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Section 1
In approaching the subject of play, the first aspect to consider is ‘what is play and why is it so important?'. Several early year practitioners believe that Piaget's statement ‘Play is the answer to the question, how does anything new ever come about?’ (Berry, 2015) is principal to the foundation of children’s learning. We will explore two types of play and how these can be assisted whilst in practice in early year settings. 
Play has been characterised as an activity that a child chooses freely, engaging actively, unprincipled, creative, and concerned more with means than ends (Pyle and Daniels, 2015). Fundamentally it is the core of a child’s learning, research has suggested that cognitive abilities derive from play and are the foundations for formal learning. Play creates numerous advantages for learning to establish, such as: creativity, problem solving and representational skills and memory (Mckie and Casey, 2017).
Wales was the first country to establish play in their legislation; the Welsh Government believe that children have a fundamental right to play and is a crucial factor for their well-being (Welsh Government, 2014a). The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) recognised how significant Play was within their principles, as Article 31 states, “Children have the right to relax and play, and to join a wide range of cultural, artistic and other recreational activities” (Unicef, 2022). 
Creative Play 
The first aspect to consider is, what is creative play? and how it assists children to develop the skills they need, as this play becomes part of their everyday experience in early years. As through all types of play, enjoyment must be key, furthermore, creative play is an intrinsic internalised process, moving from one stage to another, flowing and practiced by a child (Smither, 2011). In other words, creative play is unique to the child, moving through the developmental stages of play freely and progressing at their own level. Dewey and Vygotsky both recognised that what a child is experiencing, and imagining are connected and that to assist creative acts the environment is required to provide an enriching experience (Vygotsky, 2004). With this in mind, the adult needs to facilitate an environment that is equipped with designated areas for creative play, quiet time, visual art and craft, home corners, water, and sand areas both indoor and outdoor (Miller, Cable and Goodliff, 2010). Additionally, playing with loose parts, using their originality and imagination and being able to express feelings and emotions in these areas is a fundamental part of creative play. Enabling this type of play in practice is equally as important as facilitating the environment and adults can provide opportunities for the child to make their own choices and what materials, this will develop skills the children need to progress such as: problem- solving, self-regulation, confidence, and develop fine motor skills and hand-eye coordination (Scott-Mckie and Casey, 2017).


Social play 
Exploring social play, the first consideration would be identifying what type of play it is and the skills children acquire whilst participating. ‘Social play is defined as a state of engagement in which the successive, nonliteral behaviours are contingent on the nonliteral behaviours of the other partner’ (Garvey, 1974, pp. 163-180). If children play together as one successfully and their behaviours are symbolic alongside creative play, social play will transpire. Conversations, board games, locomotor games, social and interactive experiences, creation, and any playful enterprises are just a few examples of social play. Through these interactions children develop important skills for example, emotional intelligence, social and groupwork, language development and communication skills (Mckie and Casey, 2017). As the facilitator for play, it is important to ensure that the environment is adapted for every child and that there are opportunities and resources for play to occur. Depending on the child's reaction to the adult, there is opportunity to interact, alternatively if the child was happy playing with their peers, then this would allow the adult to observe and make any changes necessary to facilitate play (Early Years Alliance, 2021). According to Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development theory, children benefit from teachers who use their observations to understand the child’s abilities, build upon them, and nurture their strengths (Singer, Golinkoff and Hirsh-Pasek, 2006).
In comparing creative and social play, it is evident that they bring different skillsets and need to be facilitated according to the type of play by the adult. Although there are different skills learnt through specific types of play, there are some that are present in all play fine motor skills, numeracy, problem solving, self-regulation and body awareness. Observation of each child is key to recognise their individual strengths and weaknesses; therefore, they can be supported in practice. If the facilitator can provide an environment that caters for all these play areas and ensures that children can have equal time in each area, children’s holistic development will develop and advance. 

Section 2
Section 2 will look at why play is so important, understanding the benefits of self-directed play and how a child approaches it. Child choice and child led play will be discussed alongside the importance of the adult within children's play and the early years environment.
