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Children's Play: Theory and Practice

According to Keenan, Evans and Crowley (2016, p.282) fantasy is make-believe play, meaning it is not realistic. It involves pretense and symbolism and greatly stimulates a child’s imaginative capacity. The imaginative play age is generally around 15 months onwards. During this period, children's creativity and cognitive abilities flourish allowing the child to engage in elaborate pretend scenarios. This develops problem-solving skills and enhances children’s social interaction. Toddlers like toys that are similar to objects from the real world. These toys support children to build the foundation for make-believe play which is also known as cooperative play.  Practitioners can observe and use this cycle for supporting make-believe play in the learning environment to help children learn and grow. 

According to Greenway and Hutchings (2022) physical play is one of the most important types of activity that gets children moving in their environment to do exercise and expend energy. This could be whole body movement using muscles if using climbing frames to help develop gross motor skills. It involves exploring the world and moving through a variety of activities. According to Moyles (2015) It is recommended for toddlers to have at least three hours of physical activity throughout the day. Fine motor skills use small muscles working with the brain and nervous system to control movements in areas such as the hands and fingers and developing these skills help children in physical activities.     
The Welsh Government, Education Wales (2024) states that physical play is a type of activity that gets children moving in their environment and uses up their energy. This could be using whole body movements such as tackling an obstacle course or skipping around to help develop both fine and gross motor skills. According to Howard (2020) regular physical play can support holistic development. The child can build healthy bones which is also good for a healthy heart and lungs. This aids with fundamental movement, balance and co-ordination, improves posture and this creates flexibility supporting holistic development. 
According to Paley (2004) fantasy, such as role play or modelling, tends to satisfy the need of self-expression and developing manual skills. Through imagination, children can be inspired to stay curious, they develop their creative skills and refine their attention to what they are doing and where they are doing it. It is an important foundation of the child's self-identity which supports the child's emotional development and well-being. Fantasy play helps with problem-solving and self-regulation, with no expectation of the child to be anyone other than themselves, this shapes self-confidence and self-belief, while also supporting holistic development.  

According to MacDonald (2022) the benefit of fantasy play is that the child can build character by using their imagination to create role play games. The child will use their thinking skills to create a fantasy game and play it out and listen to their own thoughts. They also learn to balance their own ideas with other children. The child will use communication skills to engage with other children and develop social skills at the same time. 
Children can benefit from physical activity by exercising, it improves their overall health and fitness by strengthening muscles and bones. It will also help the child improve their mental health and cognitive development. It makes the child feel good and elevates their mood and also builds their confidence to help with social skills. Children can maintain a healthy weight to prevent obesity and relieve stress while being physically active (MacDonald, 2022).    




According to Keenan, Evans and Crowley (2016, p.282) there are six stages of play. Play improves the cognitive, physical, social and emotional well-being of the child, which is part of their holistic development. Through play, children learn about the world and themselves.
Unoccupied play is when the child will just play on their own and does not interact with others, they just watch other children; this happens from birth to 3 months. Solitary play happens around 3 months to 2 years of age and is when the child will just play by themselves. With onlooker play, the child will watch other children play but does not join in; this happens around the age of 2 and older. Parallel play occurs when children play beside other children rather than with other children. They use the same toys and materials but do not play together. Parallel play is the most common form of play noticed in 2-year-olds. This is a normal part of the learning to play process. It usually happens between the age of 2 and 3 years old and is an important part of socialisation. This can be supported in practice by providing similar toys suitable for the same age group to encourage observation and mimicry, while reducing competition. Introducing open-ended toys allows for diverse play and imagination, aiding in social and cognitive development in a non-threatening environment. Associative play is when children talk to one another and share the same toys, this happens around 3 to 4 years of age.  The final stage is cooperative play which includes activities such as playing games, such as pretend play and constructive play where children build things together; this happens at 4 years of age plus.
According to  Ledendecker (2020) self-directed play allows children to play without an imposed framework and gives them the freedom to play on their own without any adult supervision. It allows the child to follow their own interests which provides opportunities and expands their outlook. The child can decide what they learn and how they learn it and they can say then they have had enough. It is natural and has no specific goal. The child can find their way through difficult situations by self-directed learning. This approach encourages children to think for themselves which gives essential life skills such as critical thinking and problem-solving. It also encourages social skills as there can be a joint effort between children to work with other children by taking it in turns to play with an object which helps them learn to listen and share, develop imagination and mimic one another, meaning they learn from each other. They can make decisions together because they are the ones leading the play and gives them the chance to learn on their own and among other children.

