                               Children’s Play: Theory and Practice
Social play
Social play is when children play together and interact with each other. It helps children learn to share, take turns, communicate, and builds friendships.
In modern Western society, play is typically viewed as separate from learning. However, although children’s games may appear casual and spontaneous, they serve many crucial developmental functions. When children engage in unstructured social activities, they use their imaginations to simulate diverse experiences that act as models for real-life situations. Through these interactions, they learn to negotiate and cooperate with others while expressing their feelings, which helps them develop stronger social, communication, and emotional self‑regulation skills. Children who engage in play frequently also tend to demonstrate enhanced creative and critical thinking abilities.
Play is any activity that is initiated by the child for the simple sake of enjoyment, rather than in pursuit of a goal. Free play always involves an element of “pretend” and doesn’t follow predetermined rules, which sets it apart from sports, classes, computer games, and other structured activities. During pretend games, kids take on fictional identities and use their imagination to transform everyday objects into props (for example, using a broom to represent a magical staff).
Play enhances multiple aspects of a child’s mental and physical well-being, but it’s particularly crucial for healthy social development.
Having strong social skills will help young children succeed in many aspects of life. Through these interactions children learn how to work together, solve arguments amongst themselves and establish friendships. 
Builds confidence  
Social play helps to build confidence. Often when children play together there is less direct adult supervision, meaning children cannot rely on an adult to tell them what to do – instead they must organise themselves. This offers children the chance to gain in confidence by thinking independently, taking on leadership roles and voicing their opinions.  
Develops emotional intelligence  
Social play helps to develop emotional intelligence and empathy. which are just as important in later life as academic intelligence. Emotional intelligence is the key to forming good relationships with others, relationships which are vital to both personal and professional success later in life.  
Encourages teamwork 
While some young children naturally work well as part of a team, others need more time to develop that ability. Social play, especially taking part in team games, encourages children to lead, or support their teammates, with a wealth of opportunities to share, take turns and show respect for others. It is a great way of encouraging children to learn and to practise all the skills that working together requires.  
In practice, social play can be supported by offering group activities and games that encourage children to play together. Practitioners can model positive behaviours, support turn taking, and help children communicate with one another.
Structured play
Structured play is a valuable and effective way to promote children’s development while combining fun and learning. It refers to goal-oriented activities that require following directions or rules, such as board games, puzzles, organized sports, and more.
Structured play offers numerous benefits for children. It helps develop logic skills, problem-solving abilities, and active listening skills. It also allows children to set and achieve goals, boosting their self-esteem and providing a low-stress environment for learning and skill development.
Structured play can be done individually or in a group setting, reinforcing bonds between parents and children or teachers and students. It plays a crucial role in early childhood development, helping children learn essential skills and prepare for future experiences.
Structured play plays a vital role in early childhood development, providing children with purposeful, guided experiences that support their learning and overall growth. Through planned activities with clear goals, children can practise and refine a wide range of developmental skills in a supportive and engaging environment. This form of play not only nurtures cognitive and social abilities but also contributes significantly to children’s emotional and physical well-being.
In addition to this, the benefit of structured play develops problem-solving and critical thinking skills teaches children to follow rules and guideline promotes teamwork and cooperation encourages active participation and engagement fosters skill development in specific areas.
Some are the cognitive development benefits include goal setting and achievement; structured activities enable children to set clear objectives and work towards achieving them. Listening skills are a core and vital component of structured play activities they improve children’s comprehension capacity and their ability to pay attention.
This can be supported in practice by planning simple activities such as group games, puzzles or guided learning tasks. Practitioners explain the rules, model behaviour, and support children as they take part, making sure activities are suitable for their age and abilities.
Self-directed play
Self‑directed play is understood as play that is initiated, controlled, and directed by the child, and it is widely recognised as a fundamental driver of early learning and development. Gray identifies self‑direction as one of the defining characteristics of genuine play, emphasising that play loses its developmental power when adults determine its structure or outcomes. The Evolutionary Importance of Self-Directed Play In early childhood, self‑directed play enables children to follow their interests, explore ideas freely, and construct meaning from their experiences. Because it is intrinsically motivated, it supports deep engagement, creativity, and emotional expression. Research across early years pedagogy consistently shows that children learn most effectively when they experience autonomy, choice, and joy, and when adults adopt a supportive rather than directive role. This aligns with contemporary understandings of playful learning, which position child‑led exploration as central to cognitive, social, and emotional development.
The importance of self‑directed play spans multiple developmental domains. Cognitively, choosing their own play allows children to practise decision‑making, problem‑solving, and flexible thinking. These experiences strengthen executive function skills such as working memory, planning, and self‑regulation, which underpin later academic learning. Self‑directed play also nurtures creativity, as children test hypotheses, invent scenarios, and explore possibilities without fear of failure. Gray argues that the decline in opportunities for free play has contributed to reduced creativity, weaker social skills, and increased anxiety in children, suggesting that self‑directed play is essential for psychological resilience and healthy development. Socially, child‑led play provides a natural context for developing communication, negotiation, cooperation, and conflict‑resolution skills. When children choose their own roles and rules, they must listen to others, compromise, and manage disagreements, building empathy and social competence. Emotionally, self‑directed play offers a safe space for children to process experiences, express feelings, and gain a sense of mastery. Through imaginative play, children rehearse real‑life situations, explore identities, and work through anxieties, contributing to emotional well‑being and confidence. Physically, active self‑directed play supports motor development, coordination, and risk assessment, particularly in outdoor environments where children can move freely and challenge themselves.
