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Why it is important for children to choose their own play and the imprtance of the role of the adult in children’s play.
[bookmark: _Hlk159176841]The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is a legally binding international agreement which was adopted by the United Nations in 1989. It sets out the rights of the child regardless of their race, religion or ability. Article 31 states that “Every child has the right to relax, play and take part in cultural and artistic activities” (Save the Children, 2022).
In 2002, Wales produced the first ever national play policy as the Welsh Government recognised that all children have a right to play (play.wales, n.d.).
The Llywodraeth Cynulliad Cymru Welsh Assembly Government Welsh Assembly Government Play Policy (n.d.) believes that play is a process of learning for children and is performed with no goal or need for reward. Play is necessary for the healthy development of their emotional, physical, creative, social and mental skills. The society which surrounds them need to support this philosophy and create an environment rich in play opportunities of which children can freely choose.
In 1887 Friedrich Froebel described play as being “the highest expression of human development in childhood, for it alone is the free expression of what is in a child’s soul. Children have an innate ability to be curious and to investigate and to play to find things out” (Froebel Trust, n.d.)
When we think about play, it is important to listen to the child’s voice as if they don’t feel an activity is playful, they may approach it with a different perspective. Where children do view their activities as playful, their resilience, self-esteem and wellbeing will be being supported (Howard, 2020).
The cues a child picks up on when approaching play an important role in this. According to McInnes et al. (2013), a child develops play cues in their classroom by seeing how much choice they have, whether or not the activity is voluntary, if they feel it is easy, the physical nature of it and if there is an adult involved.
When children are allowed to freely explore without being told what they should be doing, their play becomes self-directed. The advantages of self-directed play are huge. Children will benefit from a higher self-confidence as they realise how much they can do by themselves and become successful at it. In turn, this will raise their self-esteem. It can encourage independence as they learn they can get along well without an adult. Their imaginations will be stimulated as they make up their own rules and story lines. By developing their own rules during games they will learn how to problem solve and free play where there are no time constraints will help them to build on their knowledge. Above all, free, self-directed play is motivating and joyful as their successes are not defined by adults (Ledendecker, 2020).
The role of the adult in self-directed play is a very important one. Bruce (2011) recommends that practitioners can join in with play but not dominate and to understand when to leave so the children can build and develop their play by themselves. Their environment needs to be exciting and challenging, including a variety of resources to fuel their imaginations and not limit their creative ideas. The ideas, thoughts and feelings the children have must be valued. Time and space need to be given so they have chance to build on and expand their skills. 
This child-led practice will allow children to do their best learning and help them to understand their own and the emotions of others.
In addition to this, Maynard, Waters and Clement (2013) suggest in their report that practitioners can act as a facilitator, guiding, scaffolding or modelling as long as the children are not made to pursue the ideas of the adult but are allowed to develop their own ideas.
In a study by Colliver et al. (2022) on self-regulation, results showed that the longer toddlers and pre-school children get the opportunity to spend in quiet, unstructured play, the better they are able to regulate their emotions when they are ages 4 to 7 years old. This is because children are more likely to explore and understand their feelings during this time in the likes of role play, socio-dramatic play and rough and tumble play than they are in adult-led structured play.
This study has also found that free play is decreasingly prevalent in homes and that adult-led activities are increasing.
Research by Gray (2011) showed that a decline in children’s free play in the United States and other developed nations over the last half a century highlighted the rise in psychopathology of young people. 





Types Of Play
Risky Play
[bookmark: _Hlk158916426][bookmark: _Hlk158837375]Wales - a Play Friendly Country Statutory Guidance (2014) advises that children of all ages should be provided with acceptable levels of opportunity to take risks during play. Furthermore, the Llywodraeth Cynulliad Cymru Welsh Assembly Government Welsh Assembly Government Play Policy (n.d.) recognises that children are born with an innate desire to seek out risky play.
Taking risks provides children with valuable opportunities of understanding how to keep themselves safe by experiencing the consequences of actions. It can extend their skills and develop their emotional and physical capabilities (play.wales, n.d.).
Additionally risk taking builds character, resilience and self-reliance (Knight, 2011).
So how do we provide risky play activities for children without putting them in danger of harm?
Forest School was developed as a play programme to support risk taking and exploration in a natural, safe environment. It was first introduced to the UK in 1993 following successful holistic growth outcomes in Scandinavia where it first began. 
Forest school’s approach to risk allows children to build resilience and self-belief as they are constantly able to expand their abilities. Taking risks is a part of every day life and when children are given the chance to do this in their early years they will grow into confident and independent learners.  (Forest School Association, 2021)
The adult plays an important a vital role in Forest Schools as they will need to assess risk according to a child’s ability. 
For example according to Merrick (2022) with a new walker, the uneven surface of a forest floor would be enough risk. For a more competent walker, a log placed off the ground for balancing, would provide sufficient risk. To not give a child these opportunities and to only ever allow them to walk on a flat surface such as concrete would deny them in reaching their full potential. Another benefit of risk taking is that if children are given ample opportunity to take risks in play, they are less inclined to seek out unreasonable risks for themselves.
Friedrich Froebel was one of the first educational theorists to understand the connection of learning through play and child development. He coined the term “Kindergarten” (children’s garden) and encouraged children to garden and enjoy learning outdoors, in nature. He highlighted the idea that “children should be allowed to be children without having to be concerned for what comes next” (Pound, 2014, p.15).


