EAEE4004
2011225
Word count:
EAEE4004 
Children’s Play, Principles and Practice 

Section 1

What is Play?
Play Therapy (2020) defines play as ‘a physical or mental leisure activity that is undertaken purely for enjoyment or amusement’ and Bruce, T (2001:47) has argued that play is a process which helps children dare to learn and creates an attitude of mind which is curious, risk taking and adventurous and that play is a major area in which children can be given some control to develop and reach their full potential. 

Tassoni, P et al (2005a:347) categorises play into two domains, spontaneous play and structured play. Spontaneous play is play that comes naturally from their curiosity and play I their own way to develop confidence and self-esteem. Whereas, structured play, as cited by Playgroup SA (2017) ‘is generally adult led providing direction, and a specific task in order for a child/ren to learn a new skill’ meaning, structured play is planned and supported by adults.  

Child’s Right to Play
Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) stated by Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland (2020) ‘article 31 of the UNCRC says that children and young people have the right to. Have fun in the way they want to, whether by playing sports, watching films or something else entirely’ which means all children have the right to engage in play appropriate to their age and it’s our duty to respect these rights and encourage the provision of opportunities for their needs.

Welsh Government 
Hutt, J (2002) cites on behalf of the Welsh Assembly Government ‘play encompasses children’s behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated’ and play is implemented for no external goal and is a fundamental aspect of healthy development. 

Types of Play 
A fundamental principle within early years learning is that play is necessary for learning and development (Hirsh-Pasek et al. 2009). In order to take advantage of this potential, it is central to understand, in detail, the liaison between play and learning. There are 6 main types of play and these six are: unoccupied play, solitary play, onlooker play, parallel play, associative play and cooperative play. According to Rock, A (2020) sociologist Mildren Parten asserts that the type of play will vary depending on the child’s age, mood and social setting.

How does the Play Type Support Children’s Holistic Development?  

1. Unoccupied play refers to an activity where a child isn’t participating or they are slightly engaged, yet with no objective. Developmental wise, unoccupied play is seen by children exploring materials around them without any sort of organization and according to Rymanowicz, K (2015) ‘this stage allows children to practice manipulating materials, mastering their self-control and learning about how the world works’.
2. Solitary play, also known as independent pay, is where a child plays alone. This play is common in 2-3-year olds and helps teaches them how to keep themselves entertained and supports them to be self-sufficient. Solitary play promotes a sense of initiative, creativity and imagination, and build self-esteem (Olsen-Harbich 2015).
3. Onlooker play is where a child prefers observing other children play and according to Renae (2019) These children learn how to cooperate with other children from observing and provides opportunities to manipulate their cognitive experience of the behaviours of others.
4. Parallel play can be seen when two children play alongside each other, but not together. Although parallel play may seem self-centred, there are many developmental benefits as it’s an important first step in learning how to interact with others and a first step in forming strong social relationships outside of the family. (Renae, 2019).
5. Associative play differs from parallel play as ‘as whilst they are playing separately from one another, they are also involved with what the others are doing’ (Renae, 2019). However, is it beneficial to development as it promotes cooperation, improves socialisation, develop reasoning skills, problem solve and facilities further language development. 
6. Cooperate play is the last type of play which uses all social skills and children truly start playing together and ‘also helps improve the quality of personal relationships children have with others and reduces their stress levels in school, at home and at play’ (Stone Wall Day Centre 2013). 
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Self-Directed Play
Juster Ph.D. (2015) defines self-directed play as ‘the play that evolves when children choose what to play and make up their own rules for how to play’ which means it is freely chosen and child-led which is intrinsically motivated, natural and has no specific goal and stimulates imagination. 

Self-directed play is beneficial for young children as it builds confidence, encourages independence, sense of freedom, stimulates imagination, allows children to learn at their own pace, teaches problem solving, boosts self-esteem and cultivates motivation (Ledendecker 2020).  The environment plays an important role in supporting children’s play and Early Years Matters (2020) claims ‘enabling environments encourage babies and young children to play because they feel relaxed, comfortable and ‘at home’ in them’.

