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Section 1

What is play?

“Play encompasses children’s behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. It is performed for no external goal or reward and is a fundamental and integral part of healthy development - not only for individual children, but also for the society in which they live” The Welsh Government Play Policy (2002).

Virtually every child throughout the world plays (White 2012). Play is valued highly as an integral part of a child’s development by professionals who work with children (Thomas et al. 2016). Play is taken for granted as a part of a child’s childhood, through the eyes of a young child pretending, running, exploring and building are all fun activities.

Through play children can develop emotional skills, creative, intellectual and social skills, play is a powerful tool wherever the setting (Bottrill, 2018).  Children can play on their own in solitary play, parallel play or with other children in co-operative play (Nutkins et.al 2013). Co operative play involves children working together with shared ideas of a goal and rules, it encourages social interactions, developing personal relationships with others. Solitary play improves a child’s concentration, it allows a child to explore capabilities of how things work and encourages independence (Smith 2009). During parallel play children can also play alone but they are in close proximity of one another and show an interest in what the other children are doing. Bottrill (2018) states play creates conditions for a child to test the world, it allows them significant opportunity to engage with one another and grow skills they will need to survive in the adult world.  

When children become absorbed in real play that is imaginative and spontaneous there are no limits to their creativity. Deep play enriches a child’s learning, if we accept that this freedom of learning as a positive and effective part of a child’s education then we can support children’s development and well-being in an exciting engagement (Bottrill 2018). Play underpins the Early Year Foundation system it supports learning through play and suggests when children play, they learn at the same time (Welsh Government 2017). It is important that learning is fun at these early stages, as Zosh (2017) states learning through play has an impact on a child’s wellbeing. A study carried out by Howard and Mcinnes (2012) showed that children who were given an activity in a ‘play’ based environment showed happier characteristics and better participation compared to those who were given the same activity in a “not play’ scenario (sitting at table following instructions).  If children are given freedom to self-direct their play choices, they show signs of better emotional well-being (Howard and McInnes 2012). According to the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (2008) good emotional well-being can shield a child from potential future behavioural and emotional problems. With this knowledge play is fundamentally important, it not only enhances their learning and development but also their emotional well-being (Grieshaber and McArdle 2010). The UN convention on Rights of the Child is an international treaty that also recognise the importance of play so much so that it is part of the’ Rights of the Child ‘, article 31 ‘I have the right to relax and play’.

Researchers suggest that practitioners can facilitate children’s learning while maintaining a playful approach. Moyles (2009) suggests by providing a setting that is enriched with varies activities of their educational goal you can allow the child to take a ‘self-directed’ approach to their learning. If in a nursery setting there could be a paint activity station, sand tray and small word table set up, by allowing the child the freedom to choose between these activities you can allow the child to control the course of their own learning, each activity promoting the child to develop creativity and fine motor skills . Self-directed play embraces the Montessori concept, it was considered by Maria Montessori that children learn significant skills through their environments, for this reason Montessori classrooms are equipped with child sized utensils, tools and furnishings allowing the children to explore real life experiences that doesn’t undermine their competence. By giving the children the right conditions for their exploration gives them the choice to choose and the power to learn at their own pace (Montessori 2018). Self-directed play supports holistic learning as it seeks to empower children to use their academic learning as a strong foundation to build on social and emotional development (Foundation Phase Framework 2015).
Vygotsky (1978) cited in Santer,Griffiths and Goodall (2007)suggests adults can help scaffold children’s behaviour during play activities to achieve a higher level of learning and depth of understanding. By following the child’s interest and allowing the child to think through any potential problem-solving issues, then offering advice for what to do next can help increase the child’s understanding. 

Borstein et al. (2013) states that children who are more active and ready to explore play in early years show more success in school by the age of 14. By exposing children to these play scenarios at an early age we are supporting a child to developing emotionally, imaginatively, socially and creatively
Sustained shared thinking appears in creating and thinking critically, this focuses on links between ideas and strategies for problem solving skills. Practitioners who are mindful of the child’s needs and develop positive relationships engage in sustained shared thinking (SSTEW).

“The gift of play is the greatest thing we can ever possibly give a child” (Bottrill, 2018, p.25)


























Section 2

When we talk about ‘risk’ most people immediately think of danger in the physical sense, our thoughts may automatically relate ‘risk’ to climbing trees, crossing roads but in actual fact risk taking is far broader. It covers every aspect of our lives on a day to day basis (Nutkins et al.2013). Even very young babies are taking risks such as rolling over for the first time or crawling, taking risks allows the child to challenge themselves which in turn leads to a new learning experience. Risk is an essential component for a balanced childhood (Blincoe 2015).

