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Children’s play: theory and practice

Section One 

The United Nations Convention of the rights of the child states in article 31 that all children have the right to engage in play. (UNICEF 2019) The importance of play is reflected by underpinning many Early years Curriculum all over the world. 
Welsh Government (2019) explains the importance of children’s right to play and the intrinsic need to play. Play teaches children self-awareness and rules of social behaviour. play is also fundamental to physical, intellectual and creative development, influencing thinking and dispositions to learning, and encourages feelings of self-worth, confidence and independence.
Te Whariki values play and the recognises the importance of learning through a variety of play experiences.  Children create rich learning experiences through a play-based approach. Play is believed to empower children of all ages, abilities or backgrounds and promote holistic development. (Ministry of education 2017). Reggio Emilio approach is led by the children’s own curiosity in the world around them. Children are encouraged to express themselves through a wide variety of play opportunities. According to Hall (2014) Children create their own play, driven by their own interests and engage in meaningful play.  
 The Montessori (1995) philosophy is also based on encouraging children to explore the world around them, play is an integral part of this exploration. 
Grey (2013) defines Play as activity that is freely chosen, self-directed and intrinsically motivated. Play is a fundamental and essential part of holistic development.
Bottrill (2018) maintains that play should be open-ended, offer endless possibilities and limitless interpretations. Additionally Garvey (1977) states that play should be enjoyable, engaging and spontaneous, the only purpose of play is for plays sake.
According to Moyles (2006) the benefits of children playing intrinsically, freely, enjoying and entertaining themselves benefits their learning and development.
Welsh Government (2014) state that children have basic right to play, and that play is essential for children’s cognitive, physical, social and emotional development and contributes to their wellbeing. There are many different types of play that all support the child’s holistic development. Messy play is beneficial to children of all ages.
Montessori, Piaget and Steiner all agree that sensory discoveries enable exploration that stimulates and develops the brain allowing and encouraging emotions to be addressed and expressed (Pound 2005). Messy play supports the child’s holistic development Duffy (2007). Coelho (2017) believes that Children should have hands on tactile learning opportunities. Similarly, Arnold (2015) insists that children should have the opportunity to experience a variety of materials, with the reassurance that mess is allowed. According to Gasgoine (2017) Freud believes that play has an important role in children’s emotional development. Play allows children to express their feelings and replace negative emotions with positive ones. Additionally, Gasgoine (2017) insists that therapeutic resources including sand, water, paint, playdough for example could offer significant support for children who have experienced trauma and may need to regulate, process, express or suppress their emotions. The open-ended nature of messy play allows children to be in charge of their own play, choosing and using the materials as they wish. A child rhythmically moving their hands through dry sand or rice or letting water trickle through their fingers may experience calm, relaxing emotions, alternatively a child Squeezing, moulding or pounding playdough may alleviate feelings of anger or frustration. The action of splatting foam or creating structures to knock down can release feelings of excitement, pride and accomplishment.  
There is no right or wrong way to play, messy play allows and enables the child to make mistakes and make a mess. Children learn by problem solving for themselves, discovering success through hands-on, open-ended experiences. (Featherstone 2002) Pretend play, imaginative play, make-believe play or fantasy play is important for children. 
Fein (1987) and Smith (2009) describe pretend play simply as object playfully being treated as if it were something else or miming actions such as driving with a steering wheel for example. Smith (2009) suggests a more complex version of pretend play is sociodramatic play. This involves role play and more than one person participating. Lillard (2015) confirms this by explaining that from around the child’s second year they begin to embark on symbolic play, using objects as other objects as the child gets older, they begin to use more imagination, acting out scenes in sociodramatic play some reflecting what they see adults doing some pretending to be characters or superheroes seen in media. Vygotsky (1967) says that in pretend play children pretending to be adults use a more sophisticated language and model a more grown-up behaviour, He considered pretend play a zone of proximal development, in play children can perform activities they cannot yet perform outside of pretending In Contrast Montessori saw fantasy as expressing unsatisfied desire, an inability to adapt to reality. Erikson (1994) makes comparisons between a child playing, making something from nothing of that of an artist creating a beautiful work of art. 
Section 2


