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Children’s play: principles and practice

Section 1

Play is what children do when they follow their own ideas and interests, in their own way, and for their own reasons which can also be known as self-directed play. This is supported by Play England (2020).
Ginsburg (2017) states play is an essential part of the child’s holistic development and that it supports the cognitive, social, physical, and emotional growth of a child.  Play is also thought to be an important factor to healthy brain development, which encourages children to develop new abilities throughout play that leads to a boost of confidence and strength to face the challenges of life as they grow up, this is supported by Ginsburg (2017). 
  Play is an important part of child development and learning. Pathways (2020) refers to play as a way of a child learning about themselves and their environment. Play consists of how the child decides to co-ordinate their body, socialise with friends, follow rules and how they problem solve. Pathways (2020) states play encourages the development of their academic skills and their cognitive development. 
Play work Occupational Standards (2005) points out that the role of self-directed play is when a child can decide what activity they would like to do. Furthermore, they can choose how and why they want to do so. Play work Occupational Standards (2005) believes that a child during self-directed play, will carry out their actions with no goal, and no reward. 
There are many different types of play involved in the holistic development of a child Ledendecker (2020) begins by describing the role of self-directed play as a way of building confidence through a child discovering on their own. Ledendecker (2020) suggests that if a child can create their own game with its own rules, they will feel successful. Following on, self-directed play encourages independence and it helps the child to stimulate their imagination to help them be creative during their play. Ledendecker (2020) also supports the idea self-directed play being a way of children learning how to problem solve and make decisions by themselves. Play Matters (2018) suggests as well as self-directed play,  some of the frequently used play types are creative play, communication play, object play, roles play and social play, along with many other different types of play which all support the holistic development of a child. Mcilroy (2020) states the play types support the holistic development in a child through their personal and physical growth, each skill they develop will have a role as they grow up. Mcilroy (2020) also suggests that the play types help a child interact and communicate which will support the difficulties they may face as they grow. Following on, Mcilroy (2020) suggests their intellectual development comes from the different types of play and lastly, a child’s environmental values are developed through play which results in a child appreciating their surrounding and making use of it by using their imagination.
Scharer (2017) highlights Vygotky’s theory on play within a child’s development as it being the most important part of the early years of a child’s life. Scharer (2017) suggests in Vygostkys theory, play encourages the cognitive, social and emotional development within a child and these skills are the core for a healthy and openminded development.  
Childadventures (2014) proposes adults are often surprised by how well a child will control the interactive disagreements and create their own imaginative games.  Childadventures (2014) suggests to begin with, adults can support children through self-directed play by introducing toys such as balls, blocks, dress up items and other toys that can inspire the creativity within a child’s imaginations.  Childadventures (2014) also suggests adults must support self-directed play by ensuring children have space outdoors, or indoors where they are not overcrowded so they are able to develop their idea without the influence of any adult and they can put their skills in to practice using their imagination. Childadventures (2014) emphasises the importance of the adults observing the child and assessing the risk however the adult must remain out of vision of the child to ensure the play is self-directed. Mcilroy (2020) indicates adults should allow children to experiment with new and adventurous toys and equipment. It is emphasised by Mcilroy (2020) that by having interesting materials a child can feel in control which is what gives them confidence and their holistic development is enhanced.  According to Howard (2002) children use signals to assess whether their activity is play or not. An example of this is who may be present during their play, this being if there is an adult present or the location of the play can often affect this too. Howard (2002) states adults can support a child’s self-directed play by being patient and allowing them to experiment. Howard (2002) suggests if play is presented in a classroom full of children, the activity may not seem like play, whereas if the activity was outdoors with toys, it will seem more like play. By providing these facilities for a child, an adult can support their play and allow them to enhance their holistic development which outlines the importance of play in general. 

