for many years. Forest School (2019) states that forest school takes place in a natural environment to support children’s development, it aims to build children’s confidence, allows children to take risks and makes children creative thinkers. Children are given the chance to use hands-on materials, such as sharp tools and allowed to climb trees if they wish. Siegfredsen, (no date) a teacher from UK, explains when she first visited a forest school in Denmark, over 19 years ago with a group of early years students, she was shocked to see a child climbing a tree up high and did not understand why the pedagogues were allowing it to happen. However, after spending time in the forest school, Siegfredsen, (no date), now understands that children need to take these risks to develop their physical skills, that children need to take risks to enhance their development and build trust with their pedagogues. Through this way of open learning, children begin learning how to access risks and monitor what they can or cannot do. For example, they will not climb higher than they feel necessary or put themselves in any harm (Siegfredsen, no date). 
Teach Early Years (2019) discuss how these methods such as climbing trees are providing the children with the support to develop their skills. Children are not only developing their physical skills, they are taking risks and building their agility, along with building trust from their practitioners. This encouragement, trust and support develops children’s understanding to assess challenges and risks (Teach Early Years, 2019). 
If children are not given the opportunity to take risks, which are appropriate for their age this will hinder their normal development, in fact risky play is necessary for children to cope with risky situations in further years and develop risk-taking skills (European Early Childhood 2015). 
Adult supervision is essential to support the correct balance of risk, encouragement is key and risk assessment must always be taken. It is our natural instinct to be nervous about children taking risks, such as a child being up high. Our reaction can be to say words such as “be-careful” however according to Broadhead (2010) practitioners should be willing to support children’s risk-taking although it may exceed their own tolerance of risk. Using encouraging language such as “you can do it” will encourage the child to succeed and develop confidence. 
According to Play Wales (2018) risk assessments need to be actioned to protect children from serious harm, to provide children with stimulating and adventurous play while giving children the opportunity to take risks.  
Moyles (2010) states that risk assessments are important to ensure the activity is most beneficial for the child and that risks children may encounter are reasonable. Forest School (2019) believe building trust with children over time will lead to hands on experiences such as lighting fires with three-year olds, however this trust would have been built up over weeks, the rules would have been discussed and the shared trust already exists (Forest School 2019). 

Broadhead (2010) believe taking risks through play is a safe place for children to learn that they can be trusted and feel trust in adults. Play and taking risks facilitates children’s well being on three different levels. According to Moyles (2010) children firstly build a sense of respect, they can be trusted to play and therefore are given the willingness to take risks. Then, children build an understanding to make mistakes and learn that doing things differently is acceptable. Lastly, play provides risks which gives children the option to learn and do things in different and novel ways ( Moyles, 2010).
Heads Together (2016) believe taking risks in play often involves excitement, children pushing their boundaries and doing something new. Children need to learn that it is acceptable to not always win and by taking risks, this enables children to build a resilience and realise it is ok to lose and for them to move on. According to Heads Together (2016) some children are naturally more resilient than others, however resilience is something which over time can be taught. An example is if a child has the ability to stay calm if faced with a difficult situation. The science of resilience (2015) states that resilience is best described using a scale. One side of the scale has positive outcomes and the other side have negative outcomes. Children are born with a fulcrum, which is the centre of the scale, however it is an adult’s responsibility to form a base of positive outcomes, this will support a child’s development (The Science of Resilience 2015). If a child is supported to take risks this will result in a positive outcome. If the child fails, it is the adult’s responsibility to ensure the child feels assured and that it is ok to get up and try again, this will in turn result with children coping in negative situations, for example losing a race on sports day. 

