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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice
Section 1
Sensory Play 
What is sensory play?
From birth, children venture out in the world using their senses (Action for Children, 2022). They are given the chance to explore beyond themselves with the help of an adult. Sensory play is an activity stimulating at least one or more of the child’s senses (BBC, 2023). Gascoyne (2013) explains that it is the essence of the experiential learning through the colour, sounds, tastes, smells, the warmth or coldness and sounds. As mentioned by Forbes (2004) Piaget (1962) named the period from birth to aged two as the sensorimotor stage. Which is where babies explore using their movement and senses (Forbes, 2004). 
Why is sensory play significant?
[bookmark: _Int_wOJW76be][bookmark: _Int_RkRmAtiE]Seeing stars It dreams of eternity. Hearing birds it makes music. Smelling flowers it is enraptured. Touching tools, it transforms the earth. But deprived of the sensory experiences, the human brain withers and dies. 
(Kotulak, 1997, pp. 3) 
Sensory play is a significant type of play as it encourages the development of children in their early years of childhood. Cleveland Clinic (2022) explains to us that sensory play helps children to develop their language skills, fine motoring skills, gross motor skills and cognitive skills, as well as having calming effects and encouraging social interactions. According to Cooper (2021) sensory play teaches children to use descriptive wording by allowing them to describe the interaction they are exploring.  It can also teach children to form sentences, which can be provoked by a present adult such as a guardian or play worker, observing the sensory experience (Cooper, 2021). Cleveland Clinic (2022) explains that sensory play also addresses two sensory systems, proprioceptive and vestibular. Griffith (2023) describes that sensory play is explored using their touching senses therefor engaging motor skills such as balance, muscle growth, special awareness through the vestibular system and body positioning and movement through the proprioceptive system. As Hitchinson (2020) points out, sensory play helps develop brain bridge nerve connection, improving cognitive skills.
How can it be used in practice?
There are many ways to include sensory play in homes, nursery settings and in the outdoors such as sensory baskets. Gascoyne (2012) tells us that treasure baskets are filled with everyday objects instead of toys. As explained by Nutbrown (2005) treasure baskets set up and produced by Elinor Goldschmied were created to provide an interesting experience offering a stimulus to engage all senses. As Tassoni (2011, p.22) describes, treasure baskets are full of items intended to intrigue children, it helps with their concentration as well as their hand eye coordination and to help learn with the different shapes, sizes and depth. 
Outdoor Play 
What is outdoor play? 
Children should have frequent and progressive access to the experiential outdoors play (English Outdoor Council, 2015). Outdoor play is allowing the children to have the ability to explore their surroundings, finding natural materials and discover the ecosystem functioning the earth they live on. Outdoor play can be performed through forest schools. Described by Forest School Association (no date), forest school is a child-led learning method, offering opportunity for holistic development learning through hands-on experiences. As stated by the Frobel Trust (no date) Frobel believed children learn through the interaction with nature. 
Why is outdoor play significant? 
Outdoor education has many benefits to children’s development through their early years. Early Years Alliance (2022) states that outdoor play is significant to children’s development as it promotes necessary physical fitness, supports social skills and enables uncovering the children’s natural surroundings. As explained by NCT (2017) outdoor play is a fun way to learn getting children more engaged in what they are learning about. As sitting in desks with pen and paper is extremely disengaging for children in the early years. 
How can it be used in practice?
Early year setting can interpret outdoor play in many ways. Early Years Matters (2023) explains that outdoor materials can stimulate imagination in children to become something else in their minds. English Outdoor Council (2015) tells us that to provide outdoor play to the children we could create outdoor activities/ clubs for them to join. On the other hand, we could provide an area In the outdoors and natural materials found in the outdoors, for the children to free-play and endure in child-led play with the environment provided from their adult.  As explained by Knight (2011), to give children the full advantage of using their outdoors for play, it is the roll of the adults to give the children the opportunity to venture outside and provide the resources to allow the children to experience outdoor play. 
