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Section 1 – Play 
Self-directed play is the term used where children conduct play that does not have a specific framework, without an adult’s influence, partnerless. According to Play Adventures (2019) it is always an activity that is freely chosen, self-directed, following personal interests, ideas, and instincts. It is also intrinsically motivated, meaning that play is for self-led reasons and is done in an individual unique way.
The Welsh Government (2012) adopts and interweaves the UNCRC rights of the child, 2004 principles within its policies and procedures in the understanding that Play is essential for all children, providing the experiences to develop social, emotional, cognitive, and physical skills. 
Imaginative Play 
Imaginative play is seen as one of the cornerstones of childhood development; through this free play children can develop skills that enables exploration in the environment and the things that are of interest. First Discoverers (2020) highlight the benefits of imaginative play, children through support gain the development of intellectual and creative skills and the ability to develop collaborative and sharing skills through opportunities during play for practicing social skills and decision making. Vygotsky and the theory of social constructivism is discussed by Topçiu and Myftiu (2015) highlighting social interactions and developing social skills is key to the development of the child. According to Teach Thought Staff (2014) Bruner’s theories are influenced by the theories of Vygotsky in a social constructivist theory, similarly an understanding that interaction with others allows us to construct meaning. 
Within imaginative play Flood et al. (2013) identify varying types of play, including pretend play, symbolic play, and fantasy play. According to a study by Bunce (2016) children involved in fantasy play could be more creative and therefore develop creative thinking skills. The importance of Creative thinking skills is discussed by Donaldson (2015) where the importance of extending and stimulating imaginations and excitement to promote critical thinking, problem solving and creative thinking.  
The importance of Fantasy Play in the understanding of a child’s true emotions and feelings is seen in a journal written by Seja et al (1999). Through fantasy play children are likely to express their true emotional state, naturally integrating and expressing emotions through play. It is believed by Erikson each phase of development is built upon by the previous, these experiences and dealing with conflicts can support to develop resilience and self-efficacy. Erikson, a theorist of psychosocial development is seen in First Discoverers (2020) and discusses the importance of relationships and social interaction in respect of playing a part in development and growth similar to theories of Vygotsky and Bruner seen discussed by Topçiu, M and Myftiu, J (2015). 
Fantasy play if suitably supported can have a positive affect on children who may be having anger or behavioural difficulties and find it difficult to express their emotions. Moyles (2005) shares similar views with Seja et al (1999) in an informal project involving children who display behavioural and emotional difficulties using fantasy play. The research found it encouraged extended learning and encouraged the confidence to provide extended story writing skills previously unseen which supports the importance of self-directed play.
Rough and Tumble Play
We most frequently associate play with an object or imaginative play. Pellegrini et al (1998) agree that rough and tumble behaviours are a form of play however the research article by Tannock (2011) writes they have also been referred to as non-play behaviours. Partnerships for Early Years (2019) see play similarly to Pellegrini et al. (1998) in that rough and tumble is play and has a positive effect on the development of social-emotional growth as well as language, cognitive and social skills. The physical act of rough and tumble play also nurtures the child’s awareness of their body and wrestling helps to develop arm and hand movement. 
According to Berkshire Healthcare (no date) proprioception helps us to be aware of our body position in our immediate environment. It also aids one to keep calm and focused, as well as the skills of using small objects for example spoons, buttons. Discussed by Berkshire Healthcare (no date) Rough and Tumble play uses muscles by activities such as pulling, pushing and effort. These physical actions stimulate the proprioceptive receptors in the muscles and these physical engagements may be solutions to problems seen linked to the proprioceptive system. 
Heuristic Play 
The term ‘Heuristic Play’ originated from Goldschmeid cited in Oxhill (2015) and supports the chid centred, self-directed, curious open-ended play. Within Goldschmeid’s theory of play, children are provided with different containers and objects to play in an explorative autonomous way supporting the children’s social and emotional experience by providing children with the free choices with minimal sensitive interaction of the secure presence of adults.  