Section 3  
The Foundation Phase is a statutory curriculum for all children in Wales aged 3 to 7years. The curriculum encourages children to enjoy learning and use their imagination (Welsh Government, 2015a). The curriculum is used in nurseries, schools and day centres. The areas of learning include: Language, personal and social development, well-being and cultural development, mathematical development, Welsh language development, foundation phase planning and literacy physical development (Welsh Government, 2015a). 
The Foundation Phase is assessed using an assessment tool called the Foundation Phase Profile. The profile has been developed to build a holistic view of children’s development and abilities. The main purpose of the profile is to provide a consistent baseline which runs alongside the end of the foundation phase (Welsh Government, 2015a).
The Foundation Phase Profile is a table which is split into sections according to age expectations, practitioners need to fill out accordingly and make notes of observations.  
Education for Wales (2019) state the Foundation Phase Profile has been created to support assessments for children’s development and learning through their time in the Foundation Phase. NDNA (no date) believes the Foundation Phase Profile measures skill ladders and detailed skill tracking to gather information on each child. The assessment provides outcomes which can be measured to assess a child’s progress. 
The Foundation Phase Profile supplies practitioners with support to provide a holistic curriculum for children. The profile is used to evaluate each child’s development and learning (Education for Wales, 2019). 
Welsh Government (2019) state since 2015, assessments for the foundation phase profile is a statutory requirement in schools. The first assessment is undertaken within the first six weeks of a child entering reception class and then again at the end of Year 2. 
Welsh Government (2019) state the use of the Foundation Phase Profile is compulsory within the first 6 weeks of the child starting reception. However, when the child reaches the end of Year 2 the use of the Foundation Phase Profile is not compulsory. Welsh Government (2019) states that at Year 2, the use of the Foundation Phase Profile is not compulsory and schools should use the results from the profile and select an approach which fits each child best. Schools should use their evidence to inform their own judgement on the child’s development. 
The Foundation Phase Profile measures children’s development from the age of 3-7 years, using expectations and noting observations. According to Early Years Wales (2017) states the Foundation Phase Profile measures children’s skills by using assessments and observations. The Foundation Phase Profile covers a broad range of skill sets through each child’s development. However, the assessment does not include the well-being of the child or provide a cause of why each child may not be reaching each development skill expected (Foundation Phase Profile, 2015). According to Welsh Government (2017a) the importance of emotional development and well-being must be recognised and practitioners should understand how each child develops and plan a curriculum accordingly. Cache (2018) state 5-10% of children within the UK have low well-being and it is important for all practitioners to provide children with the correct support, activities and attention needs to increase the child’s wellbeing. The Foundation Phase Profile does not include any aspect of a child’s well-being, this highlights the importance of the practitioner’s building a relationship with each child to understand them and plan accordingly. In contrast to this, the benefit of the Foundation Phase Profile is that it is used for all children. Welsh Government (2015) state the Foundation Phase Profile is for use of all children which covers, age, disability, gender, race, religion and sexual orientation.  Early Years (2016) point out that by using the same assessment for every child, this ensures the correct support is given to children who need it and the assessment provides early identification of any possible development delay.
According to Education Wales (2019) the benefits of the Foundation Phase Profile is to support children’s learning and development. From entry to the end of the foundation phase, the profile includes observations and formative assessments which support practitioners to develop a holistic curriculum for all children. 


Section 4 
Welsh Government (2008a) state children should be observed carefully to note their progress, involvement and enjoyment. Practitioners should then be able to plan an appropriate curriculum to support children’s development, to suit each child’s needs. According to Fisher (2010) it is important observations are taken while children are playing. Practitioners learn what children are interested in instead of assuming. Additionally, Fisher (2010) states that although teachers can learn about a child through conversations, one of the best ways to learn about each child is to observe. To watch, be silent, be still and to take everything in (Fisher 2010). 
In addition, Moyles (2010) demonstrates the importance of observing children at play by using an exercise. The exercise involves a teacher observing children while they are playing. Then, after making notes looking back to evaluate whether the children could develop these skills without being engaged at play. The aim of the exercise is to display what children gain from play and how they are best observed while playing (Moyles 2010). 
According to Moyles (2010) a playful approach to learning supports children’s learning and taking observations while children play is essential. Children who play use and apply their knowledge, build on their skills and understand different concepts. Furthermore, Moyles (2010) believes practitioners should encourage children to play using different approaches, such as setting up different activities within a classroom, making it exciting, enticing and fun. As a result, children develop a positive attitude towards learning and therefore are using their best abilities to be observed(Moyles, 2010).
Play is a fundamental aspect to children’s education and childhood development, practitioners should observe children while playing to gather a true reflection (Lin and Li, 2018). Play can be viewed in a variety of different ways, such as imaginary play, free-flow play, constructive play and rough and tumble play, all of which provide children with a variety of different behaviours, which are essential for practitioners to view while taking observations (Lin and Li, 2018). 
It is important that observations are taken when children are relaxed, playing and feel comfortable. Moyles (2010) believe children use the best of their abilities when they are playing, they come across challenges and they solve problems. By observing children while at play, children are at their best and practitioners can view a clear reflection on the child (Moyles, 2010). 
According to Howard and McInnes (2012) when children are involved in an activity which is seen as play, children are less distracted, they are focused and display emotional well-being. Additionally, Children display behaviours such as facial expressions, certain language is used, direction of gazes and their body positions. These characteristics are ideal to undertake observations. In contrast to this, Howard and McInnes (2012) state when children are involved with activities, which are not seen as play, they are easily distracted, less engaged and display more negative behaviours, therefore if an observation was taken when children were seen to be not playing, the true reflection of the child would not be displayed. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]So why is it important that assessments and observations are taken place when children are playing? Moyles (2010) believes if an observation is undertaken when a child is involved in self-initiated play, the child will provide some clues to a child’s development progress and provide vital information on how to support each child. To gather a true reflection of a child’s development, it is essential that the practitioner observes the child when the child is most comfortable for an accurate observation. 
Early theorists and researchers such as Piaget, Bruner and Erikson have all discussed the importance of play and linked play to young children’s cognitive development (Bergen, 2018).  
Another aspect to consider when taking observations is how children feel when they are playing compared to not playing. According to Jenkinson (2001) when children have too much directed play with predetermined outcomes it can lead to frustration and unhappiness. Notably, Jenkinson (2001) explains how this is counterproductive and does not show a true reflection of a child and taking observations should be taken at play, when children are most comfortable (Jenkinson 2001).   
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