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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice
1. Supporting Play
[bookmark: _Hlk96021819]Hughes (1996) developed A Taxonomy of Play Types with the intention of supporting adults to facilitate children’s play. His Taxonomy identified 16 different types of play (Play Scotland, 2018). Let us begin by considering ‘symbolic play.’ Brown (2014) describes symbolic play as an imaginative and creative process, where children use every-day items to represent other objects or beings. He states that through symbolic play, a child will gradually disconnect their subject matters from reality, resulting in the child developing an ability to think freely and analytically. Similarly, Petrović-Sočo (2014) points out that diverse cognitive processes are developed through symbolic play, such as memory, imagination, speech, and creativity.
According to Piaget (1936), symbolic function begins to develop towards the end of the sensorimotor stage (birth to two years) and continues into the preoperational stage (two to seven years) – this is when children can depict their surrounding world through language and imagination. He believed that children use schemas (units of understanding obtained through making connections between ideas, actions, and concepts) to make sense of the world, building on previous acquired knowledge to enable further understanding (McLeod, 2020). Although Piaget regarded symbolic play as important evidence for developing symbolic thought, he did not believe that it contributed towards the development of cognitive processes such as language. On the other hand, Vygotsky (1934) argued that symbolic play and language are highly interrelated throughout childhood and believed that symbolic play allowed children time to explore social-skills and different communication methods. (Quinn, S., Donnelly, S. and Kidd, E., 2018). 
In addition to communication and language, symbolic play also supports other areas of learning and supports children in a holistic manner. It gives opportunity for children to exercise their fine and/or gross motor skills, and their hand-eye coordination. For example, a child may use saucepans and utensils to play the drums, and by doing so will enhance their physical development by exercising their ability to grasp smaller objects as well as their hand-eye coordination by hitting specific targets. A child’s creative development will also benefit from symbolic play as they will explore a range of textures and materials, using imagination to express feelings, wants and desires. From a social and emotional point of view, it allows children to share their fantasy world with their peers, learning about appropriate behaviour towards others as they do so (Twinkl, 2021).
Another play type to consider when supporting and facilitating children’s development is ‘rough-and-tumble play.’ Bokony and Patrick (2009) describe rough-and-tumble play as a joyful and social play that involves physical contact and lively/energetic activities such as play fighting, tickling, chasing, and jumping. It is commonly mistaken for aggression by adults and therefore discouraged. However, multidisciplinary research has concluded that it encourages healthy child development and has shown that children achieve more academically after participating in this type of free play without adult intervention (First Discoveries, 2021). We can argue further about the benefits of rough-and-tumble play by considering the holistic developmental impact it has on children – it is a natural and fun way for children to exercise, allows them to assess how peers respond and self-correct/problem-solve independently if need be, and also helps children develop a sense of empathy and care towards others - for example, showing concern if another child falls or injures themselves (Bokony and Patrick, 2009).
Despite the increasing amount of evidence into its benefits, practitioners find this type of play to be one of the most problematic and difficult to support within the early years setting (Flanders et al., 2009). Similarly, Storli and Hansen Sandseter (2017) agree, claiming that practitioners are unsure of how to interpret and manage this type of play despite acknowledging the benefits it has on child development. Their research as to whether gender stereotypes influenced the way they viewed rough-and-tumble play concluded that gender differences were not as big of an issue as they first believed due to practitioners making an over-all conscious effort to provide equal opportunities to all children. Furthermore, Bokony and Patrick (2009) discovered that the main reason for uncertainty surrounding rough-and-tumble play is that caregivers become anxious of it turning into real fighting. It cannot be denied that this type of play poses some sort of risk, however, studies have shown that fewer than 1% of pre-schoolers’ rough-and-tumble play will escalate into a real fight.
Although symbolic play and rough-and-tumble play are very different, both require minimal adult input during the play itself. Adults can support children by creating an environment that enables play to happen in a safe and controlled manner. With symbolic play, this can include setting up a range of materials and resources that are accessible to children within their environments, such as treasure baskets and a role-play area where dress-up clothes are available. Rough-and-tumble play requires adult supervision to ensure the environment is spacious and hazard-free, and only need to intervene if they feel that children’s well-being is at risk (Bokony and Patrick, 2009). 

2. Child-initiated Play
The role of play with regards to children’s learning and development has been extensively researched over many years, concluding that play is of the utmost importance with many benefits in developmental areas including social, emotional and physical health. Moyles (2013) maintains that play is a powerful tool in children’s development and believes that educators have a responsibility to provide opportunity wherever possible for children to participate in playful experiences: “Play deepens children’s learning and understanding because it enables them to begin learning from first-hand experiences, based on what they already know and what they can do” (Moyles, 2009: 28).
