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Children’s play: Theory and practice
Section 1
When children play it helps them to discover and make sense of their surroundings this allows them to develop their physical, cognitive, emotional, and social skills. While children play, they are building on their self-esteem which will benefit the emotional well-being of the child (McInnes et al.,2013). 
There are many types of play that can assist children with their development and this section will talk about two different types of play and the benefits. Firstly, construction play will be considered, there are far more elements to construction play than just building blocks. Construction play is an activity where children can use different resources, toys, and different tools to create a structure which could be an imaginary structure or something they see every day (Matulewicz & Matulewicz, 2022). The children can explore varied materials and objects around them to use to create. Construction play can often include pretend play as the children's ideas come to life. 
Construction play has multiple education and developmental benefits supporting a child’s holistic development. A child’s development whether it is physical, social, emotional, and intellectual is referred to as holistic development. Children grow in different ways. Each child experiences this growth at different rates, in different styles and in their own way. Using a holistic approach to teaching and encouraging development is essential as the early years are a time of rapid growth and learning. (Piaget 1962) suggests that children go through four different stages of cognitive development but will do this at their own pace. Stating it is to be expected for some children to take longer than other children to move through the stages. Although Vygotsky (1962) disagrees with Piaget’s four stages of development. Vygotsky believed that children learn continuously and independently.
 When a child engages in constructive play it helps them to develop their cognitive skills through problem solving as they discover what will work and will not work. Vygotsky (1962) believed that children talk to themselves which helps them with problem solving. As the child grows, they learn to internalise their words and engage in inner speech. Construction play will help improve the child’s fine motor skills as they pick up the construction materials which will develop the small muscles in the hand and fingers. Construction play can also help children with social skills as they learn to play together, share, and communicate (Tiner, 2024).
When children engage in construction play it will often require a level of support from the adult. The adults can offer the children help with using the different materials, the child may require help if the materials are large or heavy, for example a large box or a branch. The children may request support with joining items together or help with problem solving. The adults can offer support by listening to the children, answer any questions and help by offering creative opportunities for constructive play. As the children progress and become more independent the adults can support them without direction. (Vygotsky 1934) developed a theory called Zone of proximate development (ZPD). He wrote that children can potentially learn something new which is beyond their age with the help of the parent and practitioners as they offer knowledge, skills, and support to the child. Although (Frobel 1852) emphasised on free play. Where children are in control of their own play without adult intervention.
 The next play activity that will be discussed in this section is sensory play. Children learn so much as they explore their surroundings and by using their senses. Sensory play or discovery learning is an efficient way to help keep children engaged and interested in learning (Piaget 1920). Sensory play is an activity that helps stimulate the child's senses by touch, smell, taste, sight, and hearing. This activity can help children to interact with their surroundings and make sense of the world around them (Action for children 2024) Children are natural explorers and are ready for sensory stimulation from birth. Simple sensory activities like blowing bubbles and feeling them pop on your skin or playing with sand and Water or a taste testing session with food, these activities will help children to discover new things textures and tastes. (Montessori 1952) discussed sensory play as a popular method of education and offered materials such as sand trays to use for drawing and writing as she believed this appealed to the children’s senses. Sensory play encourages children to learn through creativity, curiosity, and exploration. It helps with motor skills and language development as nerve connections to the brain are encouraged and developed. There are no limitations within reason on what materials can be used in sensory play whether indoors or outdoors in nature (only about children 2024). According to Piaget (1920) when children’s senses are stimulated this helps to develop neural pathways in the brain that are crucial for learning and development. Montessori (2007) discussed how being close to nature is important and recommended taking the inside out and bringing the outside in exploring fabrics, papers, stones, trees, and many other natural materials.
Section 2.
This section will discuss the importance of the role of the adult in children’s play, how adults can support self-directed play and why it is important for the development of the child for them to choose their own play. Firstly, play allows children to engage in active learning which helps them to feel comfortable with their own abilities and skills as children learn better through play (Isaacs, No date). The children are able to explore using their senses, become independent and develop positive relationships with the peers and adults around them (MacDonald, 2022). Piaget (1962) developed a theory of cognitive development and viewed play as vital to the intellectual develop in children.
The role of the adult is vital in helping children to develop as they play. It is the practitioner's responsibility to really listen to the children, it is important to develop a trust and show the children that you have a genuine interest in them. Often a practitioner’s role is to observe the children play, to offer reassurance with a smile and set up the opportunity for play, this is essential for early childhood education to have a long-lasting, positive influence on the children’s development (Siraj et al, 2002, Sylvia et al, 2014).