According to Bottrill (2018) structured play is different from self-directed play. Structured play is when the practitioners provide direction and resources for the child to follow by instructing them or using a set of rules. It is organised by the practitioner and does not allow the child to have the freedom to explore their own interests or allow natural play. The practitioners might help the child to complete an activity or task, but this may interrupt the child's natural style of play and not allow the child to work the task out for themselves, which is important for the child's development. 
  
According to  Ledendecker (2020) If the practitioners become involved during self-directed play then there is a danger of them taking over which means you are not allowing them to develop at their own pace in their own space and you are interrupting the play cycle. The child needs the freedom to explore with guidance from the practitioners who should encourage children to choose and explore a range of play areas for themselves, and they should only provide support when necessary. Practitioners should leave the content and intent of play to the child enabling the play to be uninterrupted, this will allow the child to explore their own values and interests. It is important for the practitioners to allow this independent play to take place and not express their responsibilities as this could undermine the child's confidence. 

According to Bottrill (2018) the environment needs to be enabling, this means it is safe, the facilities are correct for the age group, the environment needs to be responsive and nurturing for the child to build on what they already know to extend their learning and to scaffold their progress as this supports the learning process for the child to play self directly. It is important for the caregiver to give the child the space for self-directed play to allow them to work through their feelings such as fear and pain or loss while being able to still act like a child. Self-directed play gives children a way to express things that they might be struggling with and do not yet have words to fully explain and this can be supported from a distance by the practitioners without interrupting the play. When children play freely, they can express their feelings in a positive and negative way within a safe and constructive environment. This helps the child manage their emotions and develop emotional intelligence. The practitioners can encourage empathy and expression without disturbing play or for the child to mimic the practitioner’s actions. 

According to  Ledendecker (2020) self-directed play is important because it develops holistic skills. Time spent playing gives the children the opportunity to reflect on their experiences and work through their challenges to figure out things for themselves. It will enable them to learn how to take healthy risks. The facilitator enables play to happen, they organise the environment and provide adequate resources and opportunities so that there is differentiation for each child, and they are on hand to respond to the needs of the child when required with balanced guidance and allowing the freedom for self-directed play. The environment needs to be appropriate for the activity and accessible for all the children involved, ensuring it is enabling. It is important for the child to carry out the play cycle to develop and for the practitioners to understand how the child initiates and experiences their play. 

According to King (2020) observation is the key part of the understanding of the play cycle and provides a supportive environment. Risk assessments will need to take place to ensure the children are protected from any harm and can develop in a safe and enabling environment. It is important to encourage inclusive practice through being a good listener, using observation and talking. It is essential to be a good role model and act in an appropriate manner by not taking over the play or correcting the child for their self-directed play. Children learn from the more knowledgeable ‘other’, as seen in the zone of proximal development as mentioned in Vygotsky’s theory (Kozulin, 2003).    

According to Papatheodorou, Gill and Luff (2013) written observations are narrative accounts of connected events which look at everything. Within the written observation it is essential to have details such as the child's name, the date of observation being undertaken, the observer's name, the activity that is being carried out and the context of the activity. The observer should note their observations and use this to scaffold the child’s progression. Further evidence can be added by using photos of the children's work and activities that have taken place. 

