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Introduction 

Throughout this essay I will be discussing different types of play and how they can be supported in practice. Furthermore, I will provide evidence of a clear understanding of why it is important for children to independently choose their own play. I will also discuss the role of the adult in children’s play. I will include an in-depth discussion of an observation method/technique for children in early years. It is important that I demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when carrying out observations and assessments of children and think how this effects the child’s engagement and the precision of the observation. 

Types of play and how they can be supported in practice (750)

Parallel play is when a child plays alongside or near others but does not play with them. The children may play with similar toys and mimic one another. Although it may look like the children are playing separately, they are learning social skills this creates a strong foundation for their future. Parallel play is carried out around the age of two and a half up until the age of three and a half. Play in education development and learning, (2022). Parallel play is supported in practice by stimulating curiosity, demonstrating activities, taking turns, and staying present. As a practitioner you are able to stimulate curiosity by asking questions that encourages the child to engage with other children. Furthermore, practitioners can demonstrate activities by using visual objects which intrigue the children to all join in and as a result play together. Taking turns can be challenging for children, in order to make it fun practitioners are able to turn it into a game. Your therapy source, (2021). For example, in my placement we carry out circle time once a week this allows the children to have their chance to speak when they are holding the teddy bear. This helps further their development as they learn communication and listening skills. Practitioners should stay present and therefore try and keep the children in the same room as each other so that there are more opportunities for parallel play. Mildred Parten Created six stages of play one of which is parallel play. These are the play stages children go through up until the age of five. Mildred Parten believed that one of the many key characteristics of parallel play included having separate goals and focuses during play. Drew, (2021). Parallel play benefits toddlers in a number of different ways. For example, language development, gross and fine motor skill development, freedom to express their desires and feelings and learning to share. Children are able to express their feelings through parallel play by drawing a picture of how they feel that day.  Ginta and Robinson, (2020). During parallel play the child will sit there playing independently whilst doing so they will be listening and learning from practitioners or other pupils nearby. 

Solitary play is when a child plays on their own. Children are learning how to entertain themselves. Solitary play allows children to develop their future independence.  Solitary play usually starts around three months old; it could be argued even slightly sooner up until the age of two. Solitary play falls under Mildred Parten’s six stages of play. The baby will start to reach out for objects that interest them and explore their surroundings. Furthermore, the child does not yet understand the concept of play or that others may be playing around them. Gill, (2019). Solitary play can be supported in practice by allowing time and space for the child to work alone. As a practitioner you must leave the child to play alone and not try to interfere or join in.  It is important to reassure the child that it is good to play alone. As a practitioner you can suggest that the child chooses their own activity. solitary play can be supported in practice by giving the child an adequate number of resources so that they are able to choose but do not feel overwhelmed. This particular type of play allows the child to explore different movements, textures, and become familiar with different parts of their bodies. In my setting the children play independently when colouring in and sorting buttons into bowls. Pikler and Montessori both encourage independence. Montessori encourages the child to be independent by teaching them how to dress and undress themselves, cook, sweep, and garden. Montessori stated that children reached new levels of autonomy and became self-motivated learners. Sprouts, (2016). Emmi Pikler encouraged independence by creating the pikler triangle over one hundred years ago. The Pikler triangle is a wooden piece of apparatus. The triangle has many uses for example, for the baby to lie under and hang toys from above, for a child to pull themselves up and to climb over. The pikler triangle teaches adults to take a step back. Adults should encourage the child to learn and play independently without telling them what to do. If there is a goal set, then the child may feel pressured. I have found in placement that sometimes children learn more when the adults observe. There are a number of benefits to solitary play, it develops the child’s concentration, creativity, and imagination. 

Evidence of a clear understanding of why it is important for children to choose their own play and the importance of the role of the adult in children’s play (750) 