For children to achieve the best outcomes from play it is important for the play activity to be initiated, structured, and controlled by the children. For the play activity to achieve the best outcome it is important that the adult does not take control of the activity but support the children in self-directed play (Macdonald 2022). The UNCRC describes play as being an activity or a behaviour which has been structured, initiated, and controlled by the children. The role of the adult is to understand how a child perceives play as this is important for the well-being of the child. Howard and McInnes (2013) wrote about how children will be more engaged in their learning when they recognise an activity as ‘play’ in comparison to ‘not play’. According to Bruner’s spiral curriculum theory, before being helped to advance to the next stage of development when they are exposed to formal learning, children need time to play, master skills, and create working theories through autonomous and independent play (Macdonald 2022).
Play can enhance a child’s emotional well-being which is defined in different ways but also includes physical, social, and emotional health (Statham & Chase 2010) Children who have good emotional health are less likely to experience emotional and behavioural problems and other negative issues in the future (National Institute for the Health and Clinical Excellence 2008). Furthermore, the early years curriculum and education has prioritised play (Department for Education and employment 2000; Welsh Assembly Government 2008). There are well-known theorists like Piaget and Vygotsky who have studied the importance of play for children’s development and the connections between learning and play. According to Piaget, children’s play should promote their continued psychological growth (Soft Surfaces, Learning through play. Psychology and theories 2024).
When children see an activity as play, they show greater signs of emotional well-being, according to (Howard and McInnes 2012). Through research, findings show that children who participate in a play session which was designed to be ‘like play’ were more engaged and interested than the children who used the same activity but was designed to be ‘not like play.’ Those children were easily distracted and disinterested compared to the children who perceived the activity as ‘play’ they were more focussed and smiled more (Fattore et al. 2007).
The idea of self-directed play is to allow children to play independently, without adult interference. Self-directed play can be defined as an activity which is freely chosen by the child, following their own instincts, ideas, and interests. The motivation to play on their own and in their own specific way (PPSG 2005). According to Play Wales (2022), Play that is freely chosen, naturally inspired, and personally directed is vital to a child’s development. Practitioners should aim to promote and facilitate freely chosen forms of play as these are the kinds of play that the play work profession is ethically responsible for prioritizing. This means that in practise the most basic level of play should be about removing barriers to play and improving the play environment (Brown and Webb 2002).
Margret McMillan (1860-1931) wrote that the majority of the greatest chances for success is found in the area of unstructured play, where children have access to a variety of materials which do not have to be sophisticated or complex. Advanced resources often obstruct genuine play. Children often loose interest in educational activities or become enthralled with electronic devices. Mant toys that are available to children today are intended for a specific purpose, for example a doll or a plastic dinosaur which many children enjoy playing with but the way in which children play with these toys have limitations. Considering everyday materials that can be found indoors or outdoors such as a cardboard tube, a scarf, blankets, sticks, playdough are just some examples. The possibility of play and imagination is endless (Ledendecker 2020).
Section 3.
This section will look at the understanding of the observation method for young children. What the benefits are, and the holistic view, what the strengths and limitations are. Children’s learning and development are directly impacted when early childhood practitioners and parents collaborate. It is clear that both parents and practitioners have a lot to contribute and can learn from each other. Acknowledging and respecting the roles of both the parents and the practitioner is the first steps to understanding the child’s individual needs and requirements. Building a relationship of trust and respect, exchanging knowledge and skills requires open, two-way communication. The child, who continues to be the priority, is essential to any relationship formed (Sage 2016).
Child observation is the practise of looking at and listening to children to discover and record how they are developing, what they enjoy doing and what are they learning as they play and experience what is available to them. Observation is the way early years educators observe children’s learning, strive to understand it, and use what they understand into good practice (Drummond, 1993). Through observation the practitioner can learn about children’s knowledge and abilities then use this knowledge to make sure that our interactions with the children and the resources that are offered are closely matched to their needs and abilities (Sage 2016). Observing children can also enhance the adult’s knowledge and understanding of how children develop and learn. Careful and detailed observation can show how children perceive their world and how they make sense of it, how they use and develop language and how they communicate with others, develop relationships and how they develop emotionally and morally. This can allow adult’s to really see and celebrate children as individuals. Frobel (1782) along with other pioneering early years theorists like, Stein (1861-1925), Montessori (1870-1952) and among others agreed that adults should be encouraged to notice children and observe them closely as they play so that the adults are able to learn from the children. Frobel’s pedagogical approach encouraged adults to be in tune with individual children, be ready to step in to offer help if needed, but also be ready to step back as the child shows how capable and resourceful, they are. Frobel called this pedagogical approach ‘freedom with guidance,’ meaning the children have the freedom to explore but will receive sensitive guidance from an attuned adult (McNair 2021).