According to Flying Start (2014) the word ‘heuristic’ gives a meaning of an approach simple in nature to help babies and young children learn. Heuristic play is unrestricted and gives the children free choice in how and what to explore, discover and create, with natural and common household items and supports the children’s unique imaginative individual learning style. There is no set right or wrong within heuristic play, the role as practitioners is to support the children providing safe and open-ended resources that are suitable for the age range of children accessing them and considering health and safety, however practitioners must also be mindful of not taking over or interfering with their individual experience of heuristic play. 
Our Role as Adults 
Moore et al (2004) discusses how Play based learning gives children a hands-on experience, an open-ended child-centred approach that is developmentally appropriate for children. When children have access to free play they learn to express and explore their environment, and in turn have the confidence to make their own choices. However, Pyle et al. (2017) highlights with studies there are some challenges with the way teachers approach play-based learning. Pyle et al. (2017) acknowledges the need for practitioners to effectively implement play-based learning to allow children to develop in an effective environment. 
Shown by Flood et al. (2013) Vygotsky’s concept of the child’s immediate Zone of proximal development highlights the importance of practitioner’s roles within children’s play and learning experiences. This Zone of Proximal Development or ZPD is where the children have access to tasks or experiences that are just beyond their abilities which with support can be achieved and eventually lead on to the child completing them independently (bcb, 2012). Each child is unique and will have their own experiences within the ZPD. 

Section 2 – Risk 
Simply put by Blincoe (2015) “Risk is an essential component of a balanced childhood”. Early Education (no date, a) highlight that from birth children have instinctive behaviour traits to take risks. To illustrate this point, one might refer to the journey of babies learning to walk, they try crawling, walking, then running. Supporting and encouraging safe risk taking will encourage children to develop essential skills. Manners (2019) believes that the physical boundaries are pushed from birth, seen similarly in Early Education (no date) with the baby beginning to walk or crawl. When a child begins to crawl, it is the first opportunity to undertake independent decisions and the beginnings of understanding risk themselves. 
Piaget (1969) cited in Jarvis et al (2013) outlines the concept of children needing to connect with the ‘concrete’ world around them. This experiential interaction and learning underpin the child’s a set of mental connections called schemas. In Piaget’s context these ‘schemas’ are a set of mental connections. 
Flying start (2014) describes schemas as patterns of behaviour that is repeated which allow children to express and explore ideas through exploration and play. Children construct, learning with the repetitive actions of schematic play. Active engagement with learning through hands on experiences allow a child to develop the ability to make independent choices, speculate, question, predict and imagine. As seen in Education Scotland (no date) there is more than one schema where risky play is seen, for example with the Trajectory schema, playing on swings in trees, it is within this schema children become fascinated with physical movement of the body and objects within their environment. 
Bruce (2014) discusses that having knowledge of schemas assists adults to support the children’s individual interests and support the extended learning opportunities. Caro (2012) gives examples of the different schemas and notes for example in the Orientation schema, hanging upside down, knowing and thinking “how can a child know what upside down is without first trying it out for themselves?”  within this there is risk. Objectively observing the child allows practitioners to safety allow risks within their schematic play. 
Along with physical development, taking risks can also support emotional and cognitive well being and encourage positive development skills to cope with the World day to day. In a recent Ted Talk by Albano (2020), it is shown that children who do not learn to take risks can see a negative affect emotionally, causing anxiety and the inability to be constructive thinkers. Self-efficacy is learned through the process of risk taking through play and takes shape over time, self-efficacy is a skill that provides the children with the ability to self-regulate and to overcome challenging environments, emotions, and situations. 
Bandura in Aubrey (2019, pg 138) links self-esteem with self-efficacy and to social learning theory which is built on the experiences of a child over time. Little et al (2011) similarly, to Albano (2020) discuss risky play allows children the opportunity to test their limits by independently, challenging and exploring physical and environmental boundaries therefore allowing the environment to develop the skill of making decisions about risk.