It is vital that children choose their own play to develop and learn to the best of their ability. Self-directed play is allowing children to play without a framework, on their own and without adult interruption. Sukenik, (2021). Self-directed play allows the child to feel a sense of freedom and control their own movement. Furthermore, self-directed play can boost self-esteem which links to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. As a result of self-directed play, the child appears more independent and wants to explore their own limitations. Children will start to become more continuous when it comes down to decision making. There are elements of self-directed play which are knowledgeable adults and practitioners that are able to answer the child’s questions. The setting or environment this should be adapted so the child is able to explore both indoors and outdoors. Also, children who are confident to explore and what to learn. Child led is a term used for taking the child’s lead in play. Following a child’s lead allows you to observe their likes and dislikes. Practitioners are able to use this to gain their interest in other areas of play when teaching the child something new. Play is often structed by adults I have witnessed this in different childcare settings. When adults step back it allows the child to make their own rules, directions and use their imagination. Practitioners can be referred to as play supervisors, it is their role to provide resources and then not interfere. Play is important for children’s learning as it improves all aspects of the child’s development such as cognitive, physical, social, and emotional well-being. Through play children learn a number of skills they require for their future such as, curiosity, independence, social skills, interaction, and confidence. Co-ordination and balance are also developed through play by using fine and gross motor skills. Ni direct, (No Date). Regio Emilia used mirrors so that the child is able to see themselves learning and completing activities that they have chosen to do themselves. Mirrors provide the children with an opportunity to explore reflection, angles, self-awareness, and perspective. Saenz-Molina, (2017). The child has their own choice to play or not to play this could then affect their engagement in other tasks. If a child chooses to constantly play independently and is withdrawn from group situations, this could tell you that the child is lacking in the social area of development. 

The importance of the role of the adult in children’s play. Play is personally directed because adults stand back and let children use their own develop their own ideas. The role of the activity should be the child’s own personal satisfaction. As practitioners we can sometimes hold children back from exploring so let them climb trees, let them jump in puddles and let the children play in mud. As a practitioner it is your role to ensure the environment has lots of play possibilities. Only intervene when necessary for the children’s welfare. Provide the children with materials to build dens and use their imagination. Learning through landscapes, (2013).  Inclusive play ensures that there are opportunities for all children, regardless of a background or disability. For example, practitioners may need to adapt some aspects of the setting so that a child is a wheelchair is able to move around freely and play with the other children. There are eight playwork principles, these principles establish a framework for playwork. The framework states that the child’s development will be developed further if they are given access to a wide range of environments and play opportunities. The framework also states that playworkers are advocates for play and recognise their impact on play. Practitioners can feel rewarded when they see a group of children playing. Play Wales, (2022). As a practitioner it is important to look out for play ques, play ques are when a child is showing small signs that they want to play. The play que could be verbal or through body language, eye contact, proximity or copying. If a particular child is not letting another child play with them then that might be when you need to step in. Howard and McInnes researched “the impact of children’s perception of an activity as play rather than not play on emotional well-being”. (McInnes and Howard,2012) There research showed me that there are positive links between young children’s well-being and play. McInnes and Howards research also highlights the need for practitioners to be able to understand play from a child’s perspective and maximise play potential. 

In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children (750)

Leuven scale

The Leuven scale consists of five points. This scale allows practitioners, teachers, and childcare experts to measure a child’s involvement and emotional well-being. Involvement and emotional well-being are important in early years as it encourages concentration and engagement for learning. According to (Learning Journals ,2022) when children feel confident in the surroundings, they are more likely to develop in a positive way and learn to a higher standard. As practitioners it is your role to promote an environment where the child feels, safe, happy and is supported. The first point on the Leuven scale for emotional well-being is extremely low and ranges, up to point five which is extremely high. The scale states different characteristics which help practitioners to place that child at that particular level. If a child displays obvious distress, this can sometimes be perceived through crying, tantrums, and tiredness. The practitioner is able to see that the child is unhappy and discomforted emotionally. This would result in the child being placed on the extremely low level of emotional well-being. In a low state of emotional well-being the child may seem a bit unhappy and shy. The child can display unwillingness and struggle to engage. The child can seek comfort in physical behaviours such as sucking their thumb or running away. The third level is the moderate stage this stage is fairly neutral. The child will not appear either happy or sad. The child will still engage in tasks however display no excitement.  This stage can sometimes be overlooked however these children require support so that they are able to work through the higher levels of the scale. Children who are ranked high are happy children. The child will display emotion through smiling and engaging with others. A happy child is curious. Children on the extremely high level are comfortable and completely at ease with their surroundings. They can display expressive and spontaneous actions. If a child is on the fifth scale, then they are fully engaged with what they are doing. Learning Journals, (2022).

Moving on to the Leuven scale of involvement. This scale also runs from level one to five and follows the same layout as the emotional well-being scale. The involvement scales aim is to measure a child’s engagement in a particular task.  If the child is on level one then they may appear bored and lack energy. If the child is on level two then their engagement is low, they may be easily distracted and uninterested. The moderate level suggests that the child is engaging however, they are not engrossed by the tasks. The high-level shows that the child is highly engaged and can not become distracted. A very high level of involvement can be displayed through the child being continuously engaged. They are creative and may voice their own opinions/ ideas whilst carrying out the task. Learning Journals, (2022).

