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The Importance of Play

It is generally considered today that children learn and develop through play. Nevertheless, play is difficult to define. Moyles (2010) states that play is the most natural way children learn all over the world. She also believes that play is a principal means of learning and a process through which children acquire knowledge and insights into their self (Moyles 2010). However, this is not a belief shared by all professionals, Bruce (2011) states that Maria Montessori did not give play a central place in her curriculum she believed that children prefer to engage in real rather than pretend. According to Montessori (2015) only through freedom and environmental experience is it practically possible for human development to occur. 
Although there are many definitions of play a common perception of play is that it is a fundamental and integral part of healthy development (Play Wales 2002). All children have the right to relax and play under Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Article 31 creates a specific right for all children to have rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to their age (Children’s Commissioner for Wales 2018).
Play can take place indoors or outdoors and can be adult led or child initiated, it can happen in groups or could be solitary play. For instance, according to Welsh Government (2015) through their play, children practice their learning, play with ideas, experiment, take risks, solve problems and make decisions individually, in small and in large groups. The foundation phase emphasises the importance of children learning through play, its believed that children learn through first-hand experiential activities with the serious business of ‘play’ providing the vehicle (Welsh Government 2015). It cannot be denied that the Foundation phase is based on children learning through play however the new Curriculum currently being introduced in Wales places less emphasis on learning through play and more emphasis on learning and experience. The curriculum aims to enable children to make connections over time and between different experiences, knowledge and skills (Welsh Government 2019)
There is an exhaustive list of types of play, for example Holistic play, dramatic play, adventurous play, risky play and self-directed play. Self-directed play provides children with a sense of freedom to make decisions and boost self-esteem. Children are given opportunities to explore be independent and take controlled risks. A professional practitioner would provide children with a stimulating indoor and outdoor environment with a range of resources to encourage children to make decisions and develop their independence. 
The major types of self-directed play include physical play, cognitive play and social play (Aminpour, 2020). Similarly, the Welsh Assembly Government (2014) maintain that play is essential for the growth in children’s cognitive; physical; social and emotional development. They also claim that there is an increasing understanding of play’s contribution not only to children’s lives, but also to the well-being of their families and the wider community. Play has also been proven to encourage children to be more active, to illustrate this point one might refer to Play wales (2016) they argue that when given the opportunity to play children are likely to be physically active by running, jumping, dancing, climbing, pushing and pulling. Which is beneficial to children’s health and well-being.
Whereas Holistic play provides children with a calm, spiritual and warm learning environment. Holistic play is influential to children’s physical and emotional develop and to children’s well-being. Foundation Education (2018) says that the holistic approach is used to connect children’s development with their natural environment. They also state that holistic development can be supported by asking open-ended questions, building strong and trusting relationships and identifying children interests.  
Holistic play can be linked to adventurous play. According to Play wales (2013) Play underpins the holistic development of children in providing a safe, secure basis for exploration, investigation, interpretation and evaluation of the world.













The Benefits of Risk

A natural part of children’s physical play involves engaging in play that is challenging, scary and risky (Sandsetre 2011). Although there are risk assessments and health and safety procedures in place to protect children from risk, risky play is an influential part of children’s development and children should be given opportunities to take controlled risks. Risk assessments and managements of risks are practitioners making judgements on the levels of risks and steps and procedures that need to be followed for children to take part in risk taking activities. They crucially involve making judgements about acceptability based on an understanding of the balance between risks and benefits (Play safety forum 2008).
Most risky play takes part outdoors and is self-directed, children feel enjoyment and freedom from taking risks a belief that is shared by Lavrysen et al. (2017) who states that children naturally seek to test their boundaries and engage in risk-taking play.
According to Bazley (2018) Children need to seek out risk. He states that risk taking play is a natural part of growing up and provides children with the skills to find their way in the world. He argues that if children are not provided with opportunities to experience a degree of risk and challenge in play, they may seek risk elsewhere, where it may be potentially dangerous. Therefor it is beneficial that children are exposed to controlled risk in their play settings. 
An example of risk-taking play is Denmark’s forest Kindergartens. In these kindergartens’ children are encouraged to take part in risk taking play in a natural outdoor environment, by climbing trees and using knives to whittle wood.  According to a pedagogue (2016) at a Denmark Forest Kindergarten, children learn, they learn to be careful. Children are given freedom to explore and take risk’s in these forest settings, but they also have rules to ensure their safety. Williams-Siegfredsen (2016) believes that many cultures like to wrap their children up in cotton wool, however parents who send their children to a forest kindergarten see it in a different way, that children should have the chance to be free. Notably parents are a barrier to some children experiencing risk. “Whilst some children still have enough opportunities to play freely near where they live, some don’t for a range of reasons. Parental fear is often one of the largest barriers to children playing out with their friends.” (play wales guide to risks). Bronfonbrenners theory of ecological system refers to possible influences on a person. The macrosystem, which is the highest level involves the larger cultural context for example society or community that indirectly influence a person, they develop temporally meaning they evolve over time (Onwuegbuzie et al. 2013). These levels of influences have a so-called ripple affect with the outer layer influences in the next layer and so on. An example of this is society or media reporting of the dangers of risky play and in so influencing parents’ opinion on risk, which then becomes a barrier for the child. However, it is natural that some parents fear the idea of risky play. According to Brussoni (2015) the use of the word “risk” has changed over time, from a neutral term denoting the probability of a given outcome to being synonymous with “danger” and implying a negative value judgment. On the other hand, play creates an attitude of mind which is curious, investigative, risk taking and full of adventure (Bruce2011). Therefor exposing children to controlled risk in the setting is beneficial because not all children are given the opportunity to explore and experience risky play and it is a natural part of their development.  
The current foundation phase curriculum encourages children to learn through play in a stimulating indoor and outdoor environment, Welsh Government (2015) state that first-hand experiences allow children to develop an understanding of themselves and the world in which they live.  
Risky play can be inclusive to all children. There may be a need to take extra precautions for children with additional learning needs however all children are able to take part in risky play with the level of risk being different to each child. The welsh Government (2015) believe that   Settings in Wales should ensure that all children are engaged as full members, accessing the wider curriculum and all activities and working wherever possible alongside their peers. 
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The Foundation Phase Profile