In approaching the issue of play and how fundamental it is to a child's development, one important consideration of this is that play was considered for some time to be a pleasurable activity and not associated with learning or development. Vygotsky believes that principal from the role of play there are two vital components that benefit, which are symbolic representation and to self-regulate (Whitebread, 2012). Therefore, it is important to ascertain why play is so important and the significance of self-directed play in the early year environment. The child initiates a spontaneous natural approach to the enabling environment, that has been adapted to each individual child's interests from materials and a curriculum. The child is motivated to learn when they make their choices independently and freely (Lilllard, 2005). Play is already supporting their physical and emotional well-being therefore it is not surprising that it will support a child academically. Alongside being pleasurable, it is underpinning their social, moral, and emotional development, which in turn will provide a child with a set of skills that can support them with a balanced integrated approach throughout their life (Pancoast, 2019). Montessori recognised how significant it was for children to make their own choices during play and incorporated it into her nine principles. She experienced children developing quicker when given choice and freedom (Lillard, 2005). Montessori describes play as “play is the child’s work” (Issacs, 2015). 
When children are approaching a task their level of engagement may vary, depending on if they advance to it as play or not play. When approached as play, children seem to participate well in the task, smile and have freedom, when approaching the task as not play, they are easily distracted, negative and sit very still (Howard and McIness, 2012, p.740). Practitioners could think about how they can engage children in early years when approaching activities as play, thus providing a positive and happy interaction which the child will remember as a positive experience. Within the United Kingdom in recent years there have been concerns towards the number of children that are unhappy and have poor holistic, academic, and emotional development. This initiated certain programmes around play to build on children’s wellbeing and social and emotional aspects of learning (Howard and McIness, 2012, p.738). 
An equally important aspect to consider would be, how adults can support children in the early year's environment. McInness et al. (2013) believe that practitioners consider play and child led activities to be less important than activities that are perceived to be work and educational. Additionally, the adult during play is more involved in managing and monitoring as opposed to supporting development and co constructing activities. Practitioners need to be aware of how they interact during play and whether they understand the importance and implications of their involvement. When observing children at play and depicting a child’s play process, the Play Cycle will be of great assistance. It is a strategy that can help practitioners understand how the child is expressing themselves through play. Practiced and used correctly it could be a great method to implement (Sturrock and Else, 1988). There are seven elements that each explain what is transpiring during a play process: metaludes, cues, return, frames, flow, annihilation, adulteration, intervention and dysplay. Individually they all characterize an important aspect of play and can demonstrate a comprehensive language for practitioners to gage (King and Sturrock, 2020).
To conclude, it is evident that children should be given the chance to make their own choices surrounding play, as this will be beneficial to their development and has been recognised by theorists through the years. By doing so, the child is building on their skills and developing an identity. The adult needs to recognise and have a good understanding of play to support and provide opportunities in the environment for the child to have a freedom of choice. 

Section 3
This section will closely look at observations and why they are so significant in the early year sector. Evaluating, discussing, and demonstrating knowledge surrounding a specific type of observation, then consider the information attained from the observation and how this could help support practitioners to support a child’s learning and development.
Firstly, why is observation key for supporting children with their development? It is through observation that you will truly possess a good understanding of the children in your early year's environment. Through those experiences of observing whether incidental or participant, you will gain knowledge that will help provide each child with an unbiased, unique experience for their learning journey (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2010). Furthermore, planning will be more effective with the information attained and would offer the child a range of opportunities that would be challenging, creating a more imaginative and interested approach from the child (Barber and Paul- Smith, 2010). There are several methods that can be used to observe children individually or in group, the observation selected will depend on why the observation is occurring (Brodie,2013). This portfolio will focus on movement tracking of an individual child. Froebel identified that, material resources alone were not enough to determine a child’s ability and identifying the underpinning processes they needed from observing, should be done over a period, and not only concluded from isolated observations (Tovey,2017). Therefore, practitioners need to have a good understanding of how important observations are, this will enable children to have more choice and freedom in their environment providing practitioners with plenty of knowledge to understand the child’s capabilities and skills and ensuring that observations are diverse.
Movement tracking emphasises on where the child likes to spend their time in the enabling environment that the practitioners have provided. The tracking will have been designed incorporating the lay out of the room, arrows are drawn as the child moves around the early year's environment to different designated areas, illustrating what the child is interested in and enjoys. Time can be incorporated to exhibit how long the child has spent in each area; this again will demonstrate where the child enjoys playing and exploring (Brodie, 2022).There are benefits and limitations relative to the movement tracker which will need to be considered, the benefits from a movement tracker could consist of; identifying the amount of time spent in each area, which area the child favoured and what interests they hold, the limitations could consist of: Sickness, possible ALN difficulties, other children, and the areas of interest for the child during the observation. Piaget suggests that solidarity play is essential for children's developmental learning. Furthermore, he named them ‘lone scientists’ investigating their environments (Sugarman,1987). 
