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Play Essay
Section 1 - Types of play and how practitioners can support them in practice.
Imaginative play
Ellis (2023) believes that imaginative play is a type of play that allows a child to express and explore different ideas and be creative using their imagination to create stories and senarios, to role play to become whatever they wish, for example; playing shop, playing ‘Mams and Dads’, playing astronauts, pretending they are in the wild west, dinosaurs, or even time travelers, a childs imagination is endless. This creative play promotes childrens physical develoment in a joyful and spontaneous way.
Ellis (2023), Davis (2011) and Knisley (2020) all suggest that imaginative play allows children to freely experiment through learning and practicing their responsibility of making their own decisions, and also develop their problem solving skills while being fully emersed in self directed play. Davis (2011) claims that children use their sences to begin to understand and learn more about the world that surrounds them. Through imaginative play they experiment and explore by smelling, seeing, touching, hearing and tasting things in their environment. Knisley (2020) and Lowry (no date) imply that many skills can be developed through imaginative play for example it can help children learn how to share and interact with other children and adults they meet, therefore helping them to develop their social and language skills.
Lively (2018) and the HM Government (no date) expresses that imaginative play can help children learn and understand different emotions through interactions with others. Knisley (2020) suggests that imaginative play is a curious type of play different to play that is described as ‘active’ play, for example tag. Davis (2011), Knisley (2020) and Ellis (2023) all agree that children can learn through many kinds of play, through interacting with others children learn how to create stable, secure and positive friendships and form bonds with peers and teachers, helping children to develop and grow up to become confident, socially and emotionally resilient citizens. According to Davis (2011) imagination allows children to play while developing their social skills, language skills and encourages their emotional development.

Davis (2011) and Knisley (2020) both suggest and share a variety of ways that practitioners can support imaginative play within the setting for example, reading books and making up stories. Children have fun creating and thinking of their own endings to fairy tales. Many children love to play word games for example eye spy or thinking of their own jokes or rhymes, going for a walk through the woods or play outside in various types of weather especially the rain and snow. These are easy, inexpensive approaches to provide children with opportunities to new, exciting and interesting environments. Knisley (2020) agrees with Kiewra (2018) and says that practitioners can also support imaginative play by providing rich and exciting environments with open ended resources or loose parts, giving children the freedom to imagine different objects to be different things. Practitioners could choose a different child each day to help with milk and snack time. They might help by giving out the fruit and milk pretending and role playing as a waiter or waitress.

Bussey (2022) encourages practitioners to support childrens imagination by setting aside time for them to play outside, creating secure, safe and exciting environments where they have the freedom and opportunity to explore and experiment through play. This is supported by Kiewra (2018) who suggests playing with natural materials inspires children to come up with their own ideas, which seems to enhance their intrinsic creativity. Long periods of free time spent outside can be incredibly motivating, but also helps support the development of critical thinking and problem-solving skills.

Bussey (2022) and Davis (2011) suggest ways for practitioners to enhance experiences and resources to facilitate dress-up games, by gathering a box of clothing, accessories, shoes, jumpers, boots, and handbags. These resources are not essential for role play but some children enjoy dressing up as their imaginative character. 
Practitioners could create a messy play environment using sensory resources for example water, sand, mud, playdough, paints, clay, slime or other materials Bussey (2022), Knisley (2020) HM Government (no date). Giving children this variety of materials to use or play with, may encourage their imagination and creativity and stimulate their curiosity, by allowing them to create anything they want.

Fisher (2016) suggests for practitioners to join in with the child and engage in imaginative play, but to ensure they are careful and respond in positive ways and allow the child to lead. Bottrill (2018) also believes that practitioners must be conscious of how they speak to children. He says practitioners should consider their use of vocabulary, their tone, their body language and be aware of the needs of the child. Fisher (2016) and Bottrill (2018) both imply that practitoners may support the play by asking an open ended question, while being sure to observe the childs interests and dislikes.