Play is now considered to be a crucial factor in the learning, development and general well-being of children, with the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) stating that it is a child’s ‘right’ to play (Herrington and Brussoni, 2015). In addition to this, The Foundation Phase Framework for 3 – 7-year-olds in Wales (Welsh Government, 2008) views play as an essential part of the curriculum that all children within this age range are entitled to. A Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings also acknowledges that “play is a fundamental right for all children” (Welsh Government, 2021, p.26). It is a well-known fact that the Welsh Government was the first Government in the world to legislate children’s play and formally adopted the UNCRC in 2004. There are three main articles which relate to children’s play:
· Article 31 – Children have the right to leisure, play, cultural and artistic activities.
· Article 15 – Children have the right to join and form groups and organisations.
· Article 12 – Children have the right to have their opinions and feelings taken into consideration when adults are required to make decisions that affect them (Welsh Government, 2014).
Child-initiated play is highly valued within the early years care and education sector. This type of play is unique as it is personal, self-led and intrinsically motivated, also empowering children’s independence and creativity through allowing opportunity for freedom of choice. Children’s self-directed play positively impacts their learning and development, enhancing their ability to problem-solve in a fun, enjoyable way, without the fear of failure (Aminpour, Bishop and Corkey, 2020). 
Montessori (1912) recognised the importance of child-initiated play, viewing young children as individual, active learners in need of choice and independence. Her approach to supporting the learning and development of children was to respect, encourage and facilitate these qualities within the teaching environment. She advocated for student autonomy and made this central to her practice as she believed this approach would enhance children’s confidence and self-esteem. Montessori’s contribution to childhood education has helped shaped current international principles of early years pedagogy, including Te Wahiki in New Zealand and Forest Schools that offer outdoor play and learning in Scandinavia (Isaacs, 2018). North America’s High/Scope preschool curriculum has also been majorly influenced by Montessori’s method as the curriculum puts great emphasis on child-initiated learning, viewing educators as guides to facilitate the child’s learning and self-directed play (Gonczy, T. and Cruz, J., 2013).
According to McInnes et al. (2013), a child’s own perspective and understanding of play is strongly linked to how beneficial the play itself will be. The play cues within a child’s environment have great impact on their personal definition of play, and the presence of an adult is a significant one. Research has concluded that adult presence reduces the possibility of a child viewing an activity as play, and McInnes et al. (2013) suggest that this could be due to open questions leading to issues of choice and control between the adult and child.
Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory suggests that children’s cognitive development also relies on adults creating a support or ‘scaffold’ to enhance their learning (Petrović-Sočo, 2014). Adults can support self-directed play through careful planning of an enabling environment based on children’s abilities and needs, challenging their current knowledge and skills in a fun and enjoyable way. Providing children with choices is significant for developing self-esteem and independence as children will feel heard and know that their opinions matter. Adults can also support self-directed play through communication and engaging in the child’s choice of play if invited to do so. Being actively involved can be advantageous in preventing problems as adults are able to make suggestions if an issue begins to arise. To conclude, child-initiated play requires adults to encourage and support children in being independent and taking responsibility of their own actions, rather than leading or controlling the child’s play (Rymanowicz, 2015).

3. Foundation Phase Profile Observations
Froebel (1782-1852) was the first childhood educator to value the significance of observation and documentation, maintaining that early years practitioners need to be keen observers of children. Many other early childhood pioneers shared his view, including Vygotsky, who believed that the Zone of Proximal Development could only be established after observation took place (Brodie, 2013).
Observation, assessment, and planning are vital for supporting the learning and development of children. The Foundation Phase Profile is a scale-based observation that contains two sets of skills ladders in four different areas of learning: Physical Development, Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity, Language and Communication Skills, and Mathematical Development. It is a significant part of the Welsh Government’s Early Years Development and Assessment Framework, and Its purpose is to provide a baseline assessment across Wales which corresponds with the Foundation Phase outcomes (Welsh Government, 2017).
Brodie (2013) emphasises the importance of carrying out observations within the early years sector and claims that educators are incapable of planning meaningful and fun activities that would appropriately challenge a child’s ability to develop new knowledge and skills without taking the time to observe and familiarise themselves with an individual child’s personality, interests, and capabilities. Every child is unique, and information gathered from observations allows practitioners to plan and assess what stage of development the child is at (PACEY, 2016).
Assessments within the Foundation Phase Profile are designed for children as young as six months old through to seven years old, with Outcomes in the Profile beginning with Bronze, Silver and Gold, before advancing onto Outcomes one to six. There are two ‘sizes’ of the Foundation Phase Profile available – a ‘Compact Profile’ and a ‘Full Profile.’ The Compact Profile (the smallest of the two) requires practitioners to carry out observations within the first six weeks of a child being in Reception class to form a baseline assessment. The Compact profile contains a select few skills ladders from each area of learning. However, the Full Profile includes all the skills ladders in all areas of learning as it is designed to help create a more detailed picture of a child’s progress if practitioners feel this would be beneficial to the child. Full Profiles can also be used at the end of Year 2 to establish the Outcomes at the end of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2017).
There are many benefits to the Foundation Phase Profile. It takes into consideration the holistic development of each individual child and helps practitioners to support it. In fact, it has been designed to help identify early signs of possible developmental delay, including any special/additional learning needs due to the assessments of the Profile aligning with assessments carried out by health professionals (Welsh Government, 2017). However, it cannot be used to diagnose any developmental delays, but rather help support practitioners to identify when a referral to the correct health professional is required. According to Barnett (2011), early educational intervention can have a significant impact on both short- and long-term effects on cognitive, social and emotional development, as well as academic progress and behaviour.
