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Children’s Play: Theory and practice 
Section 1. 
1. Sensory play 
Sensory play can help children develop cognitive growth, motor, language skills, become self-aware and problem solve (Davy, 2019) Through sensory play, babies and toddlers use all their senses by exploring and making sense of the world around them. Sensory play also helps them develop as children can learn how to respond to a range of stimuli (Cleveland Clinic, 2022). Cleveland Clinic (2022) implies that sensory play enables children to use their imagination, be creative, investigate and experiment with new textures and shapes of objects. Davy (2019) highlights that sensory play activities stimulate and invigorate senses such as smell, touch, taste, sound, and sight through seeing different colours, shapes, patterns. 
The sensorimotor stage is the first principle in Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development (Mandler, 2007). Mandler (2007) states that this stage is when babies and children comprehend objects through using their senses and movements which starts from birth to when the child is 18 months old. Similarly, Maria Montessori emphasised that children learn and develop through using their senses (Gascoyne, 2011). Gascoyne (2011) highlights that Montessori believed that children’s senses are key to the development of intellect and that early year’s practitioners should provide an eye catching and fascinating environment for young children. 
Forbes (2004) implies that babies and young children use their senses by touching and recognising different textures, vibrations, and temperatures. Forbes (2004) also states that children comprehend different tastes through playing with objects and materials such as sour or sweet, smelling different fragrances such as wood, grass, and flowers, and familiarising themselves with sounds such as chimes and bells.  
Children also develop their vestibular and proprioceptive senses through sensory play (Star Institute, 2023). Star Institute (2023) suggests that the vestibular sense refers to an individual’s awareness of space and the sense of balance around them in the physical world. The proprioceptive sense is a response in the brain to how a child moves and positions him or herself (Care and Support in Cornwall, 2017). Care and support in Cornwall (2017) states that children naturally develop their vestibular and proprioceptive senses through movements such as swinging, jumping, dancing, swimming, running, pulling, and pushing. 
These activities help children become self-aware, improves their movement and balance, and improves standing, sitting, and walking (Action for Children, 2022).  Goodstart Early Learning (2018) states that sensory play improves fine and gross motor skills through activities such as jumping, running, crawling, and sitting which helps strengthen muscles and improve balance, coordination and helps contract nerve connections in the brain.
Sensory play activities should be unstructured, hands on, and inviting for children (Heart-Mind Online, 2014). Heart-Mind Online (2014) states children should be given the opportunity to play at leisure in their own time and at their own pace. It is imperative that early year’s practitioners create a rich and stimulating sensory play environment that engages and attracts babies and young children by offering a range of sensory play activities which is age appropriate (Pacey, 2023). Gascoyne (2018) States that to support messy or sensory play in practice, early years practitioners must create an enabling environment for children by preparing resources. Gascoyne, (2012) highlights that treasure baskets are sensory rich, stimulating, intriguing for babies and children as it enables them to explore and experiment with different objects and making self-chosen choices at their own rate. Treasure baskets also help babies and children make sense of the world around them (Gascoyne, 2012). Natural materials such as feathers, wooden spoon, bracelets, ribbons, or pinecones give babies and children the opportunity to touch and feel different objects, smell, taste and hear different sounds (North Yorkshire County Council, 2017). 
    2. Outdoor play 
Outdoor play is an effective way to promote a child’s physical health, wellbeing, and development (Barnardos Early Learning, 2018). Outdoor play can have a relaxed and calming effect on babies and young children making them feel at ease, therefore, improving mental health and wellbeing (Barnardos Early Learning, 2018). Outdoor play activities can strengthen children’s muscles and bones and improves posture, stamina, balance, flexibility, and balance (Harvard Health Publishing, 2020). 
Being outdoors and inhaling fresh air helps babies and young children’s sleep, boosts energy levels, and improves babies and children’s mental and physical health (Maynard & Waters, 2014). Outdoor play offers babies and young children an opportunity to investigate and explore natural surroundings, engage with nature, and experience adventures (Johnson and Watts, 2018). Outdoor play activities encourage babies and young children to take risks and challenges as outdoor play boosts a child’s imagination and curiosity which enables a child to gain self esteem and confidence through independent play or collaborative play (Johnson and Watts, 2018). 
Early Childhood Outdoors (2019) states that babies and young children can learn a wide range of vocabulary through exploring outdoor environments which enables them to build language and communication abilities. Outdoor play stimulates children’s senses as it nurtures and encourages a sense of wonder at the workings of life (Watts, 2020). Watts (2020) suggests that babies and young children blossom from playing outdoors no matter what weather through physically experiencing the sun, wind, rain, snow, and ice at first hand helps them to connect with the world. 
Frobel stressed the importance of outdoor play for children (Bruce, 2012). Bruce (2012) suggests that Frobel strongly believed that children should experience all facets of nature as outdoor play is crucial to develop children’s intellect, physique, and sense of morality. Forest schools is a Scandinavian approach to learning in the outdoors where children can learn, explore, and discover nature and outdoor environments (Knight, 2011). 
The ethos of forest school is that it encourages young children to become creative, confident, independent and to build self-esteem (Plymouth Marjon University 2023). It helps children to problem solve and explore environments (Plymouth Marjon University 2023). Forest school supports and promotes risky play, and child-centred play (Plymouth Marjon University 2023). Knight, (2011) highlights that forest school activities such as playing in the mud, climbing trees, building dens and campfires helps a child to develop holistically and, improves social, cognitive, and physical development. 
Hodgman (2012) states that it is crucial for early year’s practitioners to provide and resource an engaging, fun, and exciting natural environment for babies and young children which promotes curiosity, exploration and awe and wonder. Similarly. Ouvry and Furtado (2020) States that the capacity of an outdoor environment should fascinate and catch the attention of children, so they desire to investigate further. Ouvry and Furtado (2020) also state that the environment should spark children’s senses and meet children’s needs.
Every child is unique, develops at a different rate, and has different needs, for example, a baby could be taken to a garden which is sensory rich and is a first-hand experience (Ouvry and Furtado, 2020). The garden can stimulate the baby’s senses through smelling the fragrance of flowers or feeling a feather on their skin. Ouvry and Furtado (2020) highlights that the adult has a crucial role for the baby’s engagement with the outdoor environment along with their safety. Babies should experience sensory activities with an attentive and caring adult who observes the baby’s reactions and responds to them (Ouvry and Furtado, 2020).
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Why is free play important? 
UNICEF (no date) best describes free play as children are in control and have the power to choose how and when they want to play. Children have the entitlement and freedom to decide what objects or materials they want to play with and the environment in which they play in (UNICEF, no date). Free play is when a child engages in play that they have chosen without persuasion or led by adults and based upon their own interests, creativity, and instincts (Sensory Surroundings, 2020). The child is dominant and automatous, and the adult should respond to the child’s cues through effective communication such as verbal, nonverbal, facial expressions, hand gestures and listening (Bruce et al, 2015).
Free play gives children the chance to investigate their environment and materials. In addition to being able to learn from mistakes and taking chances, they can also learn how to problem solve (Sensory Surroundings, 2020).  Help Me Grow (no date) states that free play influences how young children perceive the world and how their emotional, social, and cognitive skills develop. As a result of this, children will also be able to develop their resiliency and confidence (Help Me Grow, no date).  Free play teaches young children how to have fun independently as well as how to think and make decisions for themselves (Sensory Surroundings, 2020).  Free play offers children a chance to figure out what their hobbies, interests, strengths, and weakness are (Bruce et al, 2015). Free play also encourages children to play with others (Sensory Surroundings, 2020).  Free play boosts creativity and imagination, fosters cognitive, emotional, physical, and social development, and enables children to learn how to problem solve (Sensory Surroundings, 2020).  
Role of the adult 
Welsh Government (2022) suggests that the adult should demonstrate a happy and enjoyable approach to learning and encourage a child’s inquisitiveness by utilising instructional moments that arise when the adult participates in the child’s play or when they observe the child. Welsh Government (2022) also suggests that the adult should always show kindness, gratitude and empathy to children and support their choices. The adult should encourage children to challenge themselves and to take risks, therefore, helping children to build their confidence, self-esteem, independence, and resilience (Welsh Government, 2022).
Burnham (2016) states that it is important that early year’s practitioners understand that children are unique individuals who develop at different rates and are constantly learning. Rose and Rogers (2012) state that the role of an early year’s practitioner is to create an invigorating environment for children where they blossom and flourish. Rose and Rogers (2012) also state that the adult should respect children’s choices and ideas and not to discriminate against ethnicity, learning needs and cultural differences. 