Consequently, how does this type of observation support practitioners to support children’s learning and development? A movement tracker could be an important part of your practice in early years, observing the lone child engaging in its environment, exploring, and providing valuable information. Practitioners will have successfully practiced observation and will find themselves identifying opportunities to assess during their workday (Sharman, Cross and Vennis, 2004). however, it does not examine how the child interacts socially and emotionally, and whether they are aware they are being observed, as this may affect the outcomes. Additionally, as this type of observation is straightforward some practitioners may become reliant on it, bypassing other types of observations that will be fundamental (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2010). Fundamentally, practitioners need to develop a reliable and trusting relationship with children as this will enable the observations to be more accurate, as the child will be able to develop a sense of control and independence in a safe environment (Pound, 2019). In Wales, the Early Years Outcomes Framework focuses on making sure a child is supported to feel safe, cared for and valued, are resilient, healthy, not disadvantaged and are given the opportunity to learn and develop (Welsh Government, 2019b).
In brief, it is apparent after evaluating a movement tracker, that there are benefits and limitations to the movement tracker observation. All these factors contribute to the accuracy of the results and should be considered when planning and providing an environment that is tailored for each individual child, ensuring they are supported in their social, emotional, and learning development.



Section 4 
This concluding section will look at why play is principal during observations and assessments of children in the early years environment, how monitoring and assessing may affect their participation and the authenticity from the results concluded during these methods of observation. Finally concluding from the portfolio how beneficial play is in observations and assessment.
Children need to be provided with an environment that enables them to explore and play additionally, this will support their learning and development. The practitioner needs to consider that each child has diverse needs, which is why observation and assessment are important to meet their needs. The role of play is key in observations as it is self-chosen and self-directed, intrinsically motivated, it is guided by rules with room for creation, imaginative and it is conducted actively with a calm frame of mind (Gray, 2013). Thus, seeming less formal and providing a more accurate result, in contrast to an observation in which the child has been requested to participate in, the level of participation may alter as it was not chosen and may discourage the child from engaging in the activity. Encouraging the child intrinsically may have a more positive impact to participation if the child will allow this to happen, opposed to extrinsically, as this will not have been as impressionable, however this will depend on the child (Bronson, 2000). Practitioners need to appreciate the impact that child choice has on observations and assessments as this will be principal to the way they approach observations. Central to a child’s space would be the ethos and style of interaction amidst a child and practitioner, furthermore, a practitioner needs to evaluate their approach in ‘child space’ surroundings so that children can take part in making their own decisions, meaning making and actions which may not involve the adult (Waller and Bitou, 2011). 
Practitioners could be mindful of Reggio Emillio’s approach as it is centred around the child's experiences, memories, thoughts, and ideas. Practitioners pay considerable care to the children’s work, paying attention to the content, studying, and examining it. They then base the curriculum around their observations creating lessons for each individual child, therefore keeping the child engaged and interested (Brunton and Thornton, 2010). 
Several key issues could arise from the results of observations and whether they are accurate. Not all practitioners will observe in the same way, but hopefully they will come to the same conclusions for each child. Additionally, by using close observations of children, practitioners can enhance their knowledge on each individual child, from interests, to social groups and disposition (Brodie, 2022). Each child has a different attachment with the adult observing and this may have a different outcome regarding the findings. Once practitioners are ready to understand the information taken from these observations then the Early Years Outcomes framework will offer guidance on what improvements can be carried out in planning for each child and the environment (Welsh Government, 2019b). 
Throughout this portfolio it has been apparent how beneficial self-directed and chosen play is for assessments and observations. It appears to be fundamental for a child’s learning and development to choose to play spontaneously, independently, and creatively in an environment tailored for each individual child. There are numerous types of play that children can participate in, but not each are as appealing to children, as they possess their own uniqueness. The practitioner needs to be aware of the benefits and limitations of chosen play for a variety of observations. Throughout the years, theorists have regarded play as essential for a child in early years, practitioners should appreciate and incorporate it into their ethos, making observations, and assessments a more pleasurable experience for a child and adult.
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