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An important part of teaching children and them learning is play. Play can be difficult to define, but one definition of play by Bottril (2018) is that ‘play is creativity, it is abandon. It is risk, collaboration, interpretation and reinterpretation. It’s meaning is infinite’.
It can be said that play is so crucial to children that it is considered a right under article 31 of the UNCRC. Article 31 states that ‘every child has the right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts’. In 2010 Wales became the first country in the world to legislate for children’s play. The new curriculum in Wales is a play-based curriculum, which is concerned with learning through play, planning for purposeful play and holistic development and play in the learning environment.
Recently there has been major importance put on increasing children’s emotional wellbeing, this could be the result of a UNICEF report that UK children have the second highest levels of unhappiness in the world. Research has shown that there are links between young children’s emotional well-being and play, and that a child’s emotional wellbeing is higher when an activity is perceived as play as opposed to not play.
According to (Landreth, 1991) ‘Birds fly, fishes swim and children play’. Childhood should be a time of pleasure, but it is also a time of many changes for children as they experience physical, psychological, cognitive and moral development. Through play children are able to express their worries and problems. Play is a natural form of expression in children but having said this as they become older a child’s play becomes increasingly governed by rules, such as rules on asking and sharing. Young children can find this restriction extremely frustrating as they are not always able to satisfy their curiosity and discover and invent as they are told they are not allowed to play or make certain things. It can be said that certain environments do not work to enable certain types of play, such as schools and playgrounds.
When play is defined from the child’s perspective it is considered more enjoyable for them. During play children will use cues within the environment, one of these cues is concerned with adult presence. It has been shown that when an adult is present a child is less likely to see an activity as play.
One type of children’s play is self-directed play, also known as open-ended play. The main idea behind this is that the child is allowed to play with toys in a creative way without an adult-directed outcome. The types of toys/materials used for this play are as simple as possible, such as cardboard tubes, playdough and so on. The reason for this is that these types of materials offer endless play opportunities to the child, whereby other toys such as dolls may restrict possibilities as a doll will always a doll. A child is allowed to be more creative and imaginative as a result of the materials used for this play, as they offer opportunities for the objects to become whatever they like and offer many ways a child can play with them.
Although adults may feel the urge to join in with the play or change something during play, it is important that self-directed play is led by the child, and adults must take a step back and observe in order to allow the child to discover their own outcomes. This type of play considers the child’s perspective on play, and therefore it must be freely chosen by them from their perspective. Montessori and Reggio Emilia approaches to play are very closely linked to this type of play.
There are endless benefits to this type of play including building self-confidence as they are left to explore by themselves and gain a sense of success. Secondly it encourages independence and stimulates imagination. Additionally, it helps teach problem solving as they are forced to figure out how to make something work in the way they want it to. Lastly, they are left to learn at their own pace as there is no end goal to the play and children gain a sense of motivation from this type of play as they try new ideas and challenge themselves.
Williams (2010) says that ‘everyday resources should always be available to children in early years settings and this type of play is concerned with that, as toys for this play should be made of natural materials and things such as pebbles and shells are great for self-directed play. In order to encourage this type of play the environment is also of upmost importance, it must be an open space and safe. It is also important to remember that there are opportunities for children to have flexibility in their movement, so they are free to stand, sit, jump or roll in order to explore things.
Heuristic play is a second type of play to be considered. This play focuses on a child’s natural curiosity and making sense of what can be done with things, therefore exploring. In short heuristic play involves children exploring many different objects in different ways and moving around with them in a safe environment. An example of this type of play may be playing with empty boxes or playing with pots and pans.
Play should consist of a group of children for a period of time in a controlled environment. There should also be many different kinds of objects for the children to play with freely. During this type of play there should be very little adult intervention therefore staying seated and quiet in order to support their own choices and discoveries. Natural materials such as shells, pebbles and acorns should be used. Furthermore, ‘found’ items such empty cotton reels and cardboard tubes are used to support and provide for heuristic play.
Many benefits of heuristic play include the fact that cognitive development, fine muscle control/ gross motor skills, and hand – eye coordination are strengthened. This is because during this play a child may discover that an item fits into another item or one makes an interesting noise, and they will therefore repeat things in order to test the result.
Heuristic play is different all around the world and children will use items that are commonly found in their own country, having said this it is not the objects that are of the most importance in this type or play, but rather the fact that children can access them independently. In addition to this, space is once again important here as in order to explore objects the children need to be able to move around first. To assist in this play materials should be chosen carefully, their properties, texture and shape should be taken into consideration.
The play cycle by Sturrock and Else 1998 can help us to further understand why it is important for children to choose their own play. According to the play cycle play can be disrupted or altered if the process of play is interrupted. The play cycle explains that when a child wishes to play they will issue a play cue, a play frame will then be formed, and play return will be experienced. If cues and return are established the result will be play flow, but if the return is unsatisfactory play may come to an end.
It is important for adults to understand that the child initiates the play cue, they should be choosing what to play with and when the child feels that the experience of play is ‘good enough’ they will be engaged in the play and be involved in it which ensures that the play continues until they are satisfied. 
Trying to define play may be problematic in the way that there is little consideration given to the dynamic and contextual nature of play, and tends to be more related to adult views rather than that of children. Additionally different people may have different definitions of play, meaning what is considered play to one person may not be to another. 