There are many theories in regard to children’s learning that could be discussed and compared, causing debate and argument, most theorists however do agree on the value and importance of play in promoting the wellbeing and holistic development of the child. Children have a natural, innate, want to play and explore and this is recognised to be central to children’s learning (MacDonald 2022) Froebel also believed in the importance of open-ended, and child initiated play. Bruce (2012) explains that Froebel believed strongly in children being allowed to be children, allowing their natural desire to curiously explore, play and learn and be creative. Froebel recognised and valued the importance of play and personalised learning, given the freedom to learn for themselves. 
Bruner and Vygotsky alike maintain that children need first-hand knowledge (Pound 2005). Children need time to play and master their own skills and knowledge. the professional may observe and see the need to support the child to move on to further their learning and development in their own time. Pichere explains Maslow’s theory that a child needs to experience the feeling of belonging and feel safe before they can confidently play and freely explore the environment around them and children learn best when they are able to freely enjoy sensory rich experiences. Ephgrave (2018) in agreement maintains that children become most deeply engaged when they are able to choose what they want to do. The best level of involvement which leads to the best progress is achieved when the child’s well-being is high. Without good wellbeing a child will not be able to deeply engage in play. Good wellbeing is bult on trusting relationships, this emphasises the important Role of the adult in enabling the rich learning environment, ensuring all children are treated and respected as individuals. By building trust and by observing children’s natural behaviours the adult may the enrich the children’s learning without adulterating play.
The early years practitioner should support the play cycle as it breaks down the play process providing a better understanding of play and how play can be supported. The importance of child led play as noted by Piaget who maintains that Children learn through doing things more than through listening. Children have their own way of learning, a natural schema. A child adapts to the environment by modifying their schema. Children who are actively involved in the environment develop through play and exploration, using action and their senses to learn. Discovering through sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell (Linden 2012). Vygotsky believes children will benefit through adults Scaffolding them through their learning. Practitioners should support children in a task that they cannot do unaided, changing the level of support to meet the need.
Play is essential to the health and well-being of children, promoting creativity, imagination and self-confidence as well as strengthening holistic development (Perry 2014). Part of the role of the adult at an early years setting is to create an environment that enables children to take control of their play, most children follow adults’ instruction or lead in many aspects of their life, they may not have control of any other part of their world. Brown (2014) insists that Children benefit when they have control explaining that they then play for plays sake for no external reward. This is when children are displaying a true representation of their own interests and behaviours. 
Welsh government (2014) suggests a rich play environment should be varied, adaptable, interesting and flexible in order to maximise the potential for the children to socialise, be creative and be challenged. The adult at the early years setting should ensure children have the space, time and opportunity to freely interact with and experience other children, the natural world and loose parts. Children should be free and feel confident to explore using their senses, with elements of risk, movement and imagination. Grey (2013) confirms that children are naturally curious, playful and able to self-direct their play and learning furthermore if children are free to pursue their own interests in play they will learn with energy and passion. Additionally, Moyles (2006) states that play is the most natural way for children to learn. the adult role is to ensure that the children have opportunity to engage in play and learn from first-hand experiences.
Section 3 
Observations play a vital role in the early years setting. Wall (2006) suggests that Purposeful observations offer benefits to practitioners, children and their families. Observations of interactions, the learning environment and staff can all lead to changes and improvements being made. reflective practice and critical evaluation is also enabled through observations. 
In the early years the key to good practice is to observe children in their play, support them holistically and reflect on information gained to expand on the learning (Bruce 2011) Barber and Paul-Smith (2012) agree stating observation as an essential part of good childcare practice. Observations enable practitioners to have a better understanding of the child to be able to use the knowledge to influence for better learning opportunities for the individuals.
There are a variety different observation methods that may be used to gain different information. It is important to understand what information you are wanting to gain and what can be achieved with the information gained. There are positives and negatives to many of the observation methods used in early years, for example Diaries may be kept daily and can make for a lot of paper work which takes time and attention away from the children and the setting especially with large numbers of children. This gives us enough detail at the time, but again allows more to be filled in later. We can then look at that child’s progress as well as what we are offering. Bruce (2011)
Developmental records may not give a true reflection of the child who may feel they are being ‘tested’ also these enable only the listed milestones or goals to be noticed. The focus child observation method as explained by Ephgrave (2020) looks at the child holistically. When children are happy and settled in an environment, they will engage in play, once engaged their brain is developing, they are learning. If a child is not engaging in play practitioners should observe for patterns, behaviours and preferences and change things appropriately. The focus child observation method suits the child-led environment. An information sheet is requested from home to give a picture of home life, the early years then focus on the ‘focus child’ for the period of a the week. Notes are made celebrating achievements, for example the first time the child zipped up their jacket. Teachable moments are recorded, an example of this may be if a child is attempting to use a scissors and after observing, the practitioner choosing the appropriate moment ‘teaches’ the child how to use the scissors correctly. If this has helped the child to learn a little this may be recorded. Another example would be if a child took a toy from another child, the practitioner may model how to ask for a turn politely, should the child learn from this and lead on to share independently then this may be recorded too. The observations are gathered over the week and a celebratory poster called a learning journey, is made to display the information gathered. The information is then shared and discussed with home and staff to work with and support the Childs learning and development further.  This strengthens home school links as parents are encouraged to be involved and feedback any thoughts, feelings and focus areas which will be discussed altogether. This benefits the child in all areas, and they are happy to continue In their play unaware that any observations are being carried out. Practitioners can use this to reflect on the child, the setting and themselves as early years practitioner. staff interact with all children at the setting, with particular attention to the focus child. reflecting on findings from observations also allows for some difficulties a child may be experiencing to be recognised and addressed. Bruce (2012) points out that Observing children at play is a key aspect by which we may assess and develop children in their true self. Observations should not be intrusive, children may feel uneasy knowing that they are being observed and a true representation of the child’s personality, capabilities, achievements and needs may not be apparent. When a child has high levels of well-being and are engaged in play then a true representation of the whole child becomes possible to observe. 
Section 4
McInnes (2011) states that Play is considered fundamental to holistic development and learning in the early years. Play is believed to be critical to children’s education and underpins curriculum guidance around the world.  it is best to observe children when at play as this is the time that they are exploring their natural interests allowing a true picture of the child’s development to be recorded.
It’s important for the adults to understand how children view their own play. Research shows that children learn more when engaged in play than they do when they think they are learning. Adults must ensure that activities are perceived as play by the children if they are to engage and therefore learn. This will maximise the development of the child. 
Macleod-Brudenell (2004) children are more confident to explore new things through play. Observing them with this high level of wellbeing allows for the adult to learn and understand more about the child. A clear full picture of this nature may not be achieved if the child feels that they are being tested.
In a test children were split into two groups the ‘play’ group all scored significantly  higher and their wellbeing and behaviour were much better. 