Hodgman (2012) states that the environment has a crucial part in supporting a child to thrive, learn and develop. Hodgman (2012) also states that every child’s learning is supported and impacted by the environment through prepared and planned activities and experiences for children by the early year’s practitioner. Burnham (2016) states that children greatly develop and learn through enabling environments and by having strong bonds with practitioners. Similarly, Hodgman (2012) indicates that children develop their resilience and independence on a foundation of safe and loving relationships with the care giver. Johnson (2010) highlights that children learn and thrive when they are in good health and have stability, when their personal requirements are met, and when children have a harmonious relationship with the practitioner. 
The facilitator allows play to occur by preparing and creating a stimulating environment for children, provides suitable resources, adjusts opportunities to suit and meet the child’s needs and are present to respond to the child’s requirements. Department for Education (2020) states that the adult role is to facilitate independent or collaborative activities for children, as well as to create a well organised and engaging environment. Observations play a vital role in supporting learning when children engage with play. 
[bookmark: _Hlk128588786]Guseva and Solomonovich (2017) state that adults should recognise and respond to the zone of proximal development. The zone of proximal development is the area between what a child can accomplish on their own and what they can accomplish with adult support (Guseva and Solomonovich, 2017). The scaffolder concentrates on assisting in the growth of acquired skills. Sarmiento-Campos, et al. (2022) suggests that scaffolding is supporting, guiding, modelling, or prompting a child when they are engaged in play so that the child completes a task or activity by themselves which enables learning. This involves the adult and child working together to comprehend concepts, assess activities, and problem solve (Sarmiento-Campos, et al. 2022). 
[bookmark: _Hlk128913639]The play cycle is an illustration of a child’s play process and is used by playworkers to comprehend play and know how to support play (Oxfordshire County Council, no date). It enables us to observe how play begins, how it can be initiated, returned, continued, and ended (Oxfordshire County Council, no date). The adult's role is extremely important; however, it can be disruptive. One of the play cycle stages is adulteration (Scottish Government, 2015). This is when playworkers intervene or become involved in children’s play or ends the play (Oxfordshire County Council, no date). By following the play cycle closely, playworkers can ensure that a child’s play is not interfered with (Scottish Government, 2015). 