Role of the Adult
For early years practitioners Farman, C (date unknown: 24) cites ‘when interacting with play, do so from a child’s perspective, inhibited, imaginatively and enthusiastically’ and practitioners can support self-directed play by standing back as this allows children to thrive independently as play does not always need an adult to make it meaningful as whilst children are embarking on self-directed play, it’s important for adults to remember that the children are the ones in charge. However, adults can scaffold children’s learning and development through play by praising and supporting the play which can build positive relationships

There is a fine line between interacting and engaging in play with a child and leading the play. During self-directed play, an adult may wish to join in a child’s play, but it is important to be invited to play and when you are invited to join the child’s play, take the passive role and follow the children’s lead as it is their play, this is how they learn. If we unintentionally think we are aiding and teaching a child and not allowing them to learn themselves then we are essentially hindering them (Renae 2019).

Classical Theories
Lev Vygotsky (1896-1935)
Lev Vygotsky believed play helps children to accommodate and understand what they have learnt. Vygotsky felt the role of the adult was important as ‘he believed adults could stretch children so that they further developed ideas and thinking through their play’ (Tassoni, P and Hucker, K 2005b:31). As a result of this, his beliefs compromise the ‘scaffolding theory’ which is ‘a teaching method that helps students learn more by working with a teacher or a more advanced student to achieve their learning goals’ (Firestone, M. date unknown) as it meant adults either model or demonstrate how to solve a problem, and then step back, offering support if needed. 


Section 2

Risk Play 
Providing children, the opportunities to take part in risk and challenge play in a safe environment, encourages development of important life skills, learning and understanding of making choices, measuring risks, negotiation and problem solving. The Welsh Government fully acknowledges the importance of right to play and acceptance of risks as their Play Policy (2002) articulates they recognise the significance and the value of play in children’s development and that children have an innate desire to seek out opportunities to take increasing risk.

Early Learning Services (2016) cites ‘everyday life is full of risks and challenges and children need opportunities to develop the skills associated with managing risk and making informed judgements about risks from a very young age’ and risky play can be a thrilling and exciting activity involving a risk of physical injury that also provides opportunities for challenges such as testing limits, exploring boundaries and learning about injury risk.

According to Play Wales (2020) the developmental benefits of risk taking include: extending skills, developing physical and emotional capacities, challenging themselves in new ways and gaining direct experience of the consequences from their action’s actions. Conquering a fear is important to children and a sign of growth and as a result of this, risks allow children to feel in control of their actions, learning and play. Risky play allows young children to challenge themselves in many ways physically, emotionally and mentally. Physically, risk and challenge play can motivate them to climb a little hight, run a little fast and jump a little further. Emotionally, risk and challenge play can inspire them to overcome certain fears and push boundaries. Mentally, risk and challenge can help them understand their boundaries and the environment around them.

Environment 
Children should be allowed to grow, develop and take appropriate risks through challenging play and learn how to tackle boundaries in a safe environment where they are also supported directly or indirectly by practitioners. An appropiately safe and secure environment both indoors and outdoors should include opportunities for children to challenge themselves and Meggitt, C et al. (2011:43) states ‘when children and young people are placed in an environment that is too safe, they may lack the stimulation that comes from being challenged, and they may not develop the ability to evaluate risks and make judgements’ therefore, outdoor and indoor equipment and resources must be safe and suitable for their purposes. 



Outdoor Play
Welsh Assembly Government (2009) advises practitioners exposing children to risk is central in outdoor learning and such exposures can help children steer clear of seeking the adventure of risks in more treacherous, unsupervised situations. However, it is important for adults to take into consideration outdoor learning areas and activities must be regularly assessed and supervised and all health and safety and hygiene procedures are being followed. Outdoor play is an important aspect in development as Louis, A (2018) expresses practical learning within the natural environment (outdoors), stimulate children’s senses through what they hear, touch, see and feel.

Role of the Adult
Robb, S (2019) has indicated ‘it is our duty as early years providers to ensure that the risks we expose children to, are as safe as they possibly can be so children can take calculated risks’ and O’Conner, A (2014:3) asserts ‘a truly enabling environment provides the stimulation and the positive relationships that support children to feel safe enough to explore’. Safe supervision of children is fundamental to ensure children’s safety, therefore all adults must supervise at arm’s length to allow children opportunities to tackle more challenging activities as adults need to take into consideration that supervising means more than just preventing them from carrying out certain activities in case, they have an accident. However, according to Meggitt, C et al. (2011:277) ‘there are certain circumstances when close supervision is essential but there should also be times when adults can supervise unobtrusively to give children the chance to try something new’ in this case, the ‘scaffolding’ technique will be encompassed. 