Although self‑directed play is child‑led, adults play a crucial enabling role in ensuring that children have the time, space, and resources to engage in it meaningfully. High‑quality play depends on environments and relationships that support autonomy while offering appropriate challenge. Adults create enabling environments by providing open‑ended materials, accessible spaces, and opportunities for uninterrupted play. Research in early years settings highlights that while children benefit from freedom and independence, they also require timely and sensitive adult interaction to extend their thinking and deepen engagement. Action research grounded in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework shows that high‑quality adult intervention such as open‑ended questioning, selective prompting, and well‑timed scaffolding leads to increased focus, creativity, and collaborative behaviour, whereas poorly timed or overly directive intervention reduces engagement and limits innovation Exploring the Balance – Child-Led Play and… | Norfolk Research School. This reflects Vygotskian principles, which emphasise the importance of supporting children within their zone of proximal development, guiding them slightly beyond what they can do alone while still preserving ownership of the play. Adults therefore must balance stepping back to allow independence with stepping in to provide challenge, ensuring that their involvement enhances rather than disrupts children’s learning.
Supporting self‑directed play also involves protecting children’s right to play. Contemporary early childhood pedagogy emphasises that play sits on a spectrum, and that child‑led, joyful, choice‑rich experiences are central to developmentally appropriate practice. The belief that learning must be rigid and adult‑directed is increasingly challenged by research showing that playful learning particularly when children have agency supports stronger learning outcomes than highly structured approaches. When adults respect children’s choices, they communicate trust in their competence and agency, fostering intrinsic motivation and positive dispositions for lifelong learning. Children who can choose their own play develop confidence, resilience, and a sense of ownership over their learning, which are essential for later academic and social success. Self‑directed play therefore represents a vital component of holistic development, and adults play an essential role in ensuring that it remains protected, valued, and embedded within early years practice. 
Scale based observations
Observation in early childhood education is the systematic process of watching, listening to, and recording children’s actions and interactions to build a clear understanding of their development, interests, and needs. It is a central part of professional practice because it allows practitioners to see how children learn, how they communicate, and how they respond to different experiences. Through careful observation, practitioners can identify patterns in behaviour, recognise emerging skills, and plan meaningful learning opportunities that reflect each child’s stage of development. PACEY Cymru highlights those observing children in their play is essential for understanding their well‑being, preferences, and behaviours, and for building a holistic picture that supports effective planning Observing-Blog-Final.pdf. Observation is also a requirement within early years frameworks, as it ensures that children’s progress is monitored and that learning environments remain responsive and developmentally appropriate. By grounding decisions in what is seen and heard, practitioners are better able to support children as capable, curious learners.
A scale‑based observation method may be chosen when a practitioner needs a structured and consistent way to assess specific behaviours or developmental indicators. Scale‑based tools use numerical or descriptive ratings to capture the frequency or quality of behaviours, allowing the observer to record information in a clear and systematic way. This approach is particularly useful when the aim is to track progress over time or compare observations across different situations. Research on direct observation systems in early childhood education shows that structured tools, including rating scales, can provide reliable and objective assessments of children’s behaviour and learning. Standardised tools such as CLASS and in CLASS have been found to offer consistent ways of measuring behavioural constructs, helping practitioners gather data that can be compared across time and settings. Choosing a scale‑based method therefore supports accuracy and consistency, especially when practitioners need to identify developmental concerns, evaluate the impact of interventions, or share findings with colleagues and families. Direct observation systems for child behavior assessment in early childhood education: a systematic literature review | Discover Mental Health | Springer Nature Link.
Scale‑based observation tools offer several benefits. One advantage is that they help reduce subjectivity. Because the observer uses predetermined criteria, the focus remains on observable behaviours rather than personal interpretations. This supports fairness and accuracy, particularly when multiple practitioners are involved in assessing the same child. Another benefit is that scale‑based tools make it easier to compare observations over time. By using the same criteria on different occasions, practitioners can identify changes in behaviour, monitor progress, and recognise areas where additional support may be needed. These tools also support efficient data collection. In busy early years settings, practitioners often have limited time, and a structured scale allows them to gather meaningful information quickly. In addition, scale‑based observations provide clear evidence that can be shared with families or external professionals, supporting collaborative planning and communication.
