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 Children's Play: Theory and Practice 

Section 1 – Evidence of a clear understanding of the importance of a variety of play types including self-directed play. The significance of holistic play should also be considered. 
What is Play? 

Play is a significant activity which aids a child to develop an understanding of the world through experiments, experiences, and connections. Elkind (2008) supports this by suggesting play must happen for children to discover who they are. Simply by playing children are learning to understand the world, developing critical and creative thinking skills that contribute to their independence and self-assurance.  The Welsh Government further state that play is a powerful way of enabling a child’s holistic development (Welsh Government, 2014), believing that children have an instinctive biological desire to play and explore. Therefore, should be freely chosen in view of the fact that when a child determines and manages play following their own senses, creative mind and interests it enhances a child's holistic and cognitive development, which is fundamental for both children and society. This view is mirrored throughout their curriculum of the foundation phase and play policies (Welsh Government, 2015), (Play Wales, 2002), emphasizing a child’s natural curiosity to explore and learn through first-hand experiences, stipulating that experiences provided should be diverse enough to accommodate a range of abilities encouraged by exciting, engaging safe indoor and outdoor environments.
Jean Piaget’s theory of learning was of a similar tone, he was in favour of stepping away from traditional styles of teaching supposing the education a child receives in the classroom is insufficient to ensure they fully understand a subject, concluding that the goal of active learning is to help children build their own knowledge, which they can better do by constructing experiences through learning activities (Parjono, 2016).
Ashokan (2015) recommends the practitioner should further foster a holistic approach to ensure the child develops in a multitude of areas. Holistic development places a strong emphasis on a child's overall development therefore, all aspects should be acknowledged and valued to progress their overall health and well-being.

As children grow and develop, they will play in a variety of ways, the numerous play styles that children engage in are crucial to their development.  The work of Parten (1930s, cited Masters, 2022) suggests children progress through six stages of play. When a child reaches certain developmental phases, they will begin to exhibit each stage. As they mature it is likely that play types may combine depending on their interests, personality, and mood. 

The six stages of play development

Unoccupied Play (Birth-3 months) – babies will be exploring items and the world around them.

Solitary Play (Birth – 2 Years) – the child plays alone.

Onlooker Play (2 Years) – the child is an active observer of other children playing.

Parallel Play (2+ Years) – the child plays independently alongside other children.

Associate Play (3-4 Years) – the child plays together with other children, such as the same activity or use the same toys. This stage sees them taking more interest in others.

Cooperative Play (4+ Years) – the child is undertaking play with others in a group with a clear goal of an activity.


Types of Play


Treasure Baskets
Treasure Baskets are generally wicker baskets containing a wide variety of natural, everyday objects often selected for their qualities and appearances to pique a child’s curiosity. They offer an opportunity for children to direct their own open-ended play in an independent form of play categorised under the on-looker and solitary stage.  Loyd (2022) suggests that through the multisensory opportunities on offer in the basket they encourage and stimulate exploration and discovery boosting a child’s confidence additionally, leading to an overall increase in their holistic development. Isaacs (no date) whose views are derived from the Maria Montessori’s teaching approach, concurs stating children learn best when they are exposed to multiple senses such as a treasure basket giving them an eager desire to explore and learn. In addition to improving their capacity for critical thought and problem-solving, encouraging the development of hand-eye coordination and manipulative skills also improves their capacity for creativity, speech and language. Furthermore, assisting in the development of balance and muscular tone when reaching for and lifting objects.
Gascoyne (2008) implies for a Treasure basket to be successful a practitioner must provide a thoughtful selection of stimulating items along with the provision of space in which the children can freely explore them. This will allow the adult a chance to observe play whilst sitting in close proximity, paying attention and being receptive to how the child is playing, particularly responding to the objects is the key to finding out their likes and dislikes. Adding extra items when a child demonstrates particular interest is recognising the challenge, the child is still in charge, however, is learning to advance.