Practitioners should understand children’s views on their play in order to plan different environments and learning opportunities which can have a positive impact on task performance. In terms of play, any environment is able to support play but in order to invite play and for play to take place the environment should be stimulating. Within the environment the child should feel safe and it should stimulate enthusiasm. Moreover, when a child takes part in an activity that is considered play from their perspective it is beneficial for their learning and development.
According to (Keating et al, 2000) ‘children have a clear awareness of the difference between play and work and distinguish whether an activity is associated with learning’. King (1979) also agrees with this by saying that children generally believe play is a self-initiated activity and work involves direction and adult presence.
It can be said that the role of the adult in child’s play is critical, in terms of promoting the play and embracing development and learning. Adults can scaffold learning and development by supporting and praising the play. When supporting play, it is important for practitioners to remember not to try and influence or control the play. Furthermore, an adult should wait to be invited to play by the child before joining in. When an invitation to play does occur, the practitioner or adult should follow the child’s lead, take their suggestions into consideration and take a passive role, as you must remember it is their play and not yours.
In order for adults to enable play they must be truthful and honest, and it can be said that children need this to help them make sense of their world. Play should be able to be held and contained. In order for this to happen play cues should be supported and the adult should give back a return to further the play. It is also possible for a practitioner to give the children clues that their play may be about to come to an end and take note of where they had got to with the play so that they are able to continue the next day.
Additionally professional containment and boundaries are crucial to assisting play. Without being aware of boundaries an adult may ruin play through going into adulteration too easily. On the other hand, by understanding boundaries translation and transformation by adults will be more effective.
During play an adult may make an offer or invitation to play if they feel a child needs help or advice, this may be done through play cues or direct comment or action. Although this may happen the end goal should always be to allow the child to continue the play in whatever way they want. In addition to this, a child may need an adult to assist with providing resources, spaces or make adaption to allow the play to continue, but all practitioners should keep an open attitude during a child’s play.
In order to understand children as individuals and learning observation is a popular that is used, it is also used to assist in planning and ensuring practitioners plan an appropriate curriculum and providing for the range of needs within the setting. Observation can also act as a basis for reflection. Early years settings should see observation as fundamental and crucial to the role of the practitioner and taken into consideration in training and everyday practice. When writing observations, it is important to include what the child had achieved, and not what they are unable to do.
Observation is concerned with watching children’s actions, expressions, gestures and behaviours but it is also involved in listening to them talking and their interactions. When observing a child practitioners will sometimes join in with play or will sometimes ask and respond to questions. It is always important to remember to have a sensitive and respectful approach to the child’s play and go in with an attitude of openness to the individuals learning.
There are many things that may affect the child’s engagement and accuracy of an observation, one may be who is observing, where the observation and what time of day the observation takes place. The context of where observation takes place is important because if the place is meaningful to them the information we gain can give us a more accurate assessment of learning.
One form of observation used in early year’s settings is the foundation phase profile observation and formative assessment. This is used in order to build a holistic picture of a child’s development and abilities in certain areas. In the foundation phase observation often happens daily, one of the main reasons and purposes for observation is to pick up on any concerns or difficulties a child may be experiencing in their learning. Additionally on the other hand it is also important to pick on children with very high ability in order to support them in the best way possible.
Observation is a handy tool in terms of gathering evidence of learning, specifically before and after a specific skill has been taught. Therefore, finding out the effectiveness of provision. Additionally, it allows you to keep track of progress over a period of time. Through observation it is possible to see how much progress a child has made and gives practitioners an idea if a child may have additional learning needs or if anything additional needs to be put in place such as a 1:1 or visual timetable etc.
In order to gain a full picture of each child observations should take place in an indoor and outdoor environment. The reason behind this is that evidence suggests that children will not only behave but learn differently in the two environments, and therefore it needs to be reflected in the observation and process. Although many people may believe that specific activities need to be set up in order to observe particular skills, this is not true, and it is possible to observe skills through a mixture of child-led and practitioner-led activities.
Practitioners do not have to write down everything they observe, only significant information is needed, and practitioners should differentiate between the significant and incidental information. Many observations opportunities will occur incidentally and in early years settings there are opportunities for observation during daily routines such as mealtimes and entering and leaving the setting. Observations can be very short but can often offer important information. In addition to this, practitioners should be able to spontaneously to a child’s play and learning and take opportunities for observation when they arise.
There are many ways settings can go about doing observations, but there should always be flexibility within the week to support and focus on observation and time should be planned in order for the practitioner to take the role of observer. In settings they may plan for a series of focused observations that will concentrate on a child’s self-initiated play in each area. Moreover, tracking is also another method that may be used, whereby a practitioner will ‘track’ a certain child over the course of a session, for a whole day or sometimes longer, in order to gain more information about them as an individual learner.
Although we understand the importance for play for a child’s development, we may not always sufficiently protect or promote it. One of the biggest problems in children’s play in today’s society is that there is a reduced engagement in outdoor play. The reasons for this may be a lack of green space, increasing safety measures such as traffic and strangers, additionally the increasing amount and use of digital technology.
In order for human development to flourish it is essential that play and playfulness is nurtured. Furthermore, play should be shaped not by the attitudes and expectations of others and adults, but those of the player and fellow co-players. Research that has been done through listening has shown that there is a positive impact on a child’s development when they approach activities they view as play or to be playful.
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