Section 2

Baker (2000) states risk is assessed on the probability of threat or injury occurring during an activity.  Parents put their trust into early years practitioners to ensure a child’s development is to its broadest and one of their roles as a practitioner is to introduce a child to risk. This is supported by The Early Years Foundation Stage (2014) who also states that practitioners should ensure they take all the necessary precautions when children are exposed to risk. 
Play Wales (2008) suggests the phrase ‘risky play’ is not understood or put into practice enough during a child’s play.  Play Wales (2008) states “play means providing opportunities for all children to encounter or create uncertainty, unpredictability, and potential hazards as part of their play, this does not mean putting children in danger of serious harm.”
Play England (2007) discusses the beneficial risks, and the non-beneficial risks that a child can be exposed to. Play England (2007) states good risks during play can be those that encourage a child to engage in a challenge. This type of risky play will include using loose materials that allow a child to make and break their creations using the skills they develop through play, their inventiveness and their creativity. On the other hand, Play England (2007) outlines the bad risks would include play with the possibility of an accident or that could result in the child getting hurt. Play England (2007) suggests an example would be if the materials with sharp edges or equipment that may have a weak structure causing a risk of it collapsing. These risks are not beneficial for a child as it can be difficult for them to continue to build up self-confidence if they are at risk of injuring themselves, or somebody else during their play. 
Gill (2007) argues that taking risks can implicate a child positively with regards to their development and their emotional and social needs. Gill (2007) points out that by practitioners allowing children to explore opportunities and control their own risks with the supervision of an adult in a controlled environment, they will enhance their academic skills that will benefit them through life. Gill (2007) suggests that by being exposed to risks will open their minds to new experiences that will contribute to the people they become, and it will open their outlook on the nature of the world. Following on, risk is beneficial for children because it can encourage them to manage their own emotions when they are put in an unfamiliar situation and it allows them to understand their emotions. Gill (2007) states that risk provides children with the ability to manage the uncertainty and learn from it. Lastly, Gill (2007) explains that risk can teach a child to find a solution for the uncertain circumstances that they may face. 
Play Wales (2008) justifies how adults can balance exposing children to risk whilst ensuring they are safe form harm by ensuring they are up to date with the current standards of local and national source relating to risks during play. Play Wales (2008) emphasises the importance of a risk assessment during the child’s play. The risk assessment will consist of a practitioner outlining what the risks are, and what the options for managing the risk may be and lastly look at the positive and the negative effects the risk may cause to the child. This is supported by Play Wales (2008). Furthermore, the practitioner must then choose a cause of action. Play Wales (2008) states to begin with, the adults must look at whether the type of risk could expand the child’s engagement with play and learning which will benefit their development, and furthermore the adult must evaluate the risk and decide whether their role is step in and manage the risk, remove the risk, or allow the child to learn from the risk.
Brussoni (2012) states that one of the significant factors to a child’s development is play where practitioners consider the benefits of the activity being risk assessed outweighed the risks. Brussoni (2012) considers this to be an important part of keeping a child unrestricted from risk of injury. Following on,  Brussoni (2012) argues that if adults restrict their children too much, and don’t allow them to experience risky play, their development may be obstructed. Brussoni (2012) believes that similarly to safety, play is vital aspect to a child’s development, this being all aspects of their health such as their physical and mental well-being. Brussoni (2012) supports the idea that a child will discover ways to manage risk assessments for themselves and the people around them. Brussoni (2012) states this is the benefit of risky play and the experiences that will come from it. 
Sandseter and Kennair (2011) refers to risky play as one of the key aspects of a child’s commitment and encourages them to adapt to situations without fear. The role of risky play enables them to assess the risk and make a decision and these skills will benefit them throughout their lives. Sandseter and Kennair (2011) suggest through the repetition of exposure to risky play, a child is less likely to experience anxiety during situations that are unfamiliar with. 

Section 3

Observation during play is monitoring a child’s behaviour over a duration of time. Speeuwenberg (2020) supports this and following on, he states that when adults and practitioners carry out the appropriate documentation, they are able to assess whether they can see repetition in the child’s behaviour which allows them to plan the correct activities according to their development. Speeuwenberg (2020) believes that observation can help adults understand the outlook a child has and allows the practitioners to observe and change the settings to encourage a child’s progression. Brodie (2013) explains the important reasoning behind early years observations is that it helps to understand the child and the activities that they enjoy encouraging their engagement. Secondly, it is suggested observation helps practitioners note the different actions a child displays during play and literacy. Thirdly, it is important for adults to understand the child’s special educational needs and observing their development and also their progression or lack of progression. Lastly, years practitioners should carry out research on observation to build their own self confidence which can be out into practice to teach the children. 
Practitioners in the early years use the foundation phase compact profile to record observations of children. Marked by Teachers (no date) supports this and states that within the foundation phase, there are seven areas of learning that practitioners use to teach children using a holistic approach. These seven areas include a child’s creative development, physical development, mathematical development, welsh language development, literacy and communication, personal and social development and their knowledge of the world. 
The Welsh Government (2008) uses the early years foundation phase profile to support children’s development through the early years. The Welsh Government (2008) states the foundation phase is to observe and asses each child individually to ensure they are making sufficient progress to be at the stage expected of them. The Welsh Government (2008) suggest by using observational and formative tools for this approach, it will support adults to provide a curriculum that suits the children’s holistic development. There are several benefits and limitations associated with the Welsh Government (2008) and their foundation phase. 
Marked by Teachers (no date) explains some of the benefits of the foundations phase such as integrated and overlapping area of learning, this means a child should not be taught skills on their own and that they should be taught a range of skills at once. Marked by Teachers (no date) believes that by doing this each child is able to improve their development aiding their skills and personality in a more holistic way.  Other benefits supported by Marked by Teachers (no date) are that the early intervention can be put in place if the child is not progressing to develop as expected. Marked by Teachers (no date) suggest all early year’s settings in wales are consistent, allowing comparisons to be made between settings, this ensures children in any early year’s environment will experience the same curriculum approach meaning no child is at a disadvantage. 
Estyn (2011) argues that activities are often not challenging enough for children aged five and six, this shows that this could not be appropriate as the foundation phase has been designed to improve levels in children’s development and to challenge underachievement following observations. Estyn (2011) states that another of the limitations of the foundation phase is that it is compulsory in every school however observational evidence suggest that children do not always settle within the first six weeks of education for several reasons. Following on, Estyn (2011) sates the foundation phase can show some inconsistency due to the observation not being compulsory at the end of their second year.  Estyn (2011) explains the inconsistency in a child’s development will also originate from the observational tool lacking in reasoning and qualitative data therefore not being able to understand how the child may be feeling and why, such as circumstances at home. 
Hobart and Frankel (1994) supports observation and the foundation phase being a holistic approach as they include individual children, groups of children, the whole group, an area of the room and the practitioner all within their observations. Hobart and Frankel (1994) states that evidence can be shared with parents and outside agencies to ensure that information is gathered from all invested parties. Hobart and Frankel (1994) suggest a limitation of this the focus in early year being on one area could be that the tasks must be appropriate for the child individually capitalising on their interest to encourage the child to engage and be focused on the task to enable them to move forward. On the other hand, Hobart and Frankel (1994) suggests that the holistic approach is beneficial when all parties including parents and teachers are communicating to ensure maximum progress of the child in school and in their home environment during play. 