Messy Play
Messy, sensory play is stimulating, helps to build cognitive skills in young children and influences how they learn about their world by making sense of their environment. Maria Montessori was a strong advocate for encouraging children to learn through their senses and engage in activities that are similar to those they see at home (MacBlain, 2018). She believed that children learn best this way as they yearn to touch and interact with their world. Similarly to this concept, Jean Piaget developed the idea that children go through stages of intellectual development. From zero to two years they are in the “sensorimotor stage”. During this early stage, infants learn best through their senses as they focus on physical sensations (McLeod, 2022).
Other benefits of messy play, according to playmatters.org.au (2022) are that it encourages the development of fine and gross motor skills and can provide lots of fun and enjoyment, especially for those sensory seeking children. Feeling different textures stimulates brain development and can support those who have sensory processing difficulties. 
Items such as beans, rice, feathers, sand, slime, water, play doh and mud used alongside spoons, pans, jugs, sieves, scoops, dolls and cars can also encourage other types of play such as role play and imaginative play.
Additionally to this, a report published by Sue Gascoyne in 2017 highlighted that children who have experienced trauma can use messy play as a tool for communication. It was discovered that when messy play is used in a therapeutic context children use their engagement to manage and control their emotions. When given playdoh or clay, they were able to release energy and frustration by squishing, pummelling and stretching. When given gloop, children were able to identify with its transformative qualities and the changes to its boundaries which brought calming reassurance. Manipulating jelly helped children to identify with their unstable home lives. The clearing up of mess, after a period of uncontained play can help a child begin to take back control (Gascoyne, 2017).
[bookmark: _Hlk158916995]Most children perceive messy play as liberating and fun. They seek out opportunities to touch, manipulate and change materials (Playcentre, n.d.). As adults, we need to recognise this, look past the mess and provide them with those irresistible opportunities to explore their developing senses.


Play During Observation
It is important when observing children that they are free to play and for their abilities to not be limited. To give a more accurate assessment of their development Pound (2005) suggests that by offering free play, adults will observe children discovering through exploration and learning at their own pace. This will help identify their stage of development.  
Furthermore O’Grady and Dusing (2014) state that observations on all areas of development can be assessed whilst watching a child play as they learn about the world through interactions with objects and people. 
In 2012 a study was conducted by Howard and McInnes. The aim of the study was to understand the impact on a child’s wellbeing during an activity they perceived as play and an activity perceived as not play. 
129 children from ages 46 to 69 months took part. 
Two different activities were offered, these being bead threading and a jigsaw puzzle. The “like play” activity was placed on the floor where the children had a choice to participate with an adult being nearby. The “not like play” activity was placed on a table, with an adult present with the children being asked to take part. 
To assess the children’s wellbeing during the activities, the Leuvens Involvement Scale was used. Signals such as concentration, facial expression, persistence, language and satisfaction were observed. 
The children were also asked if they perceived the activity as play or not play.
The results from the study concluded that the children had an increased emotional wellbeing during the activity they perceived as “like play”. (Howard and McInnes, 2012). If a child is happy at play, they are more likely to reach their full potential developmentally and if they think an activity is “like play” they can control which direction they take it states Brown (2003). Brown also explains that if children do not have any control over their play, they have fewer positive experiences. 
Taking these results into consideration, it is clear that when planning activities, early years practitioners need to be mindful of what children will view as play. A further study by McInnes et al. (2013) found that where practitioners understand play from the child’s perspective, ask open ended questions and remain proximal to the activity, children will perform and behave in ways that are more effective for learning.
An additional way in which an adult can support children in achieving their full potential through play is to build a positive, trustworthy relationship. This can come through showing a genuine interest, being sincere and showing acceptance. If a child feels they are valued and have a strong sense of attachment they are more likely to feel secure enough to go off and explore the world around them. (Howard, 2013).
Secondly understanding a child’s verbal and non-verbal cues are also an important part of supporting play. Bruce (2011) explains that when an adult remains in the proximity of a free flow activity such as role play in a home corner they may pick up on a child’s gesture or facial expression to join in. If the adult is looking interested, the child will more likely want them to play. The adult, in this situation, needs to have acquired the skill to know how to extend the play. They can help children move into their roles by asking open ended questions and playing alongside. The aim should be to not withdraw but to play more of a backstage role enabling them to manage on their own. Picking up on these cues requires careful observation.
Additionally, adults need to allow children time for their play to progress. Letting them lose themselves in their activities without interruption enables them to gain depth and growth. UNICEF (n.d.) explains that by giving a child time and space, practitioners will be supporting their emotional development as play allows them to express difficult emotions. They may do this by recreating conflict with items such as dolls. Interrupting this type of play could be damaging to a child’s sense of wellbeing so careful observation is required.
Finally, it is important for adults to understand what their own beliefs are on play and what a child perceives as play. If adults are unsure of their role, it is more likely they will take the lead. Consequently, allowing the child to believe their activity is “non play” (McInnes et al., 2011). Additionally, according to Howard (2013), lack of clarity can lead to confusion for a child. If a practitioner is unsure of their role and doesn’t playfully interact, children will not view them as play partners. This will have a detrimental affect on their development. 

