What is play?
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Play links pretend and real-life experiences and can be a therapeutic activity for children.  If children are given the opportunity to play at an early age, it will have a positive impact on the person they become as adults.  Many children are non-verbal, and play gives the opportunity for a child to express their feelings. Children have very little control over their emotions, they will identify with the conscious feelings unaware that the sub conscious ones exist and are the ones that need to be supported more.
Play also has a significant impact on a child and adults’ developing relationship.  Play Therapy is a valuable tool that adults can use to support a child if they are upset or an had an emotional or traumatic experience. Adults will allow the child through play to express themselves at their own pace, without them feeling questioned and at risk. Children are given the opportunity to act out situations and supported in understanding their feelings around this. 
Children use objects in play to portray scenarios from real life using the objects as people. This is beneficial for the children as children will use these as a way of externalising feelings and emotions that are too bad to accept. The importance of play for development and that play is vital for a child to discover who they are.
Children are shaped by their families, social environment, culture and education. Children’s knowledge and understanding of the world will be influenced by the adults in their lives, therefore a child needs learn through a joint personal and social experience.  Children learn through play when engaging with both adults and peers, good communication between both will build on and support development and build on children’s prior knowledge.  
When planning children’s directed play both adult and child-initiated activities should be looked at. Taking a pedagogical approach will ensure that the area of need for each child is supported with the opportunity for free play factored in too. All areas of play should be child centred and appropriate for the child’s age of development.  Working together as adult and child and bringing in additional children will encourage children with more knowledge to support their peers. 
There are 2 types of learning formal and every day. Both types of learning are equally important as they build on each other.  Sustained Shared Thinking can be used in both types of learning however, practitioners should not accept an answer as correct but challenge the answers. Many practitioners say that play should not be interrupted however, this can be done to scaffold a child’s learning. 
There are 3 stages of play with 4 areas of development, giving children the opportunities to lead their own learning through sustained shared thinking in all areas.  Children should have the opportunity to play inside and outdoors as this is of equal importance. Children should be challenged through play to develop their physical, sensory and motor skills. Having activities that encourage problem solving will encourage peer play and support cognitive development. Success in activities should be celebrated and children supported to succeed. Developing a trusting relationship with children will help them accept your ideas when supporting.
Children will need support in all areas of their development to move onto the next stage. Children will play alone and sometimes watch other peers.  They will then progress to playing alongside their peers. When confidence has developed, and they are ready they will engage in play with others. As children become comfortable in their environment they will begin to share and play games with their peers. It is important that each child experiences each stage to enable them to move on at the appropriate point.

