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                                Children’s Play, Theory and Practice

Why is children’s play important and how can this be put into practice?

[bookmark: _Int_8v7rkNa3][bookmark: _Int_ASP50HOf][bookmark: _Int_6e1nFwtK]  The United Nations Convention on the rights of the child UNCRC (1989) Article 31 says every child has the right to play and be involved in a vast area of cultural, imaginative, and creative activities. Bruce (2011) believes that humans are born to be social beings and babies and toddlers require others to achieve their biological process of play. According to Glover (1999) knowledge and skills develop from how the children interact with each other and their environment. Furthermore, Macblain (2014) also believes that play is primary to learning. Children develop skills in language, their capability to problem solve, to observe and their listening capability. The British Psychological Society (2019) believe that playing is a very crucial part of a child’s physical, social, emotional, and intellectual welfare, in other words the holistic development of the child. To achieve holistic development in children, the Welsh Government (2022) says the environment should be welcoming and allow children to have authentic experiences with a wide range of resources. Also, the Welsh Government (2022) believes that the adults that are in these settings are able to adapt to the needs of each individual child by improving their surroundings and or resources if needed. Mcloed (2023) points out that when a child is in Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development for certain activities, if the adult gives the child the appropriate help this will give the child the encouragement to achieve the task.














Constructive Play in Early Years

[bookmark: _Int_XYRtDJOY][bookmark: _Int_KA2MZnZW]     Constructive Play (1998) says that construction play is when children build something new with different tools and materials such as wooden blocks, soft bricks, twigs, paper cups or anything else that is beneficial for the activity. Additionally Constructive Play (1998) believes that clever construction involves certain skills such as assembling, stacking, moulding, balancing, cutting, and testing. Playground Professionals (2016) believes that construction play is important for the child's holistic development as it covers a wide range of skills such as improving their fine motor skills, problem solving, encourage teamwork in play, broaden imagination, teach focus and tolerance. Playground Professionals (2016) claims that playing with construction tools will help their fine motor skills by improving their ability to control their hands and fingers by holding, moving blocks to slotting pieces together. As a result, Playground Professionals (2016) believe this will help the child hold a pencil, throw a ball, and dress themselves further in their developmental stages. Newby Leisure Ltd (nd) says that construction play helps children develop their mathematics and problem-solving skills by giving the children the chance to explore sizes, shapes, symmetry and counting. Amin, R (2021) points out that before children begin to construct, children have already investigated all the materials and have knowledge to use them effectively. Amin, R (2021) believes that this move from function to symbolic play is a crucial phase in their development skills that are indicated in Jean Piaget’s research. Nursery Resources (2018) says to support children in achieving their full developing skillsets adults in the settings should provide an environment that is equipped with the resources that are both familiar and interesting. Nursery Resources (2018) also believes that the setting should be solely focused on the child and that the practitioner knows and appreciates that children learn better independently.












Role Play in Early years

[bookmark: _Int_3emsTpTC]According to Goddard (2019) role play is when children use their imagination and take on the roles as superheroes, pirates, shop keepers, vets, and parents at home. Goddard (2019) believes role play is an important key factor in children's developmental stages. The benefits of role play consist of storytelling, imagination, communication, gross and fine motor skills, empathy, negotiation and resolving any problems that arise.  Explore Insiders (2021) believes that role playing increases creativity, inspires imagination, starts conversations, social-emotional learning and also physical development. Nicol (2019) believes that through role play children learn to develop skills such as eye to hand co-ordination when, for example, they are playing house.
[bookmark: _Int_7KYJ1O0F] Beeley (nd) suggests that to make role play as inviting and exciting as possible, the children should be involved in the planning too.Beeley (nd) also says to establish the themes of the role play area on the children's own firsthand experiences and or interests. Furthermore Yohanna (2022) believes that for children to really enjoy and develop their full potential, the role play area should have real life toys that resemble the actual items that grown-ups would use in everyday life, such as mobile phones, keys, pots, and pans, utensils, construction tools and DIY tools. According to Beeley (nd) it is important to remember that not all role play areas are relevant to children in the early years setting, such as a post office, bank, and a flower shop. Beeley (nd) suggests providing a role play area that is more familiar with what the children are used to, for example a Mcdonalds, pound shop, coffee shop and shops similar to subways.