There are benefits to the Leuven scale however there are also some limitations. The main advantage is that it is observation based this puts the child at the centre. The Leuven scale does not fall under one size fits all, the criteria is open-ended. The scale can be used and applied to every child. One of the limitations of the Leuven scale is that it does not take children’s disabilities and educational needs into account. Every child is different, and they can present behaviours in a verity of ways especially across different cultures. This is not considered in the Leuven scale. An advantage would be that the Leuven scale provides practitioners with a practical way of recording a child’s engagement and learning. The Leuven scale provides a practitioner with what level the child is at however, there are no comments stating why this may be or how to improve that child’s involvement or emotional well-being. The point the child is on is measured however how long that child has been on that point is not. It is important to see progression over time so if one particular child has been on extremely low well-being for a while then what the practitioners are doing to support that child is not furthering them. It is keeping the child balanced. The information practitioners have received by filling out the Leuven scale can help them to support the child’s learning and development. For example, a child on the extremely low level of involvement is not going to learn best in a group task. They may work better in a smaller group or one to one with a teacher. 

Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and consider how this affects the child’s engagement and the accuracy of the observation (750)
 
It is important to observe children during play rather than in a formal or structured setting, as it could impact the accuracy of the results. The practitioners’ results will differ if they are telling a child to complete a certain activity or do something whilst assessing them. Just so that they are able to tick it off a check list and say that it has been completed. Practitioners should observe the child completing that same activity when they choose to do so. This will result in the child enjoying the activity more and completing it to a higher standard.  

Intrinsic motivation is carrying out a task because it is personally rewarding. Extrinsic motivation is completing a task or showing a particular behaviour because of outside causes. For example, gaining a reward or avoiding a punishment. The difference between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation is, intrinsic comes from inside and extrinsic comes from outside. Both types can affect how the child works.  Intrinsic motivation is more effective long term as the child feels a sense of fulfilment and gets to complete their goals at their own pace. Extrinsic motivation is positive when getting a child to do tasks they may find unpleasant, as there is a reward at the end. Both types of motivation can work together in order to complete a task. For example, the children may be carrying out a group activity they will be extrinsically motivated to finish it to their classmate’s deadline. On the other hand, the child may be intrinsically motivated to finish the activity as they enjoy the topic. University of Rochester, (2022). When observing a child, I believe that intrinsic motivation works best as they want to complete the task to the best of their ability for themselves. I have witnessed this in my placement. 

Peter Gray developed a theory on how children learn. He created a number of playful points with one of the points being that play should be self-directed. Furthermore, Peter Gray believes that adults should step back. Gray, (No Date). Adults should also recoil whilst they are observing. Practitioners should be observing what the child would usually do and not interfere to ensure that the child meets a goal, or a target set in place. 

The foundation phase teaching and learning model is a pyramid, practitioners work from the bottom up, to build on what children are able to achieve. As a result, the child is placed at the centre and not the curriculum. It starts by observing the effects of the learning environment on the child’s learning and progression. Practitioners must gather together and reflect in planning. At the bottom of the pyramid is continuous provision such as observations. In the middle of the pyramid in enhanced provision for example, external speakers and videos. Finally at the top is focused tasks which are structured activities planned by the teacher. Welsh Government, (No Date). Observations are at the base of the pyramid this tells me that observations are the foundations to a child’s learning and engagement. As a result of carrying out observations practitioners are able to gain an accurate understanding.

The play cycle is a model of play and is made up of six different elements. The six elements are the pre-cue, play-cue, play return, flow, play frame and annihilation. The child has both an inner world and outer world. The pre-cue will often start as a thought this thought then gets admitted to the outer world through a play-cue. The play-cue is then picked up by other children resulting in play-return. The play is returned to the child’s inner world, play then flows through the cycle. Dr Pete King, (2020). The practitioners/adult’s role in the play cycle can be identified in four different ways which are play maintenance, simple involvement, medial intervention, and complex intervention. Play maintenance is outside the play frame the adult’s role is observing that the play fame is running smoothly. If the practitioner interrupts the play frame this could affect the child’s engagement in play and the accuracy of the observation because the child may feel pressured or get distracted therefore, resulting in stopping what they were doing. Simple involvement acts as a resource for example providing the child with crayons when they ask. In both medial intervention and complex intervention, the adult is much more active. The adult should not adulterate the play cycle. Adulteration can be perceived as the adult wanting to join in and controlling the play. Dr Pete King 2nd, (2020). 
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