Balance Risk
Risk assessments should be carried out by practitioners to ensure the safety of children and staff are carried out. A risk assessment is ‘a term used to describe the overall process or method where you: Identify hazards and risk factors that have the potential to cause harm (hazard identification)’ (CCOHS 2017). Practitioners need to take into consideration how to respond to accidents if one occurs. First, they must keep calm by reassuring the child as this prevents further accidents and allows you to assess the situation. Then look out for any further dangers and find the cause of the accident and if more children need to be evacuated to prevent further injury. Next assess the injury of the child and then decide on the type of help required such as first aid, or emergency services. Lastly, summon help required which can be done by calling out to other staff. Ideally, you should summon help from a first aider or emergency services as they may be able to take immediate action (Playgroup, N 2019).




Section 3

Observation 
According to Spreeuwenberg, R (2016) ‘early childhood education is not about teaching, it’s about exploration and learning, and observations play an important role in meeting the developmental needs of your younger learners’. All planning begins with observations in order to understand and consider children’s interests, development and learning. It’s important to observe children before making final assessments to ensure learning is firmly embedded. 

Aims of an Observation
Observing children is fundamental to understand their interests and learning needs. Practitioners need to allow time for observing a child at play time. According to Pacey (2016) The aim of an observation is to build up a picture of the child and use the information gathered to help their learning and development. Observations enables practitioners to assess children’s learning and plan appropriate curriculums, meeting all children’s needs, evaluate and improve areas of learning opportunities and ensure learning in areas takes place for all children throughout the setting. 

Benefits and Limitations of Observations
Observations are tools and techniques used to help practitioners understand a child, they benefit practitioners as Forbes, S et al. (2009:92) suggest they help adults understand children’s strengths, weaknesses and interests, gives a visual aspect to see what progress they make, can help adults plan appropiately for future observations or activities and focus on particular developmental areas that may need extra support and the information from observations can be shared with parents and help other professionals involved with the child. 

Foundation Phase 
Observation plays avital role in the Foundation Phase and according to Welsh Government (2017:10) ‘the main purpose of observing children is to determine where they are on the learning continuum in order to progress them, and to identify any difficulties or exceptional ability’. Observations enables practitioners to assess the child’s progress and whether they require further opportunities to build on their skills and learning. Observations builds a picture of the whole child and where appropriate ‘children should be encouraged to understand and appreciate the development of their skills and given the opportunity to share their thoughts and feelings’ (Welsh Government 2017:10). The statutory areas of learning in the Foundation Phase consist of seven areas which the Welsh Government (2015) has listed these to be: 1. Personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity. 2. Language, literacy and communication skills. 3. Mathematical development. 4. Welsh language development. 5. Knowledge and understanding of the world. 6. Physical development. Lastly, 7. Creative development. Each area includes nine related outcomes. 
Summative Assessments
The following table lists the expected ages of development aligned with their related outcomes (Welsh Government. 2017:12)

	Expected Age of Development
	Related Outcome

	6-12 months
	Foundation Phase Outcome Bronze

	12-18 months
	Foundation Phase Outcome Silver 

	18-24 months
	Foundation Phase Outcome Gold

	24-36 months
	Foundation Phase Outcome 1

	36-48 months
	Foundation Phase Outcome 2

	48-60 months
	Foundation Phase Outcome 3

	60-72 months
	Foundation Phase Outcome 4

	72-84 months
	Foundation Phase Outcome 5

	84-96 months
	Foundation Phase Outcome 6



These outcomes have been developed for summative assessments of a child’s learning at baseline and at the end of the Foundation Phase. The main purpose of the assessment profile is to assess children within six weeks of their entry to the Foundation Phase in order to provide a 'baseline' assessment. The Welsh Assembly Government (2011) adds completion of the Foundation Phase practitioners will assess children in contradiction of the end of phase outcomes by observing them during their daily classroom routine and evaluating their attainment. 

The Role of the Adult 
‘A child’s view of play not only focuses on the observable act but also gives insight into the internal, affective quality of play, which is important for learning, namely playfulness’ (McInnes et al. (2013:270). It is thought to be important for development and learning by promoting enthusiasm, motivation, willingness to engage in an activity and flexibility of thought. 

