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Theory and Practice
Section 1:
What is play?
Allowing children to play allows them to use their imagination, which is an essential skill which all children should have access to. Play gives children the freedom to make their own decisions and lets them explore in unbelievable ways. Even though play is frequently referred to as “’children’s work”, children find great joy in it. As children grow from infancy to growing up, the kinds of play the perform is the tease behind their changes. Children of all ages enjoy play when they have unrestricted access to it (Starting blocks, no date). The United Nations children’s duns (2018) supporters this by saying that all children find significance in play. Howard and Mclnnes (2013) says through play, children can develop a sense of knowledge and ability which enables them to understand the outside world through a variety of experience. Although there are many theorists who have shared their opinions and views throughout history and stressed the importance of play for a child's development, play is not solely defined by one definition. Their research has influenced how educators now support play in the early years, and even though theorists have slightly different opinions, they all agree that play is essential during a child's most formative stages and is important for all aspects of a child's development. According to Bottril (2018) Play should be unrestricted, allow for self-selected challenges, and provide an infinite number of choices and interpretations, Bottril also says Play is imagination; it's fearlessness.  It involves taking a chance, working together, interpreting, and reinterpreting. It has countless meanings. One of the Curriculum for Non-Maintained Settings' five developmental paths is physical play, which is regarded as essential to a child's growth and learning (Welsh Government, 2022). According to the developmental pathways, children are said to have an innate need to move. As such, there should be constant chances for them to explore movement through physical play, giving them access to a variety of methods for practicing, repeating, and ingraining new abilities they have learnt through movement exploration (Welsh Government, 2022). However, the new curriculum for financed non-managed nursery facilities shapes the importance of play for young children in settings where all children have the right to play. Children can express their emotions through play because of the variety of rich play experiences they are exposed to. Play is essential for the growth of the body, mind, and creativity.
Learning Journals (2011) proposes that heuristic play supports multiple domains of development. Prominent advantages encompass comprehending the surrounding environment through investigation and refining problem-solving skills as kids test hypothetical scenarios like "what if?" They can independently test their own hypotheses. Using objects for posting, rolling, and stacking to support the development of both gross motor and fine motor abilities while repeating cognitive patterns, or schemas. Additionally, heuristic play is essential for the growth of creative and focused thought processes.
Outdoor play
The Early Years Alliance (2022) suggest that playing outside has numerous advantages for a child's emotional and physical growth. From a young age, outdoor play should be promoted as it fosters a favourable attitude towards physical activities by enabling children to run, climb, and leap. Positive endorphins are released when children exercise regularly, and outdoor play is the ideal setting for improving children's mental health, which is on the rise. The Frobel Trust (no date) supports this by suggesting who in turn acknowledges the value of outdoor play in helping children develop ties with nature and the outside world. Children have countless opportunity to explore the natural world, engage their innate curiosity, and apply their cognitive skills while they play outside. However, Outdoor play Canada (2019) says that risky play and nature play are two aspects of outdoor play which occurs outdoors. The most general word for play that encompasses all these elements is "outdoor play," and it occurs in a wide range of environments, including urban, suburban, rural, and wilderness settings. Children need to be encouraged by helpful individuals as well as live in circumstances that allow them to use their natural curiosity. Even though creating the right atmosphere for kids might be challenging, it's vital that adults have the tools and spare parts necessary to foster an environment that encourages children' innate curiosity. Trust between an adult and child is based on the adult's willingness to help the child's development without getting in the way of their play. A self-assured child will inevitably investigate their surroundings, solve problems, be imaginative, and creative. Joyce (2012) They should be imaginative and creative. In the words of Froebel, children can use their social skills, physical development, and cognitive skills in the outdoors, resulting in holistic development. Giving children the opportunity to learn outside offers them a wealth of opportunities to explore the natural world around them, including sensory experiences, unstructured play, and freedom of movement. In addition, it vital that we have supportive adults who embrace this all-encompassing approach to education for the kids. By giving them a space to choose their favourite learning environment—whether it be indoors or outdoors—we can foster their natural play as well as their development and learning.
