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Children’s play: principle and practice


























(Source: Twitter, 2019)

Section 1
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of a child protect children’s right to play. Article 31 states ‘Every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities’ (UNICEF, no date). 
The Welsh Governments Play Policy and Implementation Plan states that:
‘Play encompasses children’s behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. It is performed for no external goal or reward, and is a fundamental and integral part of healthy development – not only for individual children, but also for the society in which they live’ (Welsh Government, 2014:14)
Froebel believed childhood should be a time for children to play not a time to prepare them for adulthood. Children should be given the time to learn at their own pace allowing them to investigate, manipulate, learn and time to apply new skills. Piaget also agreed that by affording children time to experiment enhances their development and understanding by learning through trial and error especially when adults observe what children can do rather than what they are unable to do. In addition, play helps children to relate and understand people and the world around them supporting Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories that children learn through their interactions with people and the environment. Play not only allows children to use their imagination but offers them a way to express their feelings through their words, movements and their creativity (Dr Louis and Dr Powell, 2020).	Comment by Dawn Jones: So agreeing with Piaget- trial and error play, little scientists?	Comment by Dawn Jones: Who agrees with this point?
Holistic play considers the whole child including their environment. The holistic approach examines the child, their home, and their environment. Bronfenbrenner believed that all aspects of a child’s life influence their development. There are important elements to the holistic approach that looks at the child - physically, intellectually, emotionally, socially and culturally. Holistic play provides a variety of skills children need to become creative thinkers and problem solvers therefore supporting Donaldson and his purpose for children to become well rounded adults (Tanja Mcilroy, no date).	Comment by Dawn Jones: Possible links to Bronfenbrenner here?	Comment by Dawn Jones: Therefore supporting Donaldson and his purposes
Holistic play encourages children to discover and learn new things. It allows children to learn organically and imaginatively sparking their curiosity this in turn makes children engage in learning. The holistic approach looks at the child’s individual personality and the way in which they learn. The main advantage of a holistic approach includes cognitive development, psychological well-being, social and emotional growth resulting in children with improved communication and social skills. Children are more confident and willing to challenge themselves. When children have a natural motivation, they become inquisitive and curious, preparing them to become well-informed adults which is supported by Donaldson’s report – Successful Futures (Scholar base, 2014)	Comment by Dawn Jones: Why is this important?	Comment by Dawn Jones: cognitive	Comment by Dawn Jones: could you offer synthesis with Donaldson and the new curriculum here?
The Foundation Phase recognises and supports self-directed play and states play as an effective learning tool. Self-directed play allows children to oversee their own play without any restraints or adult intervention. It is chosen by the child using their own imagination, ideas, interests and is intrinsically motivated (Play adventures, 2019) 	Comment by Dawn Jones: Does the Foundation Phase support this stance?
Child centered and child led learning environments supports children’s development and allows children to follow their natural play urges in various ways. It is not about outcomes or objectives but the process that allows children to follow their interests, thus supporting Donaldson’s new curriculum approach (Sussex forest school, no date)	Comment by Dawn Jones: Again supporting Donaldson’s new curriculum approach?
Adults have an important role in facilitating children’s self-directed play. They should provide a space where children have access to a variety of exciting thought-provoking resources for children to explore and ignite their curiosity. Piaget believed children’s curiosity drives their learning. Ensuring the setting is a place of safety for children to communicate their feelings and opinions along with time to develop their own ideas and self-directed play so they can attempt new things without fear of failure (Thornton, 2015).	Comment by Dawn Jones: Who says this- who supports this?