  










Why is it Important for Children to Choose their Own Play

The United Nation Convention of the Rights of the Child (1989) article 29 states that education must recognize and help each individual child develop their abilities, talents and personality. Teaching through Play (2019) believes that the word play is hard to explain, however Teaching through Play (2019) says that in all the descriptions they have one thing in common and that is the child is actively taking part in it. Teaching through Play (2019) also states that Jean Piaget was the first theorist to recognize that children need to take part in the learning process so they can make observations of everything around them. As this then builds on their current knowledge and they then learn new skills such as adaptation and understanding. Teaching through Play (2019) says that like Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky also believed in the importance that children need to play and interact with others to fully develop.
[bookmark: _Int_shsJt3hp]Howard and McInnes (2013) believe that children who have the choice in what they would like to play are more attentive, enthusiastic and generally happier. Additionally, Howard and Mcinnes (2013) says that when children felt the activity was more play based than adult led their well-being increased. Furthermore, Howard and McInnes (2013) believe that if a child's well-being which is normally known as their physical, social, and emotional heath is in good standing, that this can help shield the child against any problems or situations in the future that could arise such as behavioral and emotional problems, crime, and violence.
   The Welsh Government (2023) believes for adults to have a positive effect on the children ‘s well-being, adults should show understanding and empathy. Adults should also support and appreciate what decisions they make. The Welsh Government (2023) should also make sure that any resources that are being used by the children are up to date and are relevant for their needs. Additionally, the Welsh Government (2023) should constantly monitor the environment that the children play in. They should adapt the environment to suit the child's growing developing needs, for example changing the sand pit into a beach or the water tray into an aqua park. The Welsh Government (2015) also believes that the environment should be planned out and organized as this will scaffold the child's developmental understanding of mathematical concepts such as number, shapes, and patterns. This includes visual and practical play either indoors or outdoors.
 Rymanowicz (2015) says that leading and supporting are two contrasting roles that adults can use when it comes to children playing. Rymanowicz (2015) argues that if adults lead children in their play, they are disregarding the basic concept of play being self-directed by the child. When a child is not allowed the freedom to explore the activity the experience no longer has relevance. However, Rymanowicz (2015) suggests if the adult supporting the child sits back and observes the play and only gets involved when the child requires it. The child will develop and grow in their experiences.



 Additionally, Rymanowicz (2015) believes that adults can support children in their play by having knowledge of the child. Adults can challenge children’s knowledge by adding extra resources and materials to make the children question and problem solve.Also, Rymanowicz (2015) believes that in doing this, adults can plan and adapt to the child's needs and adjust any problems or issues therefore strengthening the all-inclusive experiences for the child. The Welsh Government (2023) says that that enabling adults should create an effective environment for children. The adults should provide opportunities for children to encounter with amazement and intrigue which in turn will promote curiosity about the world, prompting children to question, explore, problem solve, communicate, empathize, and develop their creativity and critical thinking. As The Welsh Government (2015) believes that when children explore their environment, they begin to grow an understanding of the world around them and a sense of acceptance and kinship.



















Observation Methods for Young Children

Palaiologau (2010) says that observations are a vital part in getting more information to get a clear understanding or assessing of a child's growing development. Palaiologou (2010) also points out that these observations are vital in planning future activities. Beckley (2012) also says that by observing children we acquire knowledge of the children's strengths and challenges that they may have. Additionally, Beckley (2012) claims that with observations we can reflect and plan to help the child in their developmental growth in the future. Even though there are many observation tools that early year practitioners can use Mcrae and Jones (2023) says that that the Leuven Scale has grown the most popular since being produced by Ferre Laevers back in the 1980’s.

The Leuven Scale

[bookmark: _Int_vP3A4AFL]Learning Journals (2012) points out that the Leuven Scale is a 5-point scale that lets the early years practitioners assess the child's emotional well-being and participation in activities. Learning Journals (2012) claims that the children's emotional well-being and participation is critical in early years as it safeguards the emotional growth of the child but also motivates engagement for the child's development. Learning Journals (2012) points out that the Leuven Scale consists of points. The first point is Extremely Low, this is when a child is suffering with anguish. This is normally presented by the child crying, shouting, tiredness, and tantrums. Learning Journals (2012) says these behaviors displayed by the child are normal when the child is feeling sad, ill at ease and anxious. Next is the second point which is Low, Learning Journals (2012)  says that this is where a child shows signs of feeling uncomfortable in their environment by acting shy, refusing to participate in activities and sometimes little gushes of emotional outbursts, Additionally, Learning Journals (2012) believes that this can be also observed in children by thumb sucking, fidgeting and running off. Thirdly, Learning Journals (2012) says the next point is Moderate. In this scale the child is not happy or sad, the child is just participating on an even level. Not too high or too low. Unfortunately, says Learning Journals (2012) children on this scale can be missed as they are doing well. But if these children can be recognized at an early stage and have emotional support the results can be tremendous. Learning Journals (2012) says that the next point is High, these children are content with everything in their environment and are participating in every activity. They always are happy. Learning Journals (2012) points out that these children need to observe and monitored closely to make sure that happiness is maintained. Lastly is the fifth point which is Extremely High. Learning Journals (2012) says that this final scale is where the children are comfortable in their environment and their emotional wellbeing is a feeling of contentment. Learning Journals (2012) points out that these children's perpetual motion should flow and be demonstrative predictable. 