Section 2 
Play is the most crucial part of a child in the early year’s development. Play is how children learn and expand their knowledge of our world and it Is important that as adults we prioritise play as their form of learning. Bottrill (2018) states that children need to be given the time and space to indulge into deep play to be able to consume the most information from the activity. This is a role that the adult needs to undertake to ensure the child’s enriched development. As well as helping with their development of their knowledge, play is also an excellent way to include physical activities in a child’s life to ensure they are staying fit and healthy. Brown (2014) explains the importance of playful physical activities for a child health and states how physical actions can progress a child’s motor skills for the development. Frobel Trust (no date) justifies that Frobel believed that play is the basis method of learning in the early year. 
When given the chance to free-play, children unintentionally go through a play cycle.   The play cycle, described by Oxfordshire Gov (no date) is a play process children undergo, including six stages in the process. The steps are Metaludes, Cues, Return, Frames, Flow and Annihilation. In addition to the play cycle there are interventions, Adulteration, Intervention and Dysplay. The metaludes stage is a transition from previous activities to play. It could include a pause for curiosity and cognitive thinking. Next, Cues is an invite from the child for the adult to include themselves. It usually takes place with a question from the curiosity of the child. However, on the other hand it could be non-verbal, and as a form of body language and or facial expressions. After the cue comes the return which is the response the adult gives from the cue, either an answer to the question, or leading with a question. The frame in the play cycle is the observation the adult creates on the child in the given environment, this could be a form of a set observation or taking in basic information like seeing what the child is interested in, if the child uses social interactions. As questions are asked back and forth between the adult and child, this stage is the flow. It is the reciprocity of the child and adult immerged in conversation about the play. When the play cycle comes to an end, it is called the annihilation stage. This is where the child has decided to finish the play as they have lost interested. Although, adulteration as an intervention, creates a different end to the play cycle. This is where the adult interrupts the play cycle with out being given the cue from the child. This disrupt the child in play, where they shall loose interest quickly and find something new. 
Broadhead (2010) explains how a child’s engagement in an activity has great effect of the knowledge that a child takes away once the activity is over. To make something more engaging, it has to be attractive to the children for them to gain an Interest in the activity taking place. To make learning engaging for children, it must come across as a fun activity, or a game, for the children to be engaged in (Edutopia, 2015).  A child that has been sat down and told to complete a task will not be engaged in the activity. This is because the child will not look at the task as fun and a playful activity. 
In the early years we use play to teach the children, however play might not always be engaging for all children as many children have different interests. Freud (no date) explains that the best way to encourage a child’s development is to let them to make their own decisions and take charge in their own play. Child-led play gives us the opportunity to allow all children to make their own decisions in what they would like to indulge in, to broaden their knowledge, develop cognitive, complex and holistic skills (UNICEF, 2018).  
As an adult with a curriculum to follow, it can be difficult to teach children what they need to learn to progress to the next steps in their development. As supported by Sietz (2006), some children do not have an interest in all topics needing to be learnt, it is down to the practitioners and parents to create engaging activities the children will find interesting. Creating multiple activities based on one topic and allowing the children to choose which they would like to proceed with, gives the child freedom and a chance to be engaged in an activity they chose themselves. The environment a child is learning in, has a large impact on their engagement to play (Early Years Matters, 2023) When an adult has provided an environment including colour, a differ of materials and probs to be used, with the option of sound in the background, a child can then engage in self-directed play. With the environment provided children can learn about the topic with the freedom of child-led play. 
Section 3
The movement tracker is a method used in the early years to complete observations on individual children in the setting. The Movement Tracker focuses on the environment a child is in, where the child spends their time and how long for. As explained by Laser Learning Ltd (2016) the tracker starts with a blank layout of the given environment the child is playing in, and as the observation is undergone arrows are drawn in the path of where the child heads to play, as well as how long the child stays in one specific area. A different way to complete a movement tracker would be to number the areas the child goes to, including how long they stayed in certain areas. 