Creative art contributes to children’s holistic development as well as allowing children to experiment and use their imagination. Through creative arts children are using large and small muscle as well as hand eye coordination and strengthening their fine motor control. Group projects help children to work as a team, learning to share and how to interact with their peers by listening and offering ideas. Art provides children a space where they can express their feelings using the different materials to represent their emotions. Additionally, creative art encourages children to ignite their imagination giving children free reign to be creative where there is no right or wrong (Childcare, 2019)
There are many benefits children gain from participating in role play activities. Role play enhances children’s skills that are vital for healthy development. Role playing increases children’s cognitive flexibility and creativity skills. Children become more imaginative and creative as they play out different real-life scenarios supporting Bruner’s theory that children learn through self-discovery. Through role play children build a new vocabulary and their ability to communicate strengthens giving them confidence, therefore supporting both social and emotional development skills needed to interact with others including turn taking, empathy, problem solving and teamwork (Pbc expo, no date)	Comment by Dawn Jones:  By ……	Comment by Dawn Jones: Support with links to theory- look at both Vygotsky/ Bruner	Comment by Dawn Jones: Consider how you link your sentences-
Giving them confidence, therefore supporting both social and emotional development as opportunity to experience such skills or behaviours such as ….
Section 2
Children of all ages and ability take risks both physically and emotionally. By taking risks they extend their skills, develop their physical and emotional capacities, problem solve, learn their strengths and limits and overcome fears, something that is important to children and a sign of growth. This supports the new curriculum that is designed to develop ambitious, capable learner that are ready to learn. Through exposure to risky play children also experience excitement and thrill (Play Wales, 2021)	Comment by Dawn Jones: Who says and why?	Comment by Rhianne Stephens: 	Comment by Dawn Jones: Who says and could this be supported by links to Donaldson and the new curriculum?
When children are given chances to face uncertainty and risk it helps them to become more resilient, in turn children become more confident and better able to deal with future dilemmas. Piaget believed through trial-and-error children learnt more especially during first-hand experiences. Where children are protected from any potential emotional or physical harm their chances to develop resilience lessens therefore resulting in children being anxious and lacking confidence (Play Wales, 2016:10)	Comment by Dawn Jones: Could this be supported with links to theory such as Piaget- trial and error play	Comment by Dawn Jones: Therefore resulting in ………..
Explain this point
Allowing children to participate in risky play supports their development, increasing confidence and resilience in their problem-solving skills and knowledge in addition to children learning about their bodies. Ouvry promotes the importance of the physical benefits play offers such as developing children’s fine and gross motor skills. Through play children’s vestibular and proprioception senses strengthen, supporting children’s core muscles in turn improving their gross and fine motor skills required to hold a pencil to draw and write and feed themselves. Risky play encourages children to push and test their boundaries in a safe and managed environment supporting healthy emotional development (Early Years Careers, 2016)	Comment by Dawn Jones: Supporting healthy emotional development- self confidence………
Risk taking is beneficial to children and adults should encourage children to take risks rather than preventing them without placing them in real danger. Adults should consider the ‘risk benefit’ approach where they assess the dangers as well as considering what the children will gain through their participation. The Foundation Phase and the Health and Safety Executive considers acceptable risk essential to children’s learning and adventure and challenge are vital components in children’s play (Early Education, no date)	Comment by Dawn Jones: Support with both the foundation phase and the Health and safety executive 
Children need challenge and various stimulation to develop both physically and mentally and risky play mostly occurs during child led play rather than adult led activities. Through risky play children explore different possibilities and their limitations whilst they are unaware, they are doing so. This in turn helps in later life when an adult is not present. Risky play is preparation for children to be able to manage real life risky situations in the future. Where adults eliminate risk from children, children will maintain their fear which could result in increased levels of anxiety (Sandseter, 2011)
Practitioners should foster an approach to manage risk in a way that considers the benefits to children through challenging play experiences in addition to the risks. Some practitioners may consider certain activities too dangerous however The Foundation Phase emphasises that when children are supervised, given rules to follow and provided the appropriate equipment the benefits a child will gain through participating far outweigh the risks involved. Practitioners should provide children the opportunity to explore risks, testing limitations, increasing their knowledge of danger, learning to follow rules and taking safe risks in a managed environment (Health and Safety Executive, 2012)	Comment by Dawn Jones: Perhaps place the foundation phase in here to support your point?	Comment by Dawn Jones: REF
Practitioners do children a disservice when they continually do things for them causing children to be less independent, lacking in confidence and fearing risks instead practitioners need to encourage children to develop a ‘can do’ attitude towards their learning this can be done through new experiences and risk taking and treating setbacks as learning opportunities instead of failures (Childcare, no date)	Comment by Dawn Jones: You require other sources to support this paragraph
It is through free play and risky play children learn how to control their fears, make decisions and understand consequences. When children swing, climb, go at speed and light fires they understand how to manage their movements and fears. This is reinforced by Ouvry stating through play children learn about their bodies and their limitations giving children confidence in new experiences. Children learn what they love and none of this can be taught through verbal means and constraints of a classroom only through experiences that risky play provides. In turn allowing children opportunities to engage in risky play they become happier, independent and better skilled students (Gray, 2013)	Comment by Dawn Jones: Support with Ouvry here
Practitioners need to find the correct balance between keeping children safe from serious harm while allowing them to benefit from the challenges risky play provides and not remove all risks. Essentially, play is valuable and harmless, sensible judgement is all that is needed to ensure children are challenged and benefit from an activity whilst safeguarding them from unnecessary risk (Play Safety Forum, 2013)	Comment by Dawn Jones: Link to CIW/H&S Foundation Phase.