Loose parts 
According to play Scotland (2024) Introducing commonplace, basic objects can foster inclusivity, increase creativity, and strengthen social and problem-solving abilities. A "loose parts" toy is flexible; kids may use their imaginations and creativity to connect it with other loose pieces in a variety of ways. Nursery worlds (2020) indicates that while loose parts play theory is growing more and more popular in early years settings across the UK, various settings seem to have quite varying ideas about what it implies. loose components Play can involve wooden items, rope, twine, and empty boxes. Additionally, they think that loose pieces enable children to engage in self-directed, imaginative, and creative play. When used in conjunction with time, space, and the support of a concerned parent or carer, these low-cost resources can significantly influence a child's learning, development, and progress (Only about children, no date). Louv. R (no date) claims that a "loose part" toy is adaptable and that a child may link it in several ways with other loose pieces by using their imaginations and creative thinking. Since nature appeals to all the senses, it remains the most plentiful supply of loose components. Loose portions can encourage inclusivity and improve social and problem-solving abilities. Nursery World (2020) claims that while some practitioners restrict loose pieces to natural resources like branches and twigs, others incorporate recycled materials including pipes, tubes, and scrap materials. While some settings have been instructed to discard their metal or plastic toy vehicles because they are not "loose parts," others have coloured stones and bowls of beads available for play with loose parts.
Section 2:
According to Aurora (2022) Instead than directing or regulating a child's play, an adult should be present and involved in the child's play to support his or her play experiences. This is due to the fundamental tenet of play, which is that children should direct their own play.  Play that is self-directed gives children countless opportunities. By giving children access to resources, loose components, and an environment free from supervision from others, adults can encourage their children to engage in self-directed play. Children have a natural curiosity about the world around them, and pursuing this curiosity lets them make the most use of both their imagination and curiosity. It strongly encouraged that adults provide a secure play space for children, allowing them to experience various physical activities such as leaping, sitting, rolling, and standing (Ledendecker, 2020). Play Wales (2023) supports this by suggesting Play helps children become more resilient and generally happier. Having warm environments, lots of free time, and other individuals to play with every day are crucial for all children as well as adolescents.  It is the duty of adults to establish conditions that encourage this. A child should be provided with limitless possibilities for self-directed or free play during their whole stay in a setting. This gives children the freedom to organise, lead, and decide how they want to play. As an adult, it is your responsibility to encourage self-directed play so the children may feel respected and trusted to make the right decisions (safely).
Why is play important?
Children and young people benefit cognitively, physically, socially, and emotionally from play. Children learn about the world and about themselves through play. Additionally, they pick up relationship, career, and academic qualities like confidence (NI direct, no date). As cited by Fulbrook (2020) Piaget and Vygotsky both believed that play was critical to a child's development and that play was important for a child's cognitive growth. Both theorists emphasised the importance of play, but Piaget thought that children learn best when their play is self-directed and allows them to experiment and explore on their own. Vygotsky proposed that culture and social external elements also influenced how children learn. According to McInnes et al. (2013), who cited previous research, children were less likely to participate in an activity and did not perceive it as play when an adult was around. This finding lends support to Piaget's theory.
What is the role of self-directed play?
This is an important aspect of a child's life that will also support their academic success. Since children are natural playmakers, you may support their play by watching from afar, joining in when they ask to, and lending a hand when needed. Children who do this demonstrate that an adult supports play without interfering, giving them a priceless gift. Children gain a variety of abilities through play, including social, emotional, and physical ones. Play naturally shapes the values and cultures of the world around them. Prior to the establishment of schools, children learned via play (Gray, 2013).
Section 3:
It's critical that young children receive exceptional care while in a setting; this care should cover a variety of topics, including love, health and wellbeing, developmental progress, fostering positive connections, supporting people, and fostering respect and trust. This is supported where the Children's health and wellness are valued and promoted within their culture. Within in a setting there are many ways to observe children in their play and it is the role of the adult to observe the children (TE Whariki, 2017). Birth to 5 matter (2021) explains that planning, evaluations, and observation are essential components of early childhood professional practice. The foundation phase profile is just one of the various evaluation methods utilised in the early years. This specific form of assessment comprises a compact form profile, which is primarily utilised in early childhood settings to generate single baseline outcomes for children. It has four skills ladders based on four major learning domains, as opposed to the full profile form, which has more ladders for a more thorough tracking of a child's skill development. The compact profile focuses on four domains of development: language, literacy, and communication; mathematics; physical; personal; social and emotional; and personal. It is advised that the baseline evaluation be completed during the first six weeks of a child's enrolment (Welsh Government, 2017). According to Connor (2013) implies that children may find transitions in the early years challenging. Children who are adjusting to new situations may have feelings of uncertainty, low self-esteem, or separation anxiety, which can make them agitated or unhappy during this period. However, in accordance with Bowlby's theory of attachment, which is referenced by David, Gouuch, and Powell (2016), a child's sense of security, belonging, and resilience can all be developed via the bonding and emotional attachment that Bowlby considers to be essential with those closest to them. So, the question remains: Is six weeks for a baseline assessment sufficient for children to form a safe attachment so that a comprehensive picture of the child can be obtained at times of transitioning into different settings?