 The adult practitioner’s main focus would be the child’s holistic development as well as the growth and development of all skills. The main areas of emphasis include language, literacy, social and emotional development as well as the physical and cognitive development (Spreewenburg no date). There are many observation types that early year’s professionals use for observation one of the methods used is a schedule of growing skills which is referred to as SOGS. This was designed by Dr Mary Sheridan in 1985. It was created for Practitioners to use as method to assess and evaluate eight critical developmental areas in children from birth up to the age of five, such as hearing, language, the child’s motor skills, cognitive development just to mention a few. This is a comparable assessment in a set format and scored using a consistent method (NHS 2022). SOGS is an assessment tool used by early years professionals to establish the levels of development of the child. Montessori (1870) agreed that the adults should observe children and guide them whilst making careful assessment. The child’s skills in the various areas of development are evaluated by the SOGS evaluation, and the score is expressed as an age in months. This indicates that the developmental abilities the child has demonstrated are those that are typical of a child age (NHS 2022).
During a SOGS assessment the child is given a score that is added up at the end of the assessment. The child is observed while completing the tasks and the assessment is written into a report and is sent to the parents/carers, paediatrician, and GP to make them aware of the results (NHS 2022). There are many benefits to using the SOGS assessment as it provides a rapid and reliable measure of the child’s development. It includes clear instructions for the professional on guided activities and makes plain the results which enables feedback to be delivered within an hour (GL Assessment 2017-2024).
On reflection of a child’s learning and development as well as informing parents and carers about their child’s journey in learning and development documentation can help to plan ahead to the next steps and learning opportunities for the chid (Edwards 2020).
Section 4.
This section will demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children. Firstly, observing and assessing children’s play becomes an important part of the observation and assessment. Early years professionals observe children as they play for several reasons, for example to understand what the individual children know and what they can do, what the children’s interests are and how they learn best. This way the adults can support the children’s learning and development successfully which is important for supporting the children and planning the next steps (Sage 2016). Practitioners can establish the best starting point through the observation of children while they play. It is important to observe what the children are interested in? where do they like to play? What do they play? And who with? Which activities appeal to them? when children are interested and engaged in an experience and activity the children are more likely to play. Frobel (1782-1852) believed that child-led activities were valuable to children’s development and believed that practitioners should give the children the freedom to explore and create for themselves while offering little guidance and to focus on observing the children’s development through play rather than a structured activity (Twinkle no date). 
The practitioner can see the depth of children’s play and their interests as they approach child observation with an open mind. Observing children during an activity that they perceive as play shows the practitioner a more accurate reflection of how the child is learning and developing. Howard and McInnes (2012) wrote about a study that was conducted to determine how a group of children reacted to an activity that they perceived as ‘like play’ and another group of children were given an activity that was ‘not like play’. The results from this study demonstrated an increase in emotional well-being of the children that perceived the activity as ‘like play.’ The emotional well-being of the children was recorded using the Leuvens involvement scale (Laevers et al 19940). For the adults to verify that the children perceived the activity as it was set out to be, after completion the children were asked to describe if what they had done was playing or not playing. (Howard and McInnes 2012). Theorists, Thomas et al (2010), McInnes et al (2009) and Whitbread (2010) agreed that the benefits of children who perceived an activity as play has shown that this leads to higher development. Children are able to control the direction of and the outcomes of an activity they perceive as play as they try out different ranges of behaviour with minimal risk. This increased their independence, confidence, and self-esteem (Brown 2003; Howard 2010). 
The role of the adult is to support the children as they play, take a step back and observe the children in play that has been structured and controlled by the children themselves. The adult cannot take control or direct the activity but can be there if the children request help (UNCRC) It is important for the adult to be present and engage in play rather than take the lead or control the play. The adult can support the children by providing plenty of opportunities and the freedom to explore play as it is important to let the children discover their interests, explore new things, and grow with the experience (Aurora Early Education no date).
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