The Foundation Phase Profile is a scale-based assessment that is used to support children through their development during their time in the foundation phase. Through undertaking observations and assessments practitioners can use the baseline assessment to plan accordingly for each child and to monitor children’s development. According to Welsh Government (no date) the profile has been designed to line up with assessments carried out by health professionals to supports early identification of possible developmental delay, special educational needs, or additional learning needs, ensuring support is given to children who need it. 
To use the foundation phase profile effectively firstly, practitioners will use information provided to them from other professionals to plan activities to support children’s development. Practitioner then go on to assess children across all areas of the foundation phase and children are given an outcome. It is from these outcomes that practitioners can plan activities to further support children’s development in all areas of the foundation phase. Finally, practitioners will assess again to evaluate and monitor children’s progression. 
Personal experience has shown that the Foundation phase profile is an effective way of identifying any developmental delays or additional learning needs. Dewis Cymru (2018) state that the majority of children with additional learning needs are educated within mainstream schools perhaps with additional support in the classroom; however, a small number of children need to access Additional Learning Provision. Therefor the foundation phase profile is an effective way of identifying children who may need the additional learning provision.
It is also an effective way to evaluate the effectiveness of learning by monitoring children’s progression. Practitioners can see what areas of leaning may need more attention and what is working well. However, the foundation phase profile is time consuming and may not be completely accurate. Practitioners observe children to give them an outcome, but it may come down to opinion. For the results to be accurate children will need to be observed completing a certain skill more than once to have achieved it. Although according to Welsh Government (2015) is checked against adjacent outcomes to ensure that the outcome awarded is the closest match to the child’s performance. Not all children show their full potential when being observed or assessed some children can be shy and withdrawn, some children may not be interested in certain activities such as mark making or physical activities such as throwing a ball. Therefor the foundation phase profile does not show a child’s full potential or does not give much background information on how assessments and observations were carried out. 
The curriculum in Wales is constantly changing therefor the way in which practitioners assess and observe children are also changing. According to Hwb (2019) as part of the new curriculum being introduced in wales practitioners can use assessment information to reflect and evaluate in order to adapt their practices to ensure that they meet learners’ needs effectively. Practitioners are also encouraged to improve or change the direction of what is not working well.  Donaldson (2015) states that learning is crucially affected by how progress and outcomes are assessed and how the results of such assessments are used. He argues that assessment is a vital and integral part of learning and teaching and so needs to be fundamentally linked to the curriculum. However, Donaldson (2015) goes on to say that where assessment becomes dominated by accountability processes, as can happen, the consequences for children and young people’s learning can be damaging. 
Individual outdoor areas. 





















The Role of Play when undertaking observations and assessments

The Role of Play when undertaking observations and assessment determines the accuracy of the data collected. The accuracy of the observation and assessment depends on the type of play, for example if the play is self-directed it is more likely that the child will show greater interest and engagement in the observation because the child has chosen the play. If the play is adult led then some children may not be interested and lack engagement, there for may not be showing their full potential. 
It is thought that a lack of understanding of play, combined with a mistrust of child-led activities and reluctance to give children choice and control, results in an overreliance on adult-led activities with adults having control and choice, reflecting strong framing (McInnes, K et al 2011) 
It is through observing and assessing play that practitioners can evaluate the effectiveness of the play, children’s interests, resources needed and practitioner’s involvement in play. It is from evaluating that practitioners can plan enhancements for children’s play. Through appropriate planning and structured experiences in the Foundation phase areas of Learning children should grow, develop and progress in their development (Welsh Government 2015) and it is through evaluating on observations and assessments that practitioners are able to plan appropriately. 
The new curriculum being introduced in wales states that assessment is integral to supporting learning and teaching. It states that by assessing children practitioners can recognise and support progress for all learners – by identifying their strengths, achievements, areas for improvement and, importantly, their next steps. (Hwb 2019). When assessing children through play practitioners are encouraged to 
play with enthusiasm when invited to play, and to be a passionate advocate of play, these are the best ways to ensure an environment and atmosphere where young children can have their needs and rights met. (Play wales 2016).
Play provides practitioners the opportunity to step back and assess children’s language and communication skills, social skills, physical skills and learn more about children’s personalities. As part of the foundation curriculum children are encouraged to learn through play and first-hand experiences. First-hand experiences allow children to develop an understanding of themselves and the world in which they live (Welsh Government 2015).
It has been said that practitioners have the tendency to interrupt and or interfere with play with the need to fill it with learning opportunities, According to Play Wales (2013) practitioners need to think about play and playfulness if they are to place themselves alongside children as players. It is vital that interaction, rather than intervention, and after a period of observing then is it possible to understand the context of play and the players. It also states that children respond positively and quickly when adults convey an acceptance of play. 
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