According to Sandseter (no date), it is natural for children to be drawn to risky play, children are adept enough to be able to manage their risk during play if given the opportunity to take the risks. However, highlighted by Stephenson (no date) practitioners may find that allowing children to take risks can also be difficult due to safety regulations that may be in place within settings. 
Managing the risk is part of the legal duty of practitioners (Early Years Resources, 2020) however practitioners must also allow acceptable risks. As we see by Harries (2018), risk plays an important role in aspects of challenge and adventure for children, however it is noted in a journal by Little et al (2011) that teachers in pre school felt more negatively towards risky play, feeling the need to exert a higher level of control to ensure they met the safety of the children and the goals of the curriculum. 
The National Day Nurseries Association (2019) highlights Article 31 of UNCRC and discusses the importance and need for a child centred, supportive inclusive environment for children. Pilcher (2021) believes that for children with additional needs having opportunities such as risky play is vital to developing a sense of achievement and pride. Practitioners have a duty to be mindful of legal duties to always maintain a safe environment but must also create an enabling, supportive environment to allow play of all kinds to ensure their right and need to play highlighted by the UNCRC (2016).  

Section 3 – Narrative Observations 
There are many forms of observations, Sharman et al. (2006, pg 3) notes that for many, Narrative Observations are a starting point. Barber and Paul-Smith (2010, pg 16) discuss narrative observations usually only span over a short period of time and require practitioners to sit back whilst observing a child. The practitioner should note down accurate observations in a present tense format, as they are seen and heard. It is required that the observer notes down any other children or adults that join the child and what is said as this may have an influence on the observation. 
Highlighted by Bruce (2011, pg 211) Isaacs (no date) pioneered the narrative method, a method that is still very successful in settings to this day. Narrative observations can also be linked with observations made by others of the same child, creating a broader picture. Pen Green Centre (2020) state that over a period these narrative observations can be collected and truly demonstrate what interests and motivates each child which can help practitioners to provide appropriate planning to support and extend learning. Noted by Bruce (2011, pg 211) one of the benefits of the narrative observations is the insights that practitioners and parents see in the development of the child and learning progress. 
As discussed by Welsh Government (2017) it is important that observations are made of the child where a whole picture of the child is built, in the everyday practice of the Foundation phase, observation plays a key role. Barber and Paul-Smith (2010, pg 16) and similarly Haddad (no date) highlight that the narrative observations are best made by a non-participant, to ensure presence does not limit the observations, if the child becomes aware that the practitioner is observing, this could affect the child’s behaviour and therefore the observation. Welsh Assembly Government (2008) highlight the need to know when it is appropriate to stand back and watch and when intervention may be needed.  According to Welsh Assembly Government (2008) children’s interactions with the environment can be observed by sitting near the child and observing behaviours for instance, what choices they are making, what they are doing and their social interactions. 
Narrative observations can be a good, simple method to use according to Barber and Paul-Smith (2010, p.16) however it is difficult to note the information down and decide what to write and what to leave out. Also practitioners may miss out on observing other behaviours or skills which may be important elements that affect future planning of children’s developmental goals. According to Machan (2016) children demonstrate through their speech and actions; observation is a method of “capturing the facts” and should be an objective view of these facts. Highlighted by Kelly (2021) Ofsted encourage the need for deeper understanding of children’s interests and then following these interests in all seven areas of the EYFS. Understanding these interests is practitioner’s responsibility, this understanding is gained mainly through observations conducted by practitioners.  
Barber and Paul-Smith (2010, pg16) also notes the difficulties and importance of being objective, one member of staff may observe different behaviours and skills to another therefore Lindon (2012) notes practitioners need to be reflective and accurate as it directly affects the quality of the meaningful plans and class activities through the quality of observations. As seen in the Montessori notebook (2021) using and recording objectively creates a deeper understanding of the child. It could observing something that the child has previously not succeeded in doing or learning a new skill altogether. 