Observation Method
[bookmark: _Hlk158320095]For Over 40 years, Dr Mary Sheridan observed children from birth to five years to understand their developmental progress. She was a pioneer in the field of community paediatrics and is a well-known go to reference for developmental concerns in pre-school children. (Early Years Child Development Tool, n.d.).
Based on Sheridan’s developmental sequences, The Schedule Of Growing Skills (SOGS) was first established in 1987. 
The aim of the SOGS as stated by Bellman, Lingam and Aukett (1987) in the Schedule of Growing Skills II users guide is to provide an accurate and reliable method of developmental screening where results can be used as part of child health surveillance programmes. It can be used at any time with children between birth and five years and is usually carried out by a Health Visitor, Nursery Nurse or Speech and Language Therapist.
The assessment provides a holistic view of a child’s progress due to it being carried out over all the developmental areas. According to GL Assessment (n.d.) it provides parents and professionals with a clear overview of their development and a sound base for discussion. The scoring system in a SOGS is designed to be quick and easy to use and its universal nature ensures that all children are screened consistently.
The score from the SOGS observation can provide information on whether the child is developing normally or whether there may need to be further assessment or specialist referrals. It is done by undertaking observations on 9 areas of development which include passive and active postural skills, locomotor skills, manipulative skills, visual skills, hearing and language skills, speech and language skills, interactive social skills and finally, self-care skills.
A passive postural skill is demonstrated by how a child can naturally lie down face up, how strongly they can hold their neck when held faced down and whether they are able to sit up by themselves. Active postural is how they react when laid face down, how they respond when sat unsupported and how well they can support themselves when standing. 
Locomotor skills are assessed by observing the child’s deliberate movements. For example, how well they can crawl, walk, run and jump. According to Clark and Metcalfe (2002), the fundamental locomotor patterns developed in the early years of life will provide a basis for later “motor skilfulness” used in games and sports. 
Manipulative skills are observed by looking at a child’s hands and how well they can grasp by using their fingers and thumb. These fine motor skills will develop following a strong foundation of postural and locomotor skills and will enable them to hold a pencil or a pair of scissors (www.earlymovers.org.uk, n.d.).
A child’s visual skills can be checked by holding objects close to their face and observing how they watch the item and if their eyes move. Vision is also checked by placing a small object on the floor in front of them to study their reaction. Looking at colours and picture books can also be used during a SOGS assessment to test vision. 
Voice and sound responses and showing an understanding of spoken language are observed for hearing and language skills. Speech and language skills are assessed by listening to babbling, laughing and talking, listening for sounds and observing how clear spoken words are. Also, gestures, voice tone the singing of nursery rhymes are checked.
Interactive social skills are observed by looking at a child’s responses. Are they laughing, showing frustration, waving, clapping or copying? Can they reach out for an offered object or find a hidden toy? How well do they play with toys in their environment and are they able to take turns or share?
Finally, self-care skills are observed by looking at whether a child can feed or drink by themselves and at what level their toileting and dressing skills are at. 
In The Flying Start Health Programme Guidance, Welsh Government (2017) first mention SOGS at a child’s 15 month review in the promotion of the child’s growth and development section. If there are any developmental concerns, a SOGS should be carried out. The SOGS should be repeated at the 18-24 month review where if necessary any extra support be provided or specialist referral made to appropriate services.
One of the main disadvantages of SOGS according to Williams et al. (2013) is that the breadth of ages on the profile form is too wide as the child gets older. During the first 12 months there is a 2-month screening gap but by the age of 36 months the screening gap increases to 12 months. This could result in an insensitivity to developmental change due to developmental delay being deemed at 2 age bands below their actual age. For example a child screened at 12 months would need to have a score of an 8 month old to be classed as developmentally delayed whereas as child screened at 48 months would need to have a score of 30 months. This could mean the 48 month old may miss out on being provided with extra support if their score is just above the cut off. 

[bookmark: _Hlk158569157]
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