When completing a tracking method observation in an early years setting, a child may spend a significant amount of time in one specific area. Explained by Barber and Paul–Smith (2010) a benefit of this is that it allows the adult to use the time to complete a more in-depth narrated observation where the child may give the adult a cue to interact and ask questions to get an idea of the child’s understanding (Oxfordshire Gov, no date). When completing an observation in a physical activity, the movement tracker method is beneficial as Palaiologou (2010) clarifies that this method shows how active the children are throughout the specific activity. The tracking method allows the adult to observe the child’s movement when completing the activity. The observation would show if the child allows themselves time to rest during the physical activity and how long for before re-joining the group. The result of this could show a possibility for asthma if the child is consistently taking themselves away for breaks as they are out of breath. With this method of observation, it can be clear to see when a child may or may not get fixated on a specific area of play. You can also use this method to assess if the child uses social interactions hen in play. Both fixations and social interactions are benefits of the movement tracker, as when an adult reflects back on past observations and comes across a pattern, it is simpler to put together a theory of a possible additional learning need for the child, which the adult could then seek further help for the child to hep with their development.  
On the other hand, there are also limitations to the movement tracker observation method. Barber and Paul- Smith (2010) describes the movement tracker as a basic observation method where there is not a lot of information received at the end of the observation. This is a result of the method focusing on their movement and time spent in different areas instead of focusing on details in the specific areas. A result of this would lead to a struggle when proceeding to write up a detailed report on the child’s development. Assumptions could be made from the movement tracker; however, assumptions are not reliable and could result in portraying incorrect information. Sheridan (1999) states that when undergoing an observation, it is critical not to make assumptions as it will be recorded in their development stages and will set an inaccurate pattern of their development. When observing children in a movement tracker method, a limitation is that it is a risk to follow the children to each area as Broadhead (2004) explains, the child could be conscious of their movements. Then, when writing up the observation, the result would be inaccurate as the child was not performing in their usually manner. 
The movement tracker is an observation method for individual child examination use. Children in the early years need support from their adults to help their development in the most personalised way. Using an individual child observation method allows the adult taking the observation to have 1-1 attention on a specific child for the most accurate results in writing up the observation. Specifically, the movement tracker allows the adult to question the possibility of any additional learning needs the child might possess. It is important that adults in the early years question these possibilities to give the children the support they deserve to help with their physical and mental development. Signs of additional learning needs that the movement tracker observation method would highlight would be fixations on specific areas or items in that area, playing on their own and not having social interactions. These characteristics a child may carry are important to be highlighted in an observation as it allows the adult to carry out an investigation to get the support for the child in need.
Section 4 
When in play, children are free to express themselves and their true thoughts and feelings. Rewarding Learning (2022) explains how play is the most natural way children develop in the early years.  When given an environment they are confident and comfortable in, children allow themselves to show their emotions, what they enjoy and what they don’t. This is important when adults proceed with an observation on children as when assessing someone’s characteristics, they need to be true to see their natural instincts and reflexes in play for the most accurate results. 
It is important that adults in the early years perform observations in a natural manner to create genuine results when writing up a child’s observation (Birth to five Matters, no date). Some early year settings, when performing observations on a child, may sit them down and ask them questions to test their progress with numeracy and literacy and more. Performing observations this way would be an inaccurate assessment as the child would be under pressure, not in their natural environment therefor uncomfortable and also may feel overwhelmed by the situation (PACEY, 2016). The child would then be focused on their emotions rather than answering the questions. Creating activities that the children can take part in where they must use their numeracy, literacy and other skills such as colours will allow them to naturally show you their progress in the specific topic. 
When children are given the opportunity to perform child-led play, they are given the chance to develop their skills in topics they are interested in, social interactions, and gain confidence in their play to show their skills. NAEYC (no date) explain that when given the opportunity to free-play, children learn to figure things out for themselves and rely on their own imaginative explanations. In contrast, when children are involved in adult structured play, for example, been sat to play with animals specifically, children will not use these skills are that used in child-led play such as social interactions, imagination and more. This limits their chance for development in these areas effecting their future. 
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