However, scale‑based tools also have limitations. One limitation is that they may oversimplify complex behaviours. Children’s learning and play are rich, dynamic, and full of nuance, and reducing these experiences to numerical ratings can mean that important details are missed. Emotional expression, creativity, and social negotiation, for example, may not be fully captured through a rating scale. Another limitation is the potential for observer bias. Even with structured criteria, practitioners may interpret scale descriptors differently or allow expectations to influence their ratings. This highlights the need for training and calibration to ensure consistency. Scale‑based tools can also be time‑consuming when used with multiple children, particularly if the tool requires detailed scoring. In some cases, the structure of the tool may draw the observer’s attention to specific behaviours at the expense of noticing the wider context of the child’s play. Research on direct observation systems notes that while standardised tools offer reliability, more flexible methods may be better suited to capturing context‑specific behaviours or supporting children with additional needs. This suggests that scale‑based tools should be used alongside other methods, such as narrative observations, to ensure a full understanding of the child.
Overall, observation is a vital part of early years practice because it allows practitioners to understand children deeply and plan effectively for their learning. A scale‑based observation method offers structure, clarity, and consistency, making it a valuable tool for assessing specific behaviours or tracking progress. Its limitations, however, show the importance of balancing structured tools with more open, qualitative approaches. When used thoughtfully, scale‑based observations contribute to a rich and accurate picture of each child’s development, supporting responsive and meaningful early years practice.
Role of play
Play is a vital context for observing and assessing children because it provides a natural window into their development, allowing practitioners to see authentic behaviour that is not shaped by adult direction or performance pressure. When children play they draw on cognitive, social, emotional, linguistic and physical skills simultaneously, which supports a holistic understanding of development and offers a more accurate picture of what they know and can do. Observation in play enables practitioners to notice patterns in behaviour, interests, strengths and emerging needs, helping them to build a rounded picture of each child’s development and wellbeing. Research highlights that children express themselves most freely in play, using it to communicate ideas, emotions and preferences, which makes play a rich source of assessment information. Observing children in play also supports understanding of developmental stages because different types of play reflect different levels of physical, cognitive and social maturity, and this allows practitioners to identify where children are in their developmental trajectory and what support they may need next.

According to Care Learning, observing play helps practitioners recognise individual needs and understand how children engage with their environment, interact with peers and respond to challenges, which strengthens the accuracy of assessment 3.1 Explain the importance of observation in understanding children’s play – Care Learning. Similarly, PACEY Cymru emphasises that observing children in their play is essential for understanding their needs, behaviours, preferences and wellbeing, and that such observation helps practitioners plan future learning experiences and environments that support progress and development Observing-Blog-Final.pdf, Play also provides insight into children’s communication and language development because it allows them to use language spontaneously and creatively, revealing abilities that may not surface in structured activities. Social play offers opportunities to observe cooperation, negotiation, conflict resolution and empathy, all of which are key indicators of social and emotional development. Physical play reveals coordination, balance, strength and spatial awareness, offering a more accurate reflection of physical development than isolated adult led tasks.
 Observing children in play also aligns with child centred practice because it keeps the child at the heart of assessment and ensures that observations reflect the child’s lived experience rather than adult expectations. Drummond’s work on observation highlights that careful and attentive observation helps practitioners understand how children make meaning in their world, develop relationships and express themselves, which reinforces the value of play as an assessment context Neaum, S. (2016) Observing and Assessing Children's Learning and Development. London, Sage._.pdf Because play is intrinsically motivating and emotionally safe, children are more likely to demonstrate their true capabilities, making play-based observation a more reliable and equitable method of assessment. It reduces cultural and linguistic bias by allowing children to express competence through action and interaction rather than relying solely on verbal responses. Overall, observing children in play provides a more accurate reflection of their development because it captures authentic behaviour, reveals emerging skills, supports holistic assessment and enables practitioners to plan effectively for each child’s next steps.

How can adults support this
Adults support children’s development during observation and assessment in early years education and care by creating environments and interactions that allow children to express their abilities authentically through meaningful play, which is central to both early years' pedagogy and school-based practice. In early years settings adults provide rich, accessible and open-ended resources that encourage exploration, problem solving and imaginative thinking, enabling children to choose activities that reflect their interests and developmental stage. This supports accurate observation because children are more likely to demonstrate genuine behaviours when they feel ownership over their play. Adults in early years roles also act as sensitive observers who follow the child’s lead rather than directing the activity, allowing children to reveal their cognitive, social, emotional and physical skills naturally. This approach aligns with the principles of the Early Years Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales, both of which emphasise child centred learning, autonomy and wellbeing. During school placements adults extend children’s thinking through sustained shared thinking, using open questions and reflective prompts that deepen reasoning without interrupting the flow of play. 
They also support communication and language development by modelling vocabulary, narrating actions and responding sensitively to children’s attempts to communicate, which helps practitioners observe emerging skills in real time. Social development is strengthened when adults help children negotiate roles, resolve conflicts and build positive peer relationships, stepping in only when necessary to maintain safety and emotional security. Adults also support assessment by documenting observations carefully and using them to plan future learning experiences that are developmentally appropriate and responsive to each child’s needs. This reflective cycle is a core element of early years education and care training, helping practitioners link theory to practice and understand how observation informs planning. 