[bookmark: _Hlk128926894]Many researchers Lively (2018), Bussey (2022), Davis (2011) and Kimberly Knisley (2020) all support the simple idea of using a carboard box or blankets to faciliate an imaginative area in the setting using opportunities for pretend play, with large cardboard boxes or cloths draped over chairs. Children may imagine they are in a spaceship using a blanket as the door, or they may pretend it is a washing machine, the possiblities are endless. A childs mind is filled with imagination hence why this type of play is so powerful. 


Communication play
According to Adam (2022) communication play refers to play that involves the use of words, phrases, or gestures, such as singing, rhyming, debating, acting, mime or jokes. The entire body is used in communication play, including the voice, hand signals, facial expressions and body language. He (2022) implies that many different forms of play include communication play, and take place in conjunction with them for example, imaginative play, rough and tumble play, deep play, fantasy play, symbolic play, dramatic play, exploratory play, creative play, locomotor play, role play, and social play.
Adam (2022) suggests that communication play is a crucial component of childrens learning allowing them to interact with others around them and form social skills. It enables them to experiment and explore different types of communication, including non verbally for example through gestures, body language, and emotions along with verbal communication for example, how words might be altered and utilised to convey meanings and emotions. This type of play allows children to communicate with their peers while they debate and negotiate a game or pretend through role play in an imaginative or fantasy scenario. Play also has a significant role in helping them build their skills to be able to understand and listen to others.
According to Adam (2022) communication play comes in a variety of forms, it can play a significant role in all types of activities. Although the appearance suggests communication play can only occur when at least two children participate, it also is a significant aspect of solitary play. Although children may be playing solo, they may also be trying to communicate something to someone who may be observing. 
Fisher (2016) explains when children engage in communcation play it may be between children only, children and adults, or even solo play. Some suggest when adults are involved, communication play is typically started by the child. Although practitioners must try to be careful when interacting or trying to start to interact during this play as some believe it could result in an adult directed or adult led activity, which may contaminate the play that is currently underway.
Adam (2022) claims that communication play greatly benifits from an environment focused on loose parts, as it allows for imaginative types of play such as role-playing, crafting, decision making, problem-solving and building. Children may be negotiating and exchanging ideas on how to build things, planning strategies for imaginative and fantasy play, creating forts and using sticks as magic wands, or simply chatting in a den they have created together using their developing communication and social skills while buliding and maintaining positive relationships through team work. 
Wasserman (2018) suggests practitioners can support communcation play through asking open-ended questions, and by providing children with materials and toys that are open-ended for example, the use of loose parts. Practitioners may ask open-ended questions for example "What should we build?" using toys like buttons, blocks, playdough, Legos, sand, beads, dolls, and trains. This idea enables practitioners to use phrases like "Can you place the button in/on/next to?" as a model to aid in the development of prepositions. Practitioners should ensure communications are child-led.  When playing, practitioners should let the child make decisions. This facilitates communication and dialogue, particularly with older children.
Unicef (no date) suggests practitioners can support communication play by playing games using materials found in the environment, including both real-world and made-up ones. 
Unicef (no date) shares another fun way to support children in communication play is by dancing and singing along with them. It is important that practitioners show the children they are listening and providing simple and straightforward replies. Similarly to supporting development of imagination, creating stories with the children also supports development of communication skills. While telling stories, practitioners could also ask the children to repeat the words after them while using hand motions to accompany the words, for example "The End" using a hand gesture of closing a story book. Practitioners can also provide children with exciting opportunities and resources in rich, secure, and stimulating environments to help engage and develop all five of their senses; sight, sound, touch, smell, and taste. 