Section 3 
The Leuven Scale was developed by Dr Ferre Laevers and concentrates on two significant components within an educational setting: Well-being and Involvement. Wellbeing is important to a person’s mental health and key to becoming a confident and resilient individual with vitality and good self-esteem. Involvement meaning how engaged a child is during an activity. It is believed that the more a child is focused the deeper the learning and development. The higher the levels of wellbeing and involvement a child can reach, the more practitioners can enhance a child’s development. Essentially, wellbeing and involvement are the building blocks that enables children to learn. When wellbeing and involvement are high, deeper learning is taking place. The Foundation Phase reinforces the importance of children’s emotional, physical and mental wellness (Emotionally Healthy Schools, 2019) 
The scale consists of 5 point in both wellbeing and involvement. The wellbeing range as extremely low, low, moderate, high and extremely high. Extremely low implies a child is demonstrating signs of distress, uneasiness and is withdrawn and graduates up the scale to extremely high where a child displays confidence, is happy, relaxed and full of vitality. The child will be animated and showing spontaneity. The involvement scale range as low activity, a frequently interrupted activity, mainly continuous activity, continuous activity with intense movements and sustained intense activity. Again, the scale is graduated where low activity a child is absent, displaying no vigour progressing to sustained intense activity where a child is concentrating, persistent and full of energy. These should be observed throughout the observation with intensity (Lewis, 2020) 
The Leuven scale places the child as the focus of the observation instead of the curriculum. Practitioners can assess and alter the environment to better suit the child instead of the child adapting to the environment. Laevers designed the wellbeing and involvement scale to enable practitioners to assess the connection between the child and their early years setting. The wellbeing scales informs practitioners whether children’s basic needs are being met such as physical and emotional needs reinforcing Maslow’s theory that basic needs must be prioritised such as water and food for individuals to meet their full potential. The involvement scale informs practitioners if children are reaching their full potential, engaging in their play and appropriately challenged. The concept behind the Leuven scale reinforces Dewey and Montessori’s theory that observation is essential for practitioners to identify children’s interests and document in detail to understand and plan for children’s learning (Brodie, 2012)  
To get an accurate indication of a child’s personal, social and emotional wellness it is essential to observe children over a period of time however, finding the time to perform enough assessments can be difficult. Nevertheless, once assessments have been completed practitioners can use them as a key part of their reflective practice. The scale offers a ten-point action plan for practitioners to help improve children’s involvement that are simple but may have been overlooked such as rearranging the room, challenging activities and the relationship between children and practitioners (Arnerich, 2018) 
Laevers believes when children are displaying a high level of wellbeing they are like ‘fish in water’, comfortable in their surrounding and keen to explore and learn. While children displaying low levels of wellbeing are apprehensive to try new thing making it difficult to learn in a sustained way and unable to reach their potential. Laevers also believed high levels of involvement, where children show curiosity, interest and fulfilment signify deep and meaningful learning. These involvement signs are linked directly to the features of effective teaching and learning set out in the Foundation Phase (Cheqdin Childcare, 2019) 
Practitioners need to understand the way in which ‘wellbeing’ and ‘involvement’ presents itself while observing children in addition to the way in which they interact. Practitioners may see a child’s wellbeing and involvement differently and this would not give a true reflection therefore, resulting in different outcomes for the child. Practitioners need to display sensitivity, autonomy and encouragement to support the child’s development (Leavers, 2011) 
The Leuven involvement scale proposes that measuring children’s wellbeing and involvement within an early years setting is a beneficial means of evaluating the effectiveness of the learning environment. Nevertheless, steadily over time the Leuven involvement scale is being utilised to assess children, not the environment, which it was designed to do. The Leuven Scale was researched and devised to help practitioners consider and improve their settings. The scale uses the children’s responses to gauge the effectiveness of the setting for learning. Despite this, practitioners have misunderstood its purpose and instead it is treated to ‘score’ children (Evans, 2018) 