Another positive aspect of using the Foundation Phase Profile is that the skills ladders help practitioners to assess what children can already do and what developmental milestones they have achieved, as well as new skills that could potentially be developed next. This gives practitioners a helpful guide regarding planning for suitable activities to help children reach their maximum potential (Pacey, 2017).
The Foundation Phase Profile is also there to help keep parents informed of their child’s progress. This can be done through informal discussions, annual reports and parents’/carers’ evenings, and stays in line with the Foundation Phase principles of partnership working (Welsh Government, 2018).
Despite the Foundation Phase Profile having many positive impacts on child development, there is also room for improvement. For example, a written report to parents/carers is not required based on the baseline assessment. Recommendation 24 in Evaluating the Foundation Phase: Final Report (2015) suggests that more involvement should be made to work in partnership with parents/carers as families can positively contribute to the choice and design of children’s learning activities. In addition to this, the Profile doesn’t monitor children with diagnosed special needs as they require a different criterion that is developed by a Special Educational Needs Coordinator. As the Profile relies on the judgment of practitioners, it can also be open to bias depending on the practitioners personal set of principles. Another criticism of the Foundation Phase Profile is that it leaves children who are born Summertime in a disadvantaged position when compared to children who are born in the Autumn, as Autumn born children will already have experienced two terms in school and will be a few months older being assessed than children born in the Summer.

4. Observations and Play
One cannot ignore the fact that facilitating play has become a prominent feature of policy and legislation within the early years sector. Hughes and King (2020) define play as “freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated behaviour that actively engages the child” (PLAYLINK and Children’s Council, 2000, p.6). Intrinsic motivation is the act of motivation arising from the inside; it’s when an individual participates in an activity out of pure self-enjoyment, rather than being extrinsically motivated by the possibility of gaining a reward or avoiding a potentially negative consequence (Cherry, 2022). 
Numerous childhood pioneers have emphasised the need for play in children’s learning, including Susan Issacs (1885-1948). Isaacs believed that play was a form of self-expression and a powerful tool for children’s development. She advocated for the significance in observing and recording children’s freely chosen interests, natural emotions, and their intellectual life (Bruce, Louis, and McCall, 2014).
The Play Cycle theory was developed by Sturrock and Else (1998) supports current play-work practice. It consists of six components:
· Meta-lude – this is the initial thought or idea.
· Play-cue – an indication from the child suggesting that they would like to play.
· Play-return – the response to a play-cue from another individual or the environment.
· Flow – how the play-cue and play-return is processed.
· Play frame – this is what contains the play frame and keeps the play intact. 
· Annihilation – when the play ends (King and Newstead, 2021).
Howard (2020) claims that research has concluded that when children approach an activity that they consider to be play, they feel more empowered and display progress in their cognitive, social, and emotional development. Canning (2007) describes the importance of recognising the engagement of a child whilst at play and suggests what needs to be considered to determine their level of engagement. These suggestions include consideration of a child’s concentration within the play, children’s freedom to determine their own actions, their ability to direct their own play as well as other children’s play scenarios, and the ability to have flexibility within their play environment.
However, adulteration can be a barrier to a child’s play. Adulteration is a term that is used to describe the interruption of play caused by an adult that tries to control the play, rather than letting it happen naturally (Sands, 2013). The Play Cycle is a useful tool in the field of play-work and studies have shown that it has influenced practice to become more child-initiated, reducing adult intervention in children’s play. Instead, practitioners are more aware of children’s play-cues and will respond to children’s invitation to play (Canning, 2007).  Similarly, Howard and McInnes (2013) also found that play-workers considered their adult role to be in partnership with children’s play. 
PACEY (2016) points out that observing children whilst they are engaged in freely chosen play is provides the observer with far more insight into the child’s interests, characteristics of learning and how capable they are once they’re engaged in something that they chose to do, rather than during an activity that has been planned for them. It can be more beneficial to the observer as shyness and uncertainty will not inhibit the child’s abilities to perform.
An equally important aspect in children’s play is how it effects their emotional well-being. Gray (2011) claims that there is a link between the decline of play and the rise of psychopathology in children over the past several decades. He states that through play, children discover intrinsic interests and competencies, learn how to problem-solve and follow rules, how to regulate their emotions and learn to view others as equals through building friendships. Gray proposes that social play is the best available resource of battling children’s feelings of dominance/supremacy associated with narcissism. He believes that this could be due to parents and educators consistently offering excessive praise for their accomplishments, but children do not tolerate demands for special treatment in their play.
A study conducted by Howard and McInnes (2012) found that children benefit emotionally when they view an activity as play, rather than not play. These significant findings need to be taken into consideration by practitioners when planning play opportunities; if the child perceives an activity as playful then it will help utilise the child’s play experience whilst supporting their holistic development.
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