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Children’s Play: Theory and Practise

Section 1 
What is Play?
Play is often considered to be one of the most important ways in which children learn and develop their personal skills. Not only is it an opportunity for children to engage in activities for enjoyment, but it also helps the child express their personality and explore their own personal interests. Play should be self-chosen as it opens up more opportunities for a child to explore creativity, a way in which they can explore their emotions and a chance for them to understand the world. In some aspects, a practitioners role is to invent a child’s play in order for it to be considered educational (Saracho and Spodek, 1998), however could this suggest we are attempting to scaffold their learning? Bottrell (2018 p.26), implies that play should be open ended and self-chosen, suggesting that children should be given the opportunity to choose for themselves. 
In regard to the importance of play, Wales was one of the first countries to outline the real importance of play. The Welsh Government (2014) stated that children’s behaviour is encompassed by play. In 1991, the UK Government agreed to conform to the 54 articles and 42 rights. Article 31 stated that every child has the legal right to engage in any form of play. However, in 2010, Wales became the first country to legislate for children’s play and recognise poverty experiences, so the Play Commissioner introduced the Play Sufficiency Duty Assessment (Children and Families Wales 2010). This assessment takes place in every county in Wales and is an assessment that looks at the opportunities for play within a community. It is important that every county successfully passes this assessment as it shows that children have a secure and sufficient place within their community. 
Types of Play
Considered one of the most important types of play, self-directed play is the idea that you allow the child to play without any kind of imposed framework, so that they are freely choosing how they want to play. This allows the child to be intrinsically motivated. Tina Bruce (1991) strongly agrees that children should participate in free flow play as they engage and learn about ideas about relationships and more about their self through play. Bruce (1997) recognises that although play isn’t the only way in which children learn through, it is still an integral part of their learning. Maria Montessori observed children and discovered that children were happier participating in activities that were led by themselves, so they have the opportunity to use real materials. For example, using brooms and cleaning up, or using water to play in a child-built kitchen. Montessori noticed that when given the choice, children preferred play that involved engagement and discovery. Self – directed play supports children in developing their social and communication skills, and, if you were to think even deeper than that, it helps develop their fine motor development, creativity, imagination, and their holistic development. The best way in which an adult can facilitate the child’s learning is by ensuring that there is enough sufficient time for the child to play, and enough surroundings and choice around them. This will assist them in having quality experiences, Bruce (1997). 
Another form of play is explorative and creative play. Exploratory play is when a child uses all five. A child uses touch, sight, and taste to examine objects and then uses their hearing and their ability to move to explore the world around them. This type of play is also most commonly names ‘messy play’ and can involve objects such as sand and water. Hutt (1989) describes play in three categories, epistemic, ludic and games with rules.  In her studies, she discovers that all three categories are important, however, she determines that epistemic play is the most valuable as it helps with cognitive development and ludic play assists with the enjoyment aspect of play. Practioners can aid exploratory play by providing challenging materials, so it provides children with opportunities to explore epistemic play. This will then further the development of the child’s skills such as imagination, creativity and even their social skills. 

Section 2 
The Importance of Self-Directed Play
When discussing the importance of self- directed play, a lot of people consider the Reggio Emilia approach. The Reggio Emilia approach values that children and full of curiosity and are capable beings. It is understood that children have the capability and understanding to explore the world around them through self-directed play. Challenges are usually set out within an area with inspirations alongside such as pictures, mirrors, and loose parts. Practioners are to then demonstrate a variety of different options of ways in which the children can explore with the new materials and then, the children are allowed to choose where they play and what they do with the objects. Montessori is also valued when self-directed play is discussed. The Montessori approach is when children are in an environment that is full of resources. This then gives them the opportunity to explore and choose what they want to do with them themselves. Although both the Reggio Emilia approach and Montessori approach are similar, the Montessori approach looks at creating more of an independent approach in comparison to the Reggio Emilia looks at collaborative learning. 
Why is it important for children to choose their own type of play?
Howard and McInnes (2012), carried out a research task to investigate the impact of children’s perception of an activity as play rather than not play. Both Howard and McInnes have now discovered links between children’s emotional well-being and play through evidence in their research. Its been found that when children see an activity as play, they show positive signs of emotional well-being in comparison to the activity being seen as not play. Reports have shown that 10% of children as young as 5 (in the UK) have been clinically diagnosed with a mental disorder, due to the lack of developmental play (Green et al. 2005). Due to reports such as these, it has led to huge concerns, so the Welsh Government (2008) have since developed play policies to ensure that all children have access to the correct play opportunities in the UK (Powell & Willard 2008). Based on Howard and McInnes (2012) study, evidence showed that activities that were perceived as like play were more successful as you could see the child fully engaging and focused within the activity and moved freely, however, in comparison to this, the children that participated in the not like play was not as successful. Children vocalized their opinion and showed that they weren’t interested through their body language. To conclude, by looking at this research, it suggests that children benefit more from self – directed play as it allows them to move freely and make their own choices and experiences. The research conducted by Howard and McInnes (2012), has shown that children have a better outcome when they have the opportunity to choose their own type of play.  However, although research suggests that children develop stronger from self – directed play, there are also arguments against it too. Although the positives of self-directed play outweigh the negatives, it is believed that self-directed play is an unstructured form of play that affects a child’s learning development, on the other hand, self-directed play is said support a child with their fine motor development skills, their imagination, internal motivation, maths, numeracy and even encourages their independence as a young learner. 
Importance of the Role of an Adult
As in all aspects of play, it is important that the fundamental aspect of play is continued by the practioner. Their role is to ensure that children are supported and cared for in the best way possible. All practitioners should have a great understanding of the best ways in which every child as an individual learns. They should, to the best of their ability, be as knowledgeable about a child’s needs as can be (Julia Manning-Morton & Maggie Thorp, 2003) and do everything they can to assist a child’s self-directed play. It’s considered important that the practitioner acts as a resource, or even a simple involvement in a child’s activity, this makes the child feel as though they have the capability to do activities themselves. When a child is freely playing with an environment, although its deemed important for a practitioner to be present, it’s also beneficial that practitioners sensitively suggest or add new ideas or props to the children’s play areas. By doing this, you are not interrupting their activity at hand. 

Section 3 
Methods for Observation
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