‘Risky Play’ involves perhaps rough and tumble, height and speed. It enables children to experience emotions of fear and excitement. Children can benefit from ‘risky play’, undoubtedly it is crucial to keep children safe, but they also need an environment which they can test boundaries, challenge themselves with varied stimulation to develop both physically and mentally (Miller et al.2005). Elements of risky play in children are them ‘attempting something they have never done before’ (Stephenson 2003). Brussoni, (2012 quoted in Lavrysena, 2017, p.90) it has been established that risky play is beneficial and necessary for a child to make progress and cope with risky situations. Alexander et.al (2012) also agrees that children deprived from age adequate rick play will only hinder a child’s future development. The ‘Riscki’ project looked at how risk perception and risk competence in young children can be observed and measured in a classroom setting, the results showed that by exposing them to risky-play activities the children improved their risk perception and competence in judgements (Lavrysena 2017). Children are explorative, most of the time risky play occurs in children’s free play as opposed to an organised activity by an adult (Sanseter 2007). When children are given the chance to participate in free adventurous play, they quickly learn to assess a situation for example can I jump across that puddle without getting wet? How high can I climb without falling off? Consciously or unconsciously they are making decisions about themselves. Those children who fail at their first attempt of an activity learn to bounce back to master a situation, for example, riding a bike most children will need a few attempts at this new skill before they are competent at it. This ‘try again’ attitude develops the child’s confidence and resilience to life (Community Playthings No Date).

Nutkins et.al (2013) suggest there is growing concern that children are experiencing less risk in today’s society as there is less opportunity for free play outdoors and more time spent watching television and using game consoles. This is impacting upon their learning and development, as well as their physical and emotional well-being. In a school setting it is important for practitioners to facilitate free play when possible, it is vital to risk assess activities but without stopping all risk taking. It is important to remember a hazard is anything that can cause harm, a risk is a high or low chance of someone being harmed or injured by the hazard (Nutkins et al.2013). It is possible for adults to show children new skills and encourage ways for them to become more competent without giving them direct instructions. Lindon (1999) suggest the practitioner’s role should be to help children be active learners rather than passive recipients, allowing them to learn skills by approaching problems gives them hands on experiences. Practitioners can help the child think through the next stage of their problem-solving dilemma or ask the child what might happen if something was to go wrong! This way when a child is faced with a new situation they can reflect on past experience or adapt strategies to solve new challenges.
The Foundation Phase Framework (2015) is built on the principles of learning through play, play is an essential part of the curriculum. It supports the ethos that children need to take risks to make their own mistakes without fear or failure.
The Play Safety Forum (No Date) is a UK wide organisation that exists to consider the wellbeing of children through promoting a balance between safety, risk and challenge in respect of play and leisure provisions. All members of staff in school settings play an important role in sensible health and safety management. Staff involvement make a valid contribution to achieving a safer environment with the focus on controlling real risks and not elimination of all risks (HSE, No Date). The Welsh Government’s Children and Families (Wales) Measure (2010) places a duty of care for local authorities to provide sufficient play opportunities for children. Play Wales (No Date) suggest that schools that wish to implement a rich play environment should provide a play policy document to give clear guidelines to staff, parents and other professionals how they can best approach children’s play including risk management. 





Section 3

Observing children in a school setting allows you to understand the individual needs of each child. Welsh Government (2008) offers guidance to support assessments within the Foundation Phase. The importance of observing children is crucial tool in understanding the development of children’s learning (Thomas and Lewis 2016).

Welsh Government (2015) The Foundation Phase Framework is a statutory document that sets out the Welsh Government’s requirements of the curriculum for children aged three to seven years old. The ethos of the framework is that children should learn through play, practitioners should understand and plan appropriate curriculum that is appropriate to their stage of learning and takes into account the development needs of all children. There are seven areas of learning in the curriculum programme, it is crucial that these areas complement each other and work together to provide an integrated approach. Welsh Government (2017) The Foundation Phase Profile Handbook sets out the Welsh Government’s requirements as part of the Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (EYDAF). It supports the assessments of children’s development, learning and progress during their time in the Foundation Phase. Observations should be integrated into practitioners’ daily routine and should be observed across a wide range of experiences. Through formative and summative assessments outcomes should be recorded in the four areas of learning. Gathering this evidence allows practitioners to identify how much progress has been made before and after a skill has been taught and provide useful information to understand the child’s learning and development (Welsh Government, 2017).
The compact profile produces a snapshot of the child’s baseline assessment within six weeks of starting reception class as well as being implemented in preschools due to its transferability as the skill sets start from six months. It can then be compared to the full profile which is completed twenty days prior to a child completing year 2. The outcomes can be checked with the expected ages of development. This will also highlight any areas of concern and any additional needs. 