Section 4  
Many practitioners believe that children need to be observed during challenging circumstances or adult led activities to gauge where children are developmentally however, to build a realistic picture of a child’s development it is essential to observe children in various situation and spontaneous play is key to building a whole picture strengthening Montessori’s view that practitioners should be active observers supporting the holistic development of a child. Where observations take place during play practitioners can gain valuable knowledge of what the child can do helping practitioners to plan appropriate next steps supporting Vygotsky’s theory that children build on prior knowledge to progress (Bruce, 2014) 
Dewey believed that during play children develop their language, creativity and social skills as well as their emotional skills. When children play, they attempt new ideas, take risks, develop problem solving skills and improve their imagination whilst exploring their immediate world exercising their curiosity thus linking to Donaldson and the new curriculum that children need a range of learning opportunities that engage their curiosity. Froebel considered play the key to children’s learning and development stating play as the highest expression of human development in childhood (Early Years Matter, 2021) 
Howard and McInnes’ research detailed how children perceive adults during play. Their findings show that children in a child-led setting where children take control of their learning, make their own choices, given open ended questions promoting sustained shared thinking see adults as play partners. When adults were near or participating, children’s play was not hindered as they viewed adults as equals resulting in children being interested and focused with improved performance however, in a setting where choice was removed children regarded an adult’s presence as not play. In setting’s where adults are viewed by children as not play, adult presence inhibited children’s learning. Thus, supporting Vygotsky’s theory that children’s relationships and environment play an important part in children’s development (Howard and McInnes, 2013) 
Observing children in play provides practitioners opportunities to discover what children like, dislike, how they interact with others, if the environment is stimulating enough and what practitioners can do in order to further develop their interests, skills and understanding. Observations in play also allows practitioners to recognise children’s behaviours, areas of concerns, areas of ability and stage of development giving practitioners an accurate picture in turn allowing practitioners to plan appropriately for that child (Azilo Training, no date) 
Observations must take place in various environments to gain knowledge of a child’s holistic development. Observing children in different environments such as indoors and outdoors providing practitioners with a correct representation of children’s skills and should be done through a mixture of adult and child led activities. Children learn in different ways indoors and outdoors and practitioners can use observations as a tool to enhance planning for individual children ensuring children can progress or whether children need more time to consolidate their learning. Good observational practice supports children’s interests, ability and areas of concern. (Welsh Government, 2017) 
Vygotsky and Montessori believed in the power of play and how play promotes children’s development. Vygotskys’ work suggested children benefit socially from play learning how to interact with others using language and role play with the child’s environment and relationships being vital components. Directly linking with Montessori’s theory that children learn through hand on experiences and practitioners should enable children’s learning through play. Similarly, Dewey’s theory suggests children learn through play developing their social and emotional development and igniting their curiosity and eagerness to learn new information (Rollins, 2017)   
When children follow their own play urges, they regard themselves as autonomous learners engaging in activities that are meaningful to them in turn children develop a sense of self. Practitioners can encourage and support children’s learning through play when they themselves participate alongside children emphasising that play is important supporting Vygotsky’s theory that play and people are significant in children’s learning and development. However, Howard and McInnes (2013) states some practitioners do not regard play as important thus resulting in fewer practitioners participating in play with children and less child led activities, therefore not supporting child development (Cambridge University Press, 2019) 
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