Play cues can be either emotional or environmental, an example of an emotional play cue may be the amount of choice a child has in the activity, or whether the activity is voluntary or not. An example of an environmental play cue may be where the activity takes place, if an adult is involved or the physical nature of the activity. These cues, help the child to determine whether or not an activity is play. (McInnes 2013) In addition, studies and research suggest that understanding play from the child’s perspective help to create playful conditions, which will have a positive impact learning and Behaviour (2011)
McInnes (2011) explains the importance of Adults seeing play from the child’s perspective. Adults must understand the playful element of play. Children appear to be less likely to approach an activity as play if an adult is present. The adult needs to understand their role in play in particular the value of effective of adult–child interaction. The skills can be developed in order to maximise the positive play experience. To explain further McInnes (2011) suggests that children who partake in a task under playful conditions for example sat comfortably on the floor, with an adult nearby, with freedom regarding choice in the activity, show higher levels of performance and behaviour to learning compared with children in a formal practice condition who may be sat at a table with an adult present with no choice in their activity. Children are more likely to rate the playful practice condition as play, and the formal practice condition as not play (2011).

Barber and Paul-Smith, (2010) believe it is important that play is not interrupted but is observed instead to create a calm atmosphere. Ephgrave (2018) maintains that adults at early years settings must believe that every child wants to be engaged in their play. If a child is not engaging the adult must attempt to source why not these reasons could include, an unhappy homelife, or the environment needs to be suited to the child’s preference or schema, this information can be gauged through observation. Once a child is engaged; their brain is engaged therefore they are learning. Additionally Ephgrave (2018) says that adults only need intervene if invited by the child or if they can make a positive difference offering  teachable moment without interrupting or adulterating play. Barber and Paul-Smith, (2010) agree in the belief that it is important that play is not interrupted but is observed instead to create a calm atmosphere. This is when a true picture of the child can be identified and observed. Reflection of these observations can build stronger understanding of the child’s personality, preferences, learning patterns  focus for future development .

McInnes (2011) states that Play is considered fundamental l to holistic development and learning in the early years. It is believed to be critical to children’s education and underpins curriculum guidance around the world.
According to Macleod-Brudenell (2004) children are more confident to explore new things through play. Observing them with this high level of wellbeing allows for the adult to learn and understand more about the child. A clear full picture of this nature may not be achieved if the child feels that they are being tested.
McInnes (2013) states that adults need to ensure that activities are seen as play opportunity if they are to engage and therefore learn. This engagement in play will maximise the child’s development. McInnes (2013) continues, explaining that it is best to observe children when they are at play as this is the time that they are exploring their natural interests and curiosities allowing a true picture of the child’s development to be recorded.
It is important for the adults to understand how children view their own play. Research shows that children learn more when they are engaged in play activities than they do when they think they are taking part in a learning activity. The Adult role is to ensure activities are seen as play or playful by the children if they are to engage and therefore learn.

Macdonald (2022) says the play cycle is made up of six components, one of which is the play cue. A play cue is an invitation, enticement or lure to join in with play.  play cues can be either emotional or environmental, an example of an emotional play cue may be the amount of choice a child has in the activity, or whether the activity is voluntary or not. An example of an environmental play cue may be where the activity takes place, if an adult is involved or the physical nature of the activity. These cues, help the child to determine whether an activity is play or not (McInnes 2011). In addition, studies and research suggest that understanding play from the child’s perspective will help to create playful conditions which will have a positive impact learning and behaviour (McInnes 2011).
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