It is important the curriculum is followed throughout the observation as set out in legislation for all learners aged 3 to 16 years of age (Welsh Government, 2024). It should be ensured that all schools and settings cover the same core learning and secure a consistency of approach for learners across Wales according to Welsh Government (2024). The observation will need to record the skills that are being used, to note progress and their interests, and likes and dislikes and what has motivated the child and any challenges the child is facing as well as the area of development. There should be a description of facial expressions and gestures and noting direct quotes of the child’s language. Taking photos can show evidence of their understanding, social development and interaction with others. This method of observation is very effective and used as one of the main documents to observe children within settings. It can be used along aside other methods of observation which will strengthen the investigation of observation and provide more detail for further development and to undertake scaffolding according to Smith (2020)
  
According to Escamilla (2021) written observation enables practitioners to identify each child's likes and dislikes and the responses they have to different situations. This could be a care routine or interacting with other children. The observation will find out which experiences and routines of activities the child seems to enjoy and will find out any difficulty the child has with being anxious through any activities. This observation will help the practitioners better understand why a child might have challenging behavior. It will identify any special needs and give a better understanding of the child. It also allows for the documentation of skills and the child's communication style as well as documenting what the child's interaction with other children is like and how the child approaches a new situation by tolerating frustration and adapting to any changes. It can be used to study complex or new behaviours allowing the practitioners to research what is happening in a natural setting. By using two or more observations the data can be collected quickly and then researched to implement scaffolding or any other required needs. Some children might behave differently if they know they are being observed and so it may not be an accurate representation of the child's overall knowledge and understanding of the activity.  

According to Smidt (2015) a written observation can be a very effective way of gathering information about the child it offers a more holistic picture of the child’s learning at the time of the observation and can give the practitioner useful information about what the child’s interest are and what motivates them.  It sees the children as individuals with many connected needs. It looks at social development such as how the child interacts with others, how a relationship is formed and what communication skills are used whether that is empathy or cooperation and conflict resolution. The development of emotional skills is linked to a child’s mental health as it regulates and expresses a range of feelings, all of which can be noted in the observation. 
The stages of physical growth can be noted such as the ability to use muscles and body parts for tasks, as well as using fine or gross motor skills as children often learn a set of skills by a certain age. The child’s cognitive development can be seen in their memory skills, how they use language, and problem-solving skills. It is about establishing the child's overall wellbeing and showing their holistic development. A written observation does not focus on one area but instead gives an overall wellbeing and development assessment. Two or more assessments can be done to strengthen the evidence for the child’s needs and future scaffolding. An assessment can be stressful for the child if it is not handled sensitively and undertaken some distance away from the child. Recording data in a written form is time consuming, but it works well for observing one child at a time. It would be difficult for the observer to record a group of children's behaviours and skills. 

According to Greene and Hogan (2005) play is a natural and enjoyable way for children to keep active and be happy when having fun moments and laughing together as the body releases endorphins that promote a feeling of positive well-being. It is good for mental and physical health to learn life skills. Natural play is a specific type of play that is freely chosen and led by the child. It includes interaction with the natural elements outdoors or indoors in an enabling environment created by the practitioner, who does not then get involved. During natural play, children feel comfortable exploring their world allowing them to gain confidence and problem-solving skills by working tasks out for themselves leading to them becoming independent. If the child is in an enabling environment and they are encouraged to use their imagination, then they will not become bored. 

According to Halpenny and Piaget (2014) play behaviors can vary because the child might not feel safe within a learning environment. When the child feels safe within their learning environment, they will feel content and comfortable enough to explore and develop their skills. However, the child might behave differently due to anxiety. Learning challenges will affect the behavior of the child with a severe learning disability, some of whom may be unable to talk or have very limited verbal communication skills. Because they cannot express their needs verbally, they might use other ways to achieve their needs such as showing you a picture of what they want. Language difficulties can be hard to process and cause discomfort to the child because they cannot express themselves and this can be linked to mental health issues and challenging behaviour. 

According to Wilson (2018) observing the child’s play over different periods is important as regular observation allows for consistency in the recording process meaning that any changes in the play cycle can be identified and documented. The written observation will be consistent with the recording of different activities and the same activity. The practitioners can identify if the play cycle is being achieved or at what stage the children might be finding it difficult to carry out the play cycle.    
Howard and Mcinnes (2013) have undertaken research that focuses on the role of play in early childhood learning. They highlighted the importance of play and showed the differences between play and formal learning environments. This links into child theory and practice because their research provided essential tools such as child development, learning environments, emotional information and inclusive education to support the space between theory and practice in the direction that helps the children’s overall development.    
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