McInnes, K et al. (2013:271) study, indicates the role of the adult in the early years sector is considered a key element in enabling children’s development and ‘effective pedagogy in the early years appears to be one where the adult takes a variety of roles, from directing activities to ones where the child takes the lead’. He discovered that finding from REPEY (Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years) identify effective early years provisions use a combination of child-led and adult-led activities and that children require adult interactions to build on children’s own activities. Although, in relation to play this is can become difficult for practitioners as there is regularly a mismatch between what practitioners have confidence in and say about play and their practice. 

An important aspect of adults’ pedagogical interactions with children is the language they use. Raising Children (2020) specified how language ‘supports your child's ability to communicate, and express and understand feelings’ McInnes, K et al. (2013:271) claims ‘it has been shown that language which effectively facilitates development is based on shared problem solving and the use of open questioning techniques’ as it also aids their thinking, and problem-solving skills, and develops and maintains relationships. 

Section 4

Why Observe Children at Play?
By observing children play and learn, Alizo Training (2020) states ‘practitioners can ensure that a child’s development is at the expected stage, whether the environment and resources are stimulating their development’. This can help practitioners recognise the future support needed, in order for the child to gain new skills, knowledge and interests. It is important to recognise observations witnessed by other members of staff as these perspectives can offer alternative views on the child to obtain a complete representation of the child’s development and how they play and behave differently to others.

Kelly (2016) claims observation of children’s play allows the observer to gain a collection of important information and observing children’s play becomes paramount of the practitioner’s responsibility when working in an early year’s sector. Kelly (2016) also implies practitioners observing play means sitting back and watching what is happening and depending on which type of observation practitioners use will determine the purpose of the observation. 

Key Themes to Consider
Brown, L (2020) believes observations lead to better understandings of children and when observing play, adults should observe important aspects which include seeing what the child has chosen to play with as this can help adults identify signs of receptiveness linking to schemas. Adults should also observe the child’s use of language through play, identifying if they are easy to understand and if there are any signs of early intervention requires by specialists such as a speech and language therapist. Lastly, the observing adult should observe how they interact physically, for example, how they move including running, jumping, climbing, sipping and balance as al these can help for any indication of delayed development. 

Pacey (2016) also suggests when starting to observe children, it is important to think about where the information will be stored to maintain confidentiality, have the s the adult been granted permission from the child’s parents/carers to carry out an observation, and lastly, Pacey (2016) also believes the observer must take into account the child’s background experiences, including their culture, language and understanding. 

Type of Observer
You will also need to consider what kind of observer adults want to be, for example, whether they will be a participant or non-participant observer. A participant observer joins in with the planned observation and can ask questions and carry out certain tasks that are key to the aim of the observation. However, being a participant observer also has its drawbacks, as the child may behave differently when an adult is present and may feel under pressure.  The alternate is to be a non-participant observer. Meaning that adult will sit back from the situation and be unobstructed throughout. The advantages of this are the child is more likely to be themselves and is easier to record what is happening. The disadvantage of this method is the likelihood of the child not performing the way you wanted to see (Forbes, S 2009:94).
Type of Observation 
Meggitt, C et al (2011:94) and Tassoni, P (date unknown) list numerous observation methods practitioners can use. Meggitt, C et al (2011:94) firstly suggests a narrative observation which consists of a descriptive record, video recordings and diary descriptions. An advantage of a narrative observation is they can be used frequently and enables the observing practitioner to focus clearly on one child. However, it can be difficult for the observer to write everything down and if a child is aware, they are being recorded, they may change their usual behaviour and play. 

Tassoni, P (date unknown) suggests a simple method which includes post-it notes. These post it notes can be quick and easy for practitioners as they can write down notes as and when they see children engaged in play. Post -it notes can be beneficial for practitioners as they can be written quickly whilst still engaging with the same child or other children. However, post-it notes can only work if the practitioner takes the time to collect them. 

Time sampling is another method, and Meggitt, C (2011:94) implies they consist of putting together a series of short observations at regular intervals over a fairly long period of time. A positive aspect of a time sample is they can be used to observe different areas of development at the same time. However, observing outside the time sample can be difficult to interrupt what you are regularly doing.

Lastly, Tassoni, P (date unknown) recognises a method most settings heavily rely on are learning stories/journals. This method is a way of both observing children and also providing a structure for planning for individual children. This method works well for children of all ages and parents or carers. The idea of a learning story/journal is that practitioners carry out a short-written observation, take photographic evidence (if possible) and draw a conclusion about what the observing practitioner has seen and what the child’s next steps will be. However, if practitioners decide to carry out this method of observation, its important to ensure that any activities suggested are implemented. 
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