Role-play
Role-play is an enjoyable experience for children defined under the Cooperative Play stage of play which aids a child to develop their social skills through a wide range of experimental learning.  Scholar Base (2015) advises children learn empathy through role-playing, which also promotes listening to others and teaches them to respect their own opinions. A Child’s imagination is also piqued by role-playing, improving their capacity for problem-solving, collaboration which gives them a sense of confidence and self-worth. In addition, Beeley (no date), indicates role-play places emphasis on values and ethics by teaching children about different cultures, and the basics of right and wrong, making it a powerful tool in promoting that everyone has a unique personality, background, and history. Therefore, helping them perceive no two people see or experience the world the same way.  Nash (2022) proposes a practitioner can facilitate this through relevant themes based on children’s interests and experiences, concluding the role play area should be an inviting, engaging environment, applicable enough for children to be able to play with minimum adult support. Incorporating relevant links to topics, themes, newly learned vocabulary, or general everyday experiences that they feel comfortable to draw upon, will present the practitioner with a fantastic opportunity to observe the children closely watching how they interact, communicate, and act the different roles. Fostering children’s self-assurance whilst encouraging them to use their imagination and critical thinking skills along with a wide host of further skills is beneficial to all aspects of their development, making it a valued holistic approach. Subsequently assisting them to explore the world in ways that will help them grow up to be successful, contributing members of society. Welsh Government (2017) further support this deeming role-play as a form of play that supports the seven Areas of Learning in the foundation phase curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015), instilling by utilizing children’s abilities through first-hand experiences, practitioners can promote the growth of their oral, literacy and mathematics skills. Demonstrating their progress in understanding instruction understand whilst using the appropriate language to respond to various situations. An example for this is the role of a shop keeper who would acquire a child to use mathematics with pretend money or the role of travel agent or restaurant would promote oral and literacy skills with a chance to demonstrate instruction.




  








2. Evidence of a clear understanding of why it is important for children to choose their own play and the importance of the role of the adult in children’s play. 

Self-directed Play

Self-directed play allows children to take control and choose what they want to do at their own pace. By offering activities with endless interpretations will enable a child to decipher their own meaning, effectively by doing they are learning, progressing, and gaining mastery skills which not only give them a sense of where they belong in the world but additionally help to build their independence and confidence in their ability to become a successful individual later in life. Bottril (2018, p. 26) further states that by offering children opportunity and chances to do activities that have vast conceivable outcomes, without limitation will help to build on their creativity and critical thinking skills through engrossed engagement. The Maria Montessori theory of education can concur to this as Montessori was an advocate for self-directed play and through observations noted children excelled when given the freedom to explore. By providing children with authentic experiences so they can understand the concept of how things work in real life rather than using imagery or textbooks will be more memorable and pique their innate motivation to learn.  Howard & McInnes (2012) presented a study into children’s perceptions of play with findings that when children view an activity as play rather than as not play, they exhibit increased emotional well-being therefore enhancing the benefit of a play-based teaching approach, which only strengthens Montessori’s own observations. Both Vygotsky and Montessori’s observations of Playful Pedagogy have impacted current day policies and practices with many choosing to integrate play experiences with the curriculum. The Welsh Government in particular whom impose a play-based approach to learning for children in their framework overview of the importance of structured play which mirrors the need for practitioners to understand the significance of play in a child’s development, moreover, stressing they must inspire and motivate positive attitudes (Welsh Government, 2008).  



Murray, (2018) discusses the role of the adult in a setting as being crucial suggesting competent practitioners are well positioned to interpret the power of play and convey its significance because they feel secure in their understanding of their children and the setting in which they are playing freely. They are aware of the reasons why children need play and the host of social, holistic benefits it can have on children’s broader lives as well as the value of play as an entirely ludic endeavor. This is modelled on Vygotsky’s theory of play which suggests adults need to understand children need to play for it to be purposeful. Enabling adults need to set the scene for children to move on to the next stages of their learning when they are developmentally ready. Giving a child the right amount of challenge will help enhance their skills additionally help the adult see where they are and where they could progress (Mcleod, 2024). A practitioner needs to be piqued to stand back and observe the whole child according to The Welsh Government (2015), their framework for curriculum insights a holistic stance in recognizing children are unique and face different challenges. In parallel with the EYFS curriculums unique child, the Montessori method of teaching also recognizes the differing ability levels of children emphasizing that the environment must adapt a vast range of indoor and outdoor activities considering every child’s level, this could include resources that fulfill distinct purposes and foster creativity or problem-solving abilities in a learning space which has been thoughtfully planned to provide the best development opportunities (Ruhl, 2024). 













Section 3 – In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children. Choose from the following observation types.

One of the most important tools in the EYFS is child observation. Through observation, a practitioner can gain a complete understanding of a child’s growth, learning and development (Birth to Five Matters , no date). Observation enables a practitioner to make sense of a child’s interests, likes, and dislikes, see how a child responds to certain activities or generally to observe progress, interactions, language, and patterns of behavior. Essentially Birth to Five Matters (no date), express observation is a window to look into their lives, which practitioners must then consider and act upon in a manner to offer pertinent opportunities, support and instruction, it is should be a continuous cycle of which is referred as observation, assessment and planning cycle (OAP). In essence they are a way of evaluating the effectiveness of setting to better support their learning experiences. Using this information can help cater for an engaging positive experience that children will enjoy. Observations should take place on a regular basis made as part of everyday activities, talking about them with the child, parents and staff is ensuring a holistic approach which puts the child central to all that is planned (Early Years Matters, no date).  Thus, the daily experiences, interactions and provisions that are planned for children are informed by observations, information from parents and additional evidence gathered through photographs and recordings, making them an essential part of the daily routine in a setting.