Section 2 – Freely choosen play, the role of the adult in children’s play.
The Welsh Assembly Government (2002) states that freely chosen and intrinsically motivated play gives children the opportunities to explore their own limits in a safe environment, and gives them choice and control of their own movement. Another benefit of freely chosen and intrinsically motivated play allows the child to have a sence of freedom and independence, which can help to boost self esteem and confidence. 
Conkbayir and Pascal (2014) suggest that many researchers and theorists have expressed their opinion on the importance of child led and freely chosen play in the early years setting. Froebel expressed that based on his observations of children he came to the conclusion that play and self-expression were crucial to holistic development. His observations supported his opinion that people are naturally creative, therefore in order for children to develop to their maximum potential, creativity must be nurtured through play in early years settings. This responsibility is that of the practitioners to ensure that child led activities for example, enabling and exciting opportunities, and environments that include open ended resources such as loose parts, are being provided for the children within their settings.
Conkbayir and Pascal (2014) explain Froebel also suggested to practitioners during observation, that the children will show them what to do, observe, watch and listen to them. Froebel thought that childrens symbolic and imaginative play demonstrates their highest level of of learning, hence why he encouraged it in school. 
The Early Years Foundation Stage (2012) emphasises the significance of offering outdoor play and learning to give children the opportunity to play freely and explore. (Mcmillan, 1917).
Mcmillan (1917) state that children require space in order for them to fully participate in activities and time to complete, absorb and reflect on their own learning.
Bradbury and Swailes (2022) also discuss Froebel’s theory and explained that he claimed that ‘play is the highest expression of human development for it alone is the free expression of what is in the childs soul’. Therefore he believed a play based curiculum is effective, allowing the child to direct their own learning, while expressing and exploring their interest in a fun and spontanous way, which is freely chosen and intrinsically motivated. Froebelian philosophy promotes giving children the freedom to choose and make decisions for themsleves. 
Montessori agreed with Froebel and also believed, while practitoners should offer support in a way that is informed and gives children time to engage in play for their own fulfilment and enjoyment, practitioners should ensure they are providing rich and interesting environments, which include open ended resources to support childrens imagination, interests and needs to therefore support their development. (Montessori Society, 2021)
The UNCRC Conventions (Unicef 1989) and the Salamanca Statement, express that play is recognised as a human right (1994). One role of an Early Years Practitioner is to recognise the importance of play particularly in light of the growing requirment to asses learning. To ensure that a setting is inclusive and responsive to the developing children, practitioners must provide interesting, new and exciting opportunities in secure and stimulating environments that recognise each childs individuality.
The Reggio Emilia approach, created by Loris Malaguzzi (1945), believed that the adults role is to encourage children in their efforts to build their own learning. Instead of teaching or instructing, a facilitation technique is more appropriate. When children use loose elements to construct or express their thought through symbolic play, practitioners must recognise the difference between interacting and interfering, therefore practitioners are encouraged to ask the children open ended questions to help facilitate and extend their learning instead of closed questions which may change the activity to be adult led and limit engagement and inquisitiveness.
Regulated play is an important approach to mould learning according to John Locke, who is well known for his belief that children are born with "tabula rasa" – clean slate. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, on the other hand, was of the opinion that children should only learn through play, since it is both childrens rights and a vital component of both physical and mental well-being. These play concepts are still significant in policy, theory and practise today for example, the Legislation of UN Convention of the Rights of the Child, Article 31, that “Every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities” UNCRC (1989)
Howard (2020) implies although play is crucial for human growth, it is not always sufficiently protected or promoted in todays society. Displays illustrate limits on play in modern society from recreational, educational, and therapeutic viewpoints convey the exhibitions concern about limited spaces and places for play. Childrens decreased participation in outdoor play is one issue, which is frequently related to a lack of green space, safety worries about traffic or "stranger danger," and the appeal of digital technology. The exhibit challenges spectators to consider how we might "play well" under these circumstances. Play must be encouraged in order for human growth to flourish.