Extended observation is one method of observing a child in the context, among other methods. A long observation, in the words of Brodie (no date), long observations are a thorough written account of an invitation to play or spontaneous play within the environment. A long observation might contain a lot of information and take a while to finish. It can include a picture, a thorough account of the child's language use, their degree of involvement, and information about whether other children or adults were present during the play. Extended observations can be conducted in a variety of situations and with varying titles, but they always involve the child at their centre and cover comparable ground. Some environments employ extended observations with focused children. In these settings, up to three children are selected each week to be observed, and all professionals watch the concentrated children while they play. Over the course of the week, multiple team members will observe the same children, allowing for the acceptance of differing perspectives. At the conclusion of the week, the team will convene to discuss the differences and similarities found in the observations. Additionally, practitioners will be able to identify the children's preferred learning environments and areas. (Edgington and Sancisi, 2015).
Extended children observation has limitations. One possibility is that the observer develops a particular style of extended child observation and becomes an expert in it. The other drawback to this method of observation is the amount of time it can take. You run the risk of missing important details or taking notes and then not being able to completely comprehend what you saw as stated by Tassoni (2006).
Section 4
Through play observation and adult support in providing the right resources, the focus is primarily on the children and their self-directed play. By identifying the children's true interests and likes, practitioners can concentrate on the knowledge, strengths, and abilities of the children. By knowing the children's skills and capacities, practitioners can improve the learning and development of the children and make sure they are receiving the greatest possible support. observing children as they interact with their friends in a natural way, solve problems, and assume different roles in the environment. If an adult is allowed to participate in the child's play during the observations and evaluations, they can help the children develop their language, provide conflict resolution support when necessary, and assist the child in maintaining their emotional wellbeing (Starting blocks, no date). Bagnato (2007) feels that to effectively evaluate and observe children, it is important to keep their individuality in mind. Bagnato (2007) says that rather than adhering to set protocols for assessments and observations, practitioners should be sensitive to children's demand for active learning. Play-based observations, according to what the writer suggests, give practitioners a comprehensive understanding of a child. Furthermore, Grenier, Finch, and Vollans (2017) contend that watching a child at play provides a genuine awareness of their preferences, areas of interest, and capacity for learning in addition to a deep comprehension of the child as an individual.
Practitioners can determine whether the environment is sufficiently stimulating and considers each child's uniqueness by using observations. Practitioners might consider how they can best serve the children's needs going forward, including their interests, personal care requirements, and developmental needs. Observations can emphasise the children's schemas and social skills with adults as well and other children. Adults can get a sense of how children naturally connect with one another by watching them during free play (Azilo Training, 2022).
Mclnnes (2011) indicates that to guarantee that play is supported every day, practitioners must have a solid understanding of play and be able to execute good pedagogy within their settings. This includes encouraging self-directed learning and being aware of when to scaffold a child's learning and when to watch. A child can distinguish between play and non-play activities, according to research. The results made it evident that children understood an adult leading the activity and leaving them with no choices as non-play, as opposed to an activity in which practitioners were present to facilitate but not lead, giving the children the freedom to choose when the activity began, how long it lasted, and when it ended as play.
McMhaon (2009) explains that play therapy comes in two flavours, the first of which is non-directive play therapy. This type of therapy has been successful in helping children express repressed feelings. It lets them do so without using words; instead, they can express their feelings through play and the materials they choose to use, giving them complete control over the play process. The second method is called directing play, in which the therapist provides materials to the children in accordance with a well-thought-out plan of action. Throughout the play, the therapist will inquire about the possibility of verbal communication rather than making any assumptions.
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