Section 4
Kelly (2016) states observation during play is important because it gives the practitioner a good understanding of important information about a child individually and it can be a useful tool on the foundation of reflection and understanding on how they can improve. Kelly (2016) states there are serval reasons as to why it is important to observe children during play. Kelly (2016) begins by explaining how observation during play can help a practitioner to analyse the provision and engage as to whether what is being provided to the child during play is effective.  Secondly, Kelly (2016) discussed the importance of observation during play being a way of the practitioner also assessing themselves to ensure they are providing a beneficial education and not performing any adulteration which means they are allowing the child to control their own play and their role is to observe and evaluate how that child is developing as an individual. Lastly, Kelly (2016) states that observation during play is important because it allows adults to analyse how a child’s skills are developing to assess whether they are on target and it also allows them to observe any patterns in a child’s behaviour which may be of concern, and this gives adults the opportunity to ensure they are providing extra support where necessary. Drummond (1993) states that overall, through observation, practitioners can develop an awareness of what skills the child already possesses and use the information collated through observation to ensure they produce an education which is linked to the child’s abilities and needs. (Drummond, 1993) suggests this encourages the learning abilities and targets the appropriate areas that the child requires more focus on. Howard and Mcinnes (2012) believes that children show more signs of emotional well-being and engagement during play as opposed to non-play activities. Howard and Mcinnes (2012) aimed to ensure that play development of the child was observed in an accurate way. They did this through looking Leuven’s involvement scale which focuses on ten signals from the child which were concentration, energy, complexity/creativity, facial expression, posture, persistence, precision, reaction time, language and satisfaction. These allowed the practitioner to judge the child’s involvement on a five-point scale, one being no activity to level five intense activity over a long period of time. Howard and McInnes (2012) assessed these signals as they were rated every 2 minutes and overall an average was generated. Howard and McInnes (2012) used videos and photograph in their studies to analyse blind which enabled the person who was watching the video was lesson of the conditions of the activities therefore could not form their own opinion. Howard and McInnes (2012) suggested by using videos it meant that multiple people could analyse them provided a more accurate result which concluded that using this Leuven scale had a 91% reliability. The Howard and McInnes (2012) study also found that children were more engaged when they had an influence on their play, this is time where the children had a greater influence on the activities and the play is mostly self-directed. These children also showed more focus and moved around more while playing and appeared much more comfortable in their environment. Howard and McInnes (2012) states that children who were given prescribed play which is where adulteration take place and the adult influences where, when and how the play takes place, the children demonstrated negativity through their verbal communication, they were less engaged and then tended not to physically move around as much as when the self-directed play took place. Howard and McInnes (2012) states this concluded the perception of the child if they are playing, can bring about greater developmental progress because the child is able to express different types of behaviours and reactions with less chance of failure. Howard and McInnes (2012) states observation during play allows practioners to gain an accurate reflection of where the child stands within their development, this is supported by Howard and McInnes (2012) who justifies if a child does not believe they are playing, they will fail to engage, and this will reflect in their results. Howard and McInnes (2012) states there must be ongoing professional development for practitioners to ensure that they are able to distinguish between what play is and is not and how they can ensure they deliver this within the classroom. Howard and McInnes (2012) states that children must be consulted regarding their own play experiences in order to gain a child’s perception of play resulting in a more accurate reflection of where they are within their development. Howard and McInnes (2012) suggests their research have a positive impact on practitioners because it allows them to understand how observations can be beneficial for children and it encourages them continue to observe and learn about the children and their play. This will benefit both practitioner and child overall to achieve the best possible outcome for their development through play. 
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