Section 3 – Observation
Tracking Observation (movement or interaction)
The best moment to observe children is when they are engaged in play, when you can best determine their interests and abilities. Practitioners can be confident that what they are witnessing is an accurate reflection of the child when they are playing in a spontaneous and natural environment. According to studies, children who see an activity as "play" as opposed to "not-play" have higher levels of emotional well-being and are more interested in their learning. (Howard and Mcinnes, 2013)
The role of the adult is providing these opportunities and environments using open-ended resources, will allow children to see their activities as "playful" which is essential to promote and encourage their learning and development (Mcinnes et al., 2011); (Mcinnes et al., 2013).
Brodie (no date), states there are various ways to observe and document the devlopment of young children, and each can reveal something new. She believes that observing children playing in an early years setting is one of the most crucial roles for early years professionals. Through making attentive and precise observations and utilising them to tune into the childrens interests, practitioners can learn more about the children and their individual needs and uniqueness.
One observation technique is a Tracking Observation. Practitioners would draw a birds eye view floor layout of their setting, including the outdoor area, before beginning to record their tracking observation. The different areas within the setting that the child visits should be noted on the floor plan, along with how many times they visited and how much time they spent in each activity or space. Practitioners can also complete a more detailed tracking observation for example if they wanted to track a childs interactions, which they would then note on the floor plan where the interactions took place and how many times. Depending on the kind of information needed, practitioners can monitor the child for a long or short period of time. 
Brodie (no date), explains that if practitioner may decide to observe the child during the morning session, for example if the practitioners goal is to gain a better understanding of why a child tends to flit from one activity to another. Focusing on observing the child, using a tracking observation technique during this part of the day may have helped the practitioner to draw a conclusion, through analysing their observation results, the child may have developed a transportation schema, as the observation may have revealed that the child throughout the morning he or she is moving objects around the setting. 
Brodie (no date), discusses, to analyse what groups of children are occupying which areas within the setting and how often, practitioners can combine the tracking observations of the children. For example; do the boys tend to play more often with the blocks than the girls? Do the older children play in the water tray less often than the younger children? Is it usually the girls who choose the cwtch?	

Section 4 – The Role of Play during observation and assesment.
According to Salcuni et.al (2017) children can develop crucial social, emotional, and cognitive skills through the opportunities that play provides. Due to the importance of play throughout early years of development, it is frequently used for observation and to assess the development of a child and to potentially carry out educational and psychological interventions with children and their parents. 
The role of play is important during observation and assessments, being child led the child will have the opportunity to engage in freely chosen, and intrinsically motivated play, while a practitioner or psychologist observes and assesses the child and what they are communcating while fully emersed in self directed play. (A4PT 2008)
[bookmark: _Hlk128932840]Play is powerful during observation and assessment as practitioners can learn crucial information about how a child forms ideas, sees the world, and interacts with others by assessing the childs play and inquisitiveness to learning. Play can also reveal information about the child that they may not have been able to answer from a direct question in conversation. This is because when children are allowed to engage in freely chosen and self directed play they are able to be expressive, explore various ideas, and think of different stories and scenarios to communicate their interests, dislikes, feelings and emotions. Therefore observations and assessments can provide the practitioner with a wide range of information about the child they are assessing, and enables them to understand the individual needs of the child. (HSRPsychology)
Play can have a crucial role during observation and assesments in play therapy sessions. These sessions can help children for example children who may have experienced difficult life experiences, trauma or children who may have been diagnosed with an additional learning need, to begin to understand their feelings potentially if they are finding it difficult to communicate their feeling or express their emotions through verbal conversation. Play therapy allows the child to express themselves and feelings though self directed, intrinsically motivated and freely chosen play. (A4PT 2008)
Play based assessments allow practitioners to determine the strengths of the child and allow them to gain a better understanding of the childs interests, dislikes and helps identify the childs emotional characteristics. Due to the play based element this allows practitioners to take a personalised approach to the assessments, enabling the child to feel comfortable as they are being assessed, while having fun playing. (HSRPsychology)
According to Victoria State Government (2019) research suggests that children who can initiate play on their own have a greater knowledge of their play environment and are capable of developing their play ideas in many environments. (Stagnitti & Paatsch, 2018, p. 3). These children usually demonstrate strong language skills, enhanced self-awareness, and increased awareness of their social and emotional development. (Elias & Berk, 2002; Whitebread & O'Sullivan, 2012; Whitebread et al., 2009).
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