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Children’s play
Play is essential in early years as it helps support children’s holistic development. Different types of play do this by supporting a child’s cognitive, social and emotional, and physical development whilst fostering their creativity, resilience and their interests. Children learn how to play from birth where 0–3-month-olds will play unoccupied in sensory activities without any focus on what they are doing, this then develops into solitary play which normally happens up to the age of 2 where children like to play alone, exploring things that take an interest to them. Once, they are then 2 years old they begin to spectate their friends playing but, won’t get involved, this then progresses into them parallel playing where they will play alongside their peers but do not interact with them. Once, children then understand play and learn communication skills they begin to interact by moving and passing objects bag and forth which then progresses into them communicating through speech. These stages of play link in with Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, as he believes play is a crucial part of how children learn to make sense of the world around them. 
Role play is a type of play which allows children to express themselves in whichever way they would like to and explore different toys or equipment which they may use in a different way then what the purpose of them is for. Whilst children are using resources it helps progress their physical development as they will be using their fine motor skills to pick objects up, explore them and move them around. Role play also progresses children’s gross motor skills as they move around the room either through crawling, walking or running and squatting up and down to different heights. This form of play is done through children’s imaginations as they may pretend, they are doctors, police or even working in a café, this then explores a child’s curiosity and interests as they act out scenarios they may have seen or what they believe a person in those roles would be like. During role play children may play alone acting out scenarios aloud pretending to be different people, or it may take part in groups of children where they all come together to play the same game and to dress up altogether. This then helps children’s language and communication development as children that are unable to speak will start of by-passing objects back and forth to one another and may babble, which will then help progress the children into speaking and communicating this may start with one word, which then will progress onto two-word sentences and then progress onto longer sentences. This happens through children’s listening skills and learning to listen to one another where children will then learn to wait their turn to speak but also learn more words through each child’s knowledge and understanding of words. When children are playing role play it’s important that practitioners know when to intervene and when not to. Practitioners may be asked by the children to join in and when they are its important that practitioners play the game with the children whilst also helping progress the child’s holistic development and curiosity, they may do this by asking questions, talking to the children, and practitioners can also develop the game by including mathematical skills for example counting how many apples might we have in the café.
Another type of play is physical play this helps children’s physical skills which progresses children’s fine motor skills or their gross motor skills, aids balance and supports a child’s overall coordination. Physical play may be done indoors or outdoors and may be done alone or in groups. This type of play can involve children having music on to dance to or children completing yoga exercises. Children may also take part in physical activities outdoors where they are playing on bikes running around playing tag or may be playing hide and seek with their peers. Another form of enhancing physical skills in the outdoor area is through using our fine motor skills to dig in sand or scoop and pour water. Physical activities like these will enhance children’s social skills as they are playing with others and will help their communication skills as they are talking to one another throughout playing. Practitioners can get involved and support children by setting up activities to the right stage and age of development of the children enhancing the activities to different strengths to suit everybody. 
Self-directed play is child led where children choose what they want to play and is not a set up activity, it is a form of play which children play based on their interests. This helps children build on their independence and to have self-resilience and confidence in decision making, which helps children learn that they can make choices and decide what they like and dislike and build more knowledge on things which interest them. Self-directed play helps cognitive development as children are learning through trial and error and discovering cause and effect. This type of play usually happens with multiple children playing together which helps children’s social and communication skills as they are talking to one another about what is happening, or the children may even start singing a nursery rhyme which links into the form of play they are doing. Self-directed play also helps children’s emotional skills as they are working with other children they are learning to share and take turns. This is important for children to learn as they are playing as the toys in a setting are for everybody and taking turns will help children in the long run. This form of play also links into problem solving as children are exploring independently and solving solutions alone. Adults and practitioner’s need to observe this form of play but don’t need to interrupt the play unless children aren’t getting along or are struggling or unless children ask for adults to play with them. This play is important for it to be child based and that the children are freely choosing what they would like to play but with safety in mind.
When working with children practitioners observe them, it is important for them to observe children as it allows them to find out where the child is at in their areas of development and see if they are at the right milestones for their age. Observing also allows adults to have a clear picture of what the child is interested in and see how they are around other children and in alone situations. Observations are done by carefully watching one child over a period of time and seeing what the child does during that time. There are many different observation methods, however when working with children it is important to record the observation you have seen you do this by writing down what you have seen in that moment. 
Narrative observation is one observation method used to observe children. This is a observation method which is a extended written account of a child’s activity, capturing their actions, language and interactions with other children and adults in detail. This helps practitioner’s build a clear picture of a child’s interests, their development and social interactions over a specific period of time. This observation is typically done during 20 to 30 minutes of the day as the child is playing or taking part in an activity.
There are many benefits and limitations to a narrative observation. A benefit of this method is that it is a detailed overview of what the child has done, only needing basic writing skills to be able to write what you have seen down. However, not everyone that observes may be confident in their writing skills and may not have a high level of writing skills themselves, and they may not be able to recall the events which have happened, this is due to as your writing you still need to watch and observe what the child is doing in that moment as well, this can also make the observation time consuming. Narrative observation helps the practitioners to have a holistic view on the children as its not focusing on one area in particular, it also helps practitioners to understand why and how questions based on what they have observed, and it offers a wide range of actions. Although, there are many benefits to this observation method there are also limitations as the observer may be biased towards the child they are observing as they may think and believe the child is able to do things which they haven’t seen them do. You may also not be able to have a clear view on what the child can and cannot do and their likes and dislikes as the way they are acting can be affected by the time of day your observing as they may be tired or hungry, which staff are working in their room as children feel more comfortable with their key worker and the environment they are in as if you are observing them in a different environment then what they are normally in your not going to see the child at its fullest. This observation method also only captures the behaviours and actions of the child in a specific time frame. 
Overall, a narrative observation allows us to look at a child holistically, as it is not focusing on one specific area of learning and during a 20 to 30 minute time frame the child may not stick to the first activity they were doing when the observation started. 
When observing and assessing children play is important as children show their full capabilities as they are focused and interested in what they are doing. Play also allows the child to choose what they would like and dislike to do and allows us to see where they need help to develop their milestones further. Play, helps practitioners to see if they are at the correct stage and age of development they need to be at. Through play practitioners and adults can see a child’s holistic development as they may be communicating with others throughout their play, speaking to themselves or even possibly singing a nursery rhyme. It also helps us see if they are physically able to do activities and through play it also gives practitioners an understanding of their imaginations as children expresses themselves throughout playing. Play is important if you have a safeguarding concern over a child due to when they will play, they may say or do things, which may be happening to them at home. Overall, play is a crucial part of a child’s life as they learn basic skills which will help them in the future, this is why the Play Wales framework was made for early years settings to follow which states play is important for children and that they learn best through play. 
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