In order to enable children to advance at a suitable rate and to receive the support and challenges they need Welsh Government (2023), view assessment as an essential role for a practitioner. Their framework to curriculum sets the tone for supporting children’s development and gives clear objectives as to the necessity of assessing a child with their outlined four purposes which, is a projected outcome in hope of what they think children can achieve in the future and what is needed for society, featuring areas of learning that give children a greater understanding of the world they live in. Furthermore, supporting practitioners’ enablement to achieving these goals, giving them the tools to see where the children are, where they need to progress and what needs to be done for them to get there. These are inter-connections that will help a practitioner link what they are seeing with the areas of learning set out. 

The Leuven Scale is a five-point scale used to assess the emotional well-being, and involvement of a child, through play or activity. The assessment of the scale will assist practitioners in determining each child’s progress, documenting it on an observation sheet over a range of time periods in a multitude of contexts will develop an understanding of where they are, and what they need to do to progress. According to Jackson (2023), the scale is an evaluation tool that can assist in identifying areas of social skills and emotional control that need support, early identification of behavioral needs will enable practitioners to plan interventions for children making it a great benefit. Moreover, Arnerich (2021) suggests Leuven Scales are a useful tool for assessing how well children are adjusting to new situations and identifying stress, additionally stating when they are applied to EYFS procedures they indicate that children who are content, emotionally stable, and self-assured learn more effectively and mature faster as a result of receiving the emotional support they need. A child’s development may be endangered if they receive a low score for the emotional well-being scale, however good learning and engagement is indicated with a higher score. The involvement scale assesses the quality of involvement in a child’s learning experience. Notably high levels are characterized by enthrallment, curiosity and intense interest in the activities point to deep learning in which Main (2021), believes will encourage practitioners to create supportive environments tailored to their needs and interests noted from observations. Furthermore, it caters for the unique child putting them at the center of their own learning, making it an advantageous holistic tool. However, holds a disadvantage for a child with additional needs as behaviors on the scale may be less evident, making this observation somewhat restricting to document. Learning Journals (no date) insist that this critique is also applicable when observing children across cultural contexts and shares the same shortcomings as John Bowlby’s theory of attachment: children behave differently in various cultural contexts. However, despite this, its scientific foundation and ease of use make it an invaluable tool. 
 





Section 4 – Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and consider how this affects the child’s engagement and the accuracy of the observation. 

According to Pacey (no date), observations should be carried out when a child initiates their own play as they will show more engagement thus ensuring the breadth and depth of evaluations in making sure they adequately capture their full holistic development.  Karen McInnes, et al., (2013) presented a study to see if self-directed play within EYFS is beneficial to a child, with findings that children who had little interaction from the adult allowing them to play and explore freely through a play-based curriculum lead to inquisitive minds, they became more socially interactive, engaged. Overall demonstrating that a playful practice where a child can initiate their own play and the adult is proximal, as opposed to a formal practice led by the adult had greater benefits for children leading to their actions and demeanour being more conducive to learning therefore aiding observations to take place showing the true character of a child.  

A good practitioner when observing must know get to know the child in play, look for cues of when to gently step in to extend a child’s learning, and when put their skills to the test to let them draw their own conclusions (Welsh Government, 2008). Much like Vygotsky’s theory of learning to scaffold or support a child when they encounter difficulty is necessary for them to succeed, this is recognising the challenge is too high. A practitioner could use a gentle cue to ask them what would happen if you did this? Could you try a different way?  Teach Kloud (2023), believes to achieve this level the practitioner must build positive, trusting relationships with the children, acknowledging each child’s unique personality and their preferred way to explore.  Neaum (2016), stipulates that proficiency in child development and the OAP is imperative for evaluation of observations in order to reach this goal. This understanding should be put to use during the observation, the practitioner should be evaluating and making sense of what they heard and what the saw. In addition an understanding of various observational methods, knowing when and how to apply them most effectively considering the uniqueness of each child subsequently will put a practitioner in good stead to make a plan of action, and to modify their strategies to best support, ensuring that resources and the setting meet the children’s preferred methods of learning to enable them to engage in activities and experiences that will further extend their learning. This plan is part of a continuous cycle and gives a practitioner a solid understanding of what children know, what they do, and what they need to progress.  Neaum (2016) further endorses that by undertaking a thorough, cautious, and focused observation combined with an informed assessment will reveal how a child interprets their environment, creating an inclusive learning environment where a child can feel safe and build resilience lays the foundation to them becoming a well-rounded individual who is not just academically proficient but also emotionally and socially developed, physically fit and consciously ready for society.   
























 





 
 



2