Section 3. Tracker observations/ movement tracker
A tracking observation can be defined as a method which can be used by an early year’s practitioner to monitor the progress of a child at any convenient point in time during nursery and whenever a child is engaged with play activities (Smidt, 2005).  The purpose of a tracking observation is to gather sufficient evidence that pinpoints what the child’s interests are (Laser Learning, no date). This observation method shows the early year’s practitioner how long a child is interested in different activities and what the child’s attention span is (Laser Learning (no date). A clear example of a tracking observation can be categorised as a child being observed in a specific area in a nursery such as sensory play area, sandpit area, or kitchen area (Birth To 5 Matters, no date). Barber and Paul-Smith (2012) state that to observe a child effectively using the tracking method, it would be an ideal guideline to observe a child and record how long they spend at a certain are. 
It is important that the early year’s practitioner does not instruct the child, but to allow them to explore the environment at their free will (Early Years Matters, 2023). No intervention is necessary as it is purely child initiated (Early Years Matters, 2023). Tracking observations are an excellent way of observing children for the simple reason that they are given free rein to participate in activities without feeling any pressure (Early Years Matters, 2023). They do not need support, guidance of interference from the observer (Birth To 5 Matters, no date). The children must not be subjected to questions must be left to play at ease in the environment. This observation method requires digression so that children do not get distracted when they are engaged in play (Birth To 5 Matters, no date).
[bookmark: _Hlk128925980]Barber and Paul-Smith (2012) state the main disadvantage with tracking observations is that an early year’s practitioner needs to use tracking sheets. The framework discussed disallows teacher interaction, therefore, an early year’s practitioner cannot write a detailed description of the child’s actions (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2012). This means the early year’s practitioner cannot record adequately the child’s gross and fine motor skills (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2012). For example, it is not possible to record a detailed analysis of a child grasping an object, building a tower, or putting sand into a bucket (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2012). A tracking observation also fails to record the lack of fine and gross motor skills from a child. Furthermore, the tracking observation method fails to track emotional, social, language, communication, and physical development of a child (Palaiologou, 2012).
The tracking sheets, when executed with a large group of children who are moving around chaotically in the nursery environment, will not be specific or precise and not easy to understand (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2010). The danger would be that the tracking sheets can become messy and disorganised (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2010). This purely depends on the number of children being monitored and observed (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2012). It is best to avoid single observations and observations should be carried out at different times and by different observers to get an effective recording of a child’s interests and needs. (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2012).
The role of the observer would be to create a floor plan of the environment and activities that are provided for children in the setting (Featherstone, 2011). The plan should illustrate where a child was active by using arrows and record how long the child spent at a certain area. It is recommended that the observer monitors a small group of children at a time so that the results are accurate (Sharman et al. 2015). Barber and Paul-Smith (2010) suggests that early year’s practitioner’s needs to plan sheets in advance and ensure what the sheets meet the needs of the observation. The plan sheets need to be recorded with the child’s name, date, age of the child, start time, finish time, duration of the observation, and the name of the observer (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2010).
[bookmark: _Hlk128921849]The plan should be easy to follow and easy to understand for future readings when looking at a child’s progress and so that other staff members can see the observation recording clearly (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2010). Through tracking, early years practitioners can monitor a child’s development and show the child’s progress in their learning and understanding (Nursery Resources, 2019). Observing through tracking enables early years practitioners to perceive if there is a delay in a child’s learning and development (Nursery Resources, 2019). In this case, support can be put in place to help the child to develop. Tracking can also be shared with parents so that they can be aware of their child’s development, progress, strengths, and weaknesses and what they can do to support their child at home (Nursery Resources, 2019). 