A benefit of the Foundation Phase is that it is scale based assessment, this means there is a ladder of skills that a child needs to progress through. Practitioners will have a clear understanding of where the child is at and what support the child will need to meet their final outcome. The foundation phase profile allows for factors that may have happened before the event for example a child being distressed about transitioning into the setting for the day or other environmental factors as it is a continuous process of observations (Sancisi and Edginton, 2017). Practitioners can produce a summative score for each child’s current outcome based on these observations. Sancisi and Edgington (2015) state that to achieve high quality provisions, practitioners and managers must have a clear overview of the progress being made.

The Welsh Government (2017) Foundation Phase Profile offers practitioners flexibility on how they record skills the scales ladders. There are no set guidelines as to how you should record your observations, so a practitioner can choose their preferred method of evidencing. However, having multiple ways of recoding can cause misinterpretation when practitioners may not understand the method of recording (Machan,2016). All data collected is regulated under the Data Protection Act (1998) and should be kept safe and efficiently managed.

The method used to observe these findings on the skills ladder are ‘Narrative recordings’ this is a popular way to observe and record a child’s actions, the draw back to this is its time consuming and limits to only observing one child at an activity (Machan, 2016). There are also limitations to gathering evidence this way as the findings could be subject to interpretation and bias, practitioners’ personal interests and backgrounds may influence their findings (Sancisi and Edington, 2007). Evidence also suggest that the Foundation Phase observations need to be used alongside other assessment tools to gain a holistic view of the child’s progress (Thomas and Lewis 2016), for example using movement tracker would also show the child’s personal interest in the setting.   

The foundation phase profile plays a key part in keeping all professionals up to date with individuals progress. The assessments gathered on the Profile support any transitions the child may make between settings or schools (Welsh Government, 2017).



Section 4

Through play children experience a variation of key characteristics, including challenge, flexibility, uncertainty. Play can influence children’s ability to adapt to, survive and shape their social and physical environments (Lester & Russel, 2008). In addition, children can also experience a range of emotions from play, for example, frustration, happiness, anger, determination and disappointment through practice they learn to self-regulate and manage their feelings (Sutton-Smith, 2003).  The importance of play has a benefit on the holistic development of children (Lester & Russell, 2008). 
Children from deprived backgrounds experiencing financial and social disadvantages can sometimes be more restricted to play opportunities when their basic needs are not met. Schools can provide children with the access to space and permission to play. Practitioners can help facilitate the conditions of the play environment by providing a stimulating and vibrant setting with a range of activities which serve different play purpose. This is particularly important for children who are from deprived areas and allows opportunity for a chid to enjoy their childhood despite their home disadvantages (Long, 2017).  
Holland (2003) states that observations of children’s play may indicate any underlying concerns. Some children may not be able to express themselves verbally or emotionally. Through practitioners promoting self-directed play they are able to build relationships with children which will in turn allow the practitioner to identify any causes of concerns.  The adult must foster a relationship in which the child feels secure, practitioners must respect the rights of the child to share or withhold information. Paley (1988) work highlights the importance of self-directed play in the following example, a child who suddenly becomes withdrawn raises concern, from further observations the child was adopting behaviours of a baby. Having the freedom to express himself through play the practitioner was able to identify cues and support the child to express his feelings about the change in the family dynamics. An adult led learning environment could have reduced the opportunities for the child to express themselves freely to due to the lack of unstructured play.

Through the Foundation Phase Curriculum (2015) aims is to support children to have a safe home and develop positive relationships with the community promoting emotional well-being. The use of observations of children engaged in self-directed play is key in identifying children’s needs who are not being met. Lous (2000) researched the free play of depressed children, his findings were that they used less symbolic play and were prone to fragmented behaviour.  Practitioners should draw upon their knowledge of child development to identify children engaged in self directed play who display unexpected play patterns.  UNICEF (2007) have recorded high levels of unhappiness in children in the U.K which highlights the importance of providing an environment which support health and well-being.
The significance of self-directed play has been recognised as an important factor in lifelong resilience and flexibility (Mannello et al. (2019).  Welsh Government (2008) state in the observation handbook for practitioners that all practitioners should use observations to ensure they provide opportunity for leisure, educational and recreational opportunities based on the child’s individual needs and interest.  If children are restricted from choosing their preferred play activities practitioners won’t have the knowledge of what motivates the individual child to learn, which would lead to inappropriate planning and children disengaged from learning. Welsh Government (2008) state practitioners are required to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of curriculum plans to ensure it meets the individual needs of all children.
Howard and McInnes (2012) report that when children are engaged in play that they perceived as ‘play ‘and not ‘adult led play’ it leads to a positive impact on children’s increased levels of engagement. The finding suggested that children engaged in self-directed play benefitted from, better problem solving, metacognition improved, better self-regulation, increased confidence and self-esteem and promoted well-being.  This benefits practitioners as they will not only be promoting children well-being, they will also have the opportunity to observe children where they are showing their full potential and identify areas of strength and weakness. This would lead to effective planning enabling children benefit from comprehensive range of education and learning opportunities (Welsh Government, 2008).
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