According to Scottish Social Services Council (no date) narrative observations can offer a holistic approach and understanding of the child’s learning. The holistic approach is discussed by Raise Learning (2012) and demonstrates encompassing holistic approaches into a child’s learning is founded on the understanding and extension of interests that the child has, providing the child with many extended learning opportunities. 
In Welsh Government (2020) The new curriculum for Wales due to phase into action by September 2022 puts the learner at the heart of the 4 main purposes and alongside the 7 areas of learning. This approach to education revised by Donaldson (2015) sees that the importance of the holistic picture of the child is gained from the supportiveness and challenges the child experiences, leading to the development of child led learning experiences and teaching. The holistic approach is discussed by Scholar Base (2014) in that it aids the development of the child, providing the child with opportunities to develop more confidence, social and communication skills and to create natural connections between subjects and their environment helping them to be inquisitive and curious with experiencing positive associations. 

Section 4 – Observation and play 
UNICEF (2018) state “Play is one of the most important ways in which children gain essential knowledge and skills”. Smidt (2015) discusses the importance of play as a fundamental way of learning, this is also seen similarly by Hirsh-Pasek et al (2009) who highlights that the fundamentals learning and development of children within early years is play. Play and in particular ‘free play’ gives practitioners to observe a child’s interests, according to Homan (2016) and opportunities that enable practitioners to extend learning. Developing shared thinking skills and listening to the child supports the child to naturally extend play and therefore the understanding of the child for the practitioner. 
Within early years using observations aids practitioners to gain an insight of the skills the child already possesses and the skills they can extend. We see Neaum (2016) similarly to Homan (2016) notes through time spent attentively observing through play, skills, aptitudes, and knowledge children possess is seen and therefore provides understanding on how best to support the child to enable further extension of these skills within the learning environment. 
Smidt (2015) discusses how both Vygotsky and Piaget share an interest in play as a way of learning and observation. Vygotsky believes when a child is observed through play, the child is ‘standing taller than himself. Vygotsky noted by First Discoverers (2020) discusses that in play children’s greatest achievements are possible, therefore the true skills of the child seen within play. The Montessori approach seen discussed by Montessori (2018) also advocate observation through play as their model of play is based around self-directed play and free play.
The Froebelian approach discussed in Bruce et al (2015) is centred around the whole child, considering all areas of the child’s development, from their health, emotional well-being, physical development, mental ability, social and spiritual development. Noted in McInnes at al. (2013) studies have shown the interactions between child and practitioner have in some settings become more controlled and not allowing for shared thinking and extended thinking to occur. This therefore does not allow us to see children having access to more independent control and choice. As seen in McInnes et al. (2013) open questions and co -construction of play enables children take a more playful attitude and approach to their environment. 
When observing children through the Froebelian approach as seen in Early Education (no date) practitioners take a step back and may look as though to be just in the background but are in fact allowing children to learn and are key to creating the opportunity for the child to learn and engage with the environment around them positively. Bruce (1997:97, pg 31) notes the adult’s role is to ‘observe, support and extend’. As seen by McInnes et al. (2009) the studies conducted on the relationship of the adult presence and play shows that inhibited learning can be seen in children where adult presence is seen therefore as in First Discoverers (2020a) affecting findings of the observation. 
The Welsh Government (2015) within the Foundation Phase Framework guidance state that the Foundation Phase holds the holistic development at the centre of the education. The guidance set out by the Welsh Government (2015) states that through a child’s play they consolidate learning, experiment, solve problems and learn to make decisions. Through these experiences the child develops self-efficacy. However, an independent review of the curriculum made by Donaldson (2015) has shown the need for change from using individual syllabuses and subjects to enable us to provide a true Holistic Education. The New Curriculum information seen set out by the Welsh Government (2020) puts the child at the heart and stated by Welsh Government (2020) gives the individual schools the ability to decide and develop their own curriculum allowing the child to develop skills towards the four purposes set out. This allows for a holistic view of children though engagement with play and therefore a true reflection of their abilities will be seen in observations. 
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