Section 4.

Bruce et al (2015) suggests that observations can give the observer a chance to establish a child’s needs. Consequently, the observer can then plan following stages in a child’s learning (Bruce et al, 2015). Vygotsky advocates that early year’s practitioners learn a great deal from observing children when they are emersed in play (Aubrey and Riley, 2022). He also advocates that children learn through the act of play (Aubrey and Riley, 2020).
Moreover, Bruce et al (2015) states that early year’s practitioners should use a diverse range of observational methods to observe children. West Sussex County Council (2021) implies that observation comprises the method of listening, watching, and keeping and analysing records made of children as they play, learn, and explore their environment. By doing this, the early year’s practitioner can learn different aspects of a child’s development such as: monitoring children’s facial expressions, physical actions, gestures, behaviours, and how they interact with others (West Sussex County Council, 2021). 
Through observing children, early years practitioners can record social, emotional and personal development, communication and language skills, literacy and mathematical skills, creative skills and understanding the world (West Sussex County Council, 2021). These observations demonstrate how the child is developing and will pinpoint their likes and dislikes (Sharman et al, 2007). To achieve efficient and comprehensive monitoring, an early year’s practitioner needs to adopt the following methods of observing a child in play (Palaiologou, 2012).


Example methods
Anecdotal observations
Aussie Childcare Network (2021) states that an anecdotal observation can be described as storytelling with regards to a child’s behaviour such as how they react and communicate with others (Aussie Childcare Network, 2021). This observation has a beginning and conclusion are done quickly at the exact moment of the activity executed by the child (Aussie Childcare Network, 2021). This method does not involve an early year’s practitioner to enter the child’s personal space and gives the child complete freedom to engage in play without interference or distraction (NACEY, 2019). Regarding the accuracy, the records may possibly be disorganised if rushed because the early years practitioner would need to record as much information as possible about the observation in detail (NACEY, 2019). This could result in an insufficient observation recording (NACEY, 2019).
Running record observation 
This type of observation can be described as objective and detailed in present tense. The record of this observation is in the order of when a child engages in an activity (Aussie Childcare Network, 2021). In this observation, an early year’s practitioner will note everything a child says (Aussie Childcare Network, 2021). The emphasis on this observation is the development of speech and interactions individually or collaboratively (Aussie Childcare Network, 2021).  A child’s engagement will be at his or her convivence and totally dependent on the child’s interest in the activity (Aussie Childcare Network, 2021). No interference is necessary from an early year’s practitioner (Palaiologou, 2012). This observation method is not always easy for the observer because the children may be moving quickly from one area to another which can be difficult to follow and record information and detail (Complex Needs, no date). Recordings could then be confusing and not easy to understand (Complex Needs, no date). This method is not practical when executed with a large group of children simultaneously (Palaiologou, 2012).

[bookmark: _Hlk128773242]Observations are important as they satisfy EYFS planning cycle (Bromley, 2009). This incorporates professional observation evaluating and planning (Bromley, 2009). The purpose is to develop a high standard of early childhood programmes for children (Bromley, 2009). Early year’s practitioners need to select relevant observation methods that suit their needs (Smidt, 2005). This will be dependent on the ratio of children in the nursery environment (Smidt, 2005). Smidt (2005) also suggests that early year’s practitioners should use their time wisely when observing a child. 
Nursery Resources (2019) states that observations are also paramount in collecting evidence of a child who finds it difficult to engage in play or has a delay in development. This may be a result of developmental disabilities. In this case, development and progress should be observed and recorded regularly and effectively (Nursery Resources, 2019). Nursery Resources (2019) also state that through observations, early years practitioners can support children in the right way, so they reach their full potential. 

Early years practitioners should facilitate and enhance a child’s development through supporting and encouragement. According to Vygotsky (1978) his theory of The Zone of proximal development, a child can develop and reach full potential of their abilities when they are supported, guided, and assisted by ‘the more knowledgeable other’ when emersed in play (Vygotsky, 1978). On the other hand, the Play Cycle emphasises adulteration as when the adult tries to control, educate, or instruct a child when they are emersed in play (Oxfordshire County Council, no date). This can result in distracting a child and therefore losing train of thought and concentration. (Oxfordshire County Council, no date). The child may not continue their activity after being distracted where they may have been developing holistic and cognitive skills (Early Years Careers, 2017). Similarly, Bruce (2001) Emphasises the term ‘free play’. This is when adults allow children to play freely without any distractions, interference, or restrictions. This enables children to pursue their own interests and explore their environment (Bruce, 2001). 
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