[bookmark: _Int_WgvEnVc3]GOV.UK (2021) believes that practitioners that use observation tools like the Leuven scale are at an advantage, as these observations can help the practitioner recognize if the child is falling behind. GOV.UK (2021) claims that when this happens, the practitioner can make the necessary adjustments or obtain help required from an outside source. Additionally, GOV.UK (2021) says that using regular accurate observations and assessments can show if a child has a special educational need and requires extra support. Sharman et al (2013) says observations are an effective way of collecting evidence to show the child's parents or carers of their progress and achievements. Cheqdin (2023) says that using the Leuven observation method helps the practitioner to recognize what is the child's favorite toy or activity. So therefore, the practitioner can make the activity more challenging, which will help the child's development. Additionally, Cheqdin (2023) also stated that this can be applied to the current environment that the child is in, the practitioner can bring in new resources and reposition the activities in the settings. Furthermore, Cheqdin (2023) also claims the Leuven scale helps identify children with emotional difficulties and be able to plan specific activities to help the individual child. 
    Despite all the benefits of the Leuven scale, Learning Journals (2012) claims that this observation does not work sufficiently with special needs, especially non-verbal children as the behaviors that are stated in the scale are often not evident or plain to see in the individual child. Additionally, Learning Journals (2012) also says that the Leuven scale is not accurate when observing children with unfamiliar cultural backgrounds. In other words, children will show different behaviors from unfamiliar cultures and backgrounds. Smidt (2015) says another disadvantage from using an observation tool such as the Leuven scale is that when a practitioner is regularly assessing children against a tick box. The practitioner could get obsessed by targets, goals, and scores. Smidt (2015) suggests that the standard of learning may lower as the practitioner is trying to achieve these targets rather than concentrating on the child's learning and interests.













The importance of Play when Observing and Assessing children

Smidt (2015) says that from the time children are born they are learning things such as recognising a familiar face and reacting with a smile, hold and grip items and as they grow, they learn how to crawl, walk, skip, jump and run. Smidt (2015) points out that children learn all this without having a lesson. Smidt (2015) claims that theorist Jean Piaget believed that children who are active learners are accomplished in self-directed play. Additionally, Smidt (2015) states that Lev Vygotsky, a psychologist, believed that children learn and develop by observing other children playing. Smidt (2015) believes that play is where children can ensue the activities they like with enthusiasm.
 McInnes et al (2015) believe that to establish effective pedagogy the early years settings should not just use adult led learning but also child led learning. McInnes et al (2015) claim that when adult and child-led learning are used together this provides more open questions, discussions, and different points of views from both adult and child. McInnes (2015) believes that this in turn will promote inclusive practice.
 King & Sturrock (2020) claims that in 1998 when Gordon Sturrock and Professer Perry Elise introduced a paper at the International Play Association called ‘Playground as Therapeutic Space: Playground as Healing’ this was later known as ‘The Colorado Paper’. King & Sturrock (2020) claim that since then parts of the play cycle such as cues and playframes are now being used frequently within the play-work industry.

The Play Cycle
[bookmark: _Int_riGaPVWi]King & Sturrock (2020) points out that the play cycle is made up of six stages that shape the process of play, how the child portrays their play and how an adult can support this process. King & Sturrock (2020) says that the first stage is called the ‘Metaludes’ this is when the thought process starts, when the child has an idea from what he is sees around him from the toys to the setting. Secondly, King & Sturrock (2020) says it is ‘Cues’. This is when the child might give a subtle glance to a loud noise to the adult, or something in the setting. King & Sturrock (2020) points out that the cues can be anything from a look, words/noise, body language and a gesture. King & Sturrock (2020) says the next cue is what is called a ‘Return’, this is the reaction the child has when they receive their answer to their cue. This could be from another child, an adult, the environment, or the child themself. King & Sturrock (2020) claims that ‘Frames’ is the next step in the play cycle. This is when the area of play will be held, this can change at any time. It can change, move to a different area’ new resources can be added or taken forgotten about. 





King & Sturrock (2020) claims that this can happen because of the way the child is feeling. King & Sturrock (2020) says that the next stage is the ‘Flow’, this is how the play progresses, it could last minutes or hours and even days. Lastly, King & Sturrock (2020) says the last stage is ‘Annihilation’, this is when the child chooses to end the play and move on to something new. 
In conclusion, King & Sturrock (2020) believes that the play cycle can help practitioners with their observations in their care and settings which in turn will help and support the children in their growing holistic development. 
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