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Two Types of Play
Cooperative Play 		
Cooperative Play has been identified as the final and the most complicated stage of the Six Stages of Play Theory (Parten,1932), it is defined as the opposite of solitary play and can sometimes be a difficult skill to achieve (Drew, 2022). Cooperative play is an activity where a child shows interest in both the activity and the other children involved (Marshall-Seslar, 2022), and where the child’s response to the activity depends on the functional relationship and the response of others (Jahr & Eldevik, 2007). Cooperative play requires all individuals to take turns in sharing their ideas by discussing scenarios to attain their relevant objectives, this functional relationship provides all participants the opportunities to discuss, agree and organise rules or assign roles within the game, as all the children involved have a common goal (Brennan, 2021; Pelly, 2020). Parten, discusses the relevance of cooperative play and its ability to promote motivation, social, cognitive, physical, communication and language development (Parten,1932). These fundamental developments are achieved by providing opportunities for children to use both their ability to negotiate and compromise within real-life situations, whilst exercising their teamwork and promoting their leadership skills (Drew, 2022). This form of social play, enables the child to practice and model their language skills, provides opportunities for the child to develop their cognitive skills by experiencing new challenges and through group work where they can apply their problem-solving skills (Jahr & Eldevik, 2007). Social play can provide the opportunities needed to fulfil Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory (Allman, 2018), and by developing a child’s ability to engage and direct their own learning process, enables the child to stay motivated and focused for longer on a task (Pelly, 2020). Theorist such as Vygotsky and Bruner, both believe that cooperation play and learning is essential, as play is a social act, that requires a collaborative learning environment to enable and fulfil a child’s holistic development (Underly, 2021).



Symbolic Play 
Symbolic play is defined by ‘pretend play’, where a child improvises using different objects or toys to represent or symbolise something different (McIlroy, 2022). It is the natural progression in which a child’s imagination and creative development flourishes. When the child develops the ability to play cooperatively with other children, their symbolic play evolves with the introduction of assigned roles, working together towards planning their play and also having the ability to sequence their acts of play into a ‘mini drama’ (Pelly, 2020). The act of symbolic play enables the child to create narratives with others through the use of inanimate objects, the space around them and also their own bodies (Welsh Government, 2021). Enabling opportunities for a child to grow, symbolic play, provides freely engaged activities for the child to develop their creative, cognitive, emotional, language, physical, problem solving and social skills (Lewis, 2020). Bruner (1956) introduced the concept of the ‘3-tiered system of internal representation’ theory, this concept discusses the different types of a child’s thoughts that occur when a child combines different internal representations (Lester, 2023). Expanding further on Bruner’s theory, Piaget, believed that symbolic play in a child’s cognitive development is crucial, discussing that during the ‘Pre-Operational Period’, a child develops the ability to mentally or symbolically represent objects by means of alternative items or by using their ability to use their imagination (Lally & Valentine-French, 2016). Symbolic play enables a child to continuously develop their language and problem-solving skills, by using their developing speech and language skills (Orr & Geva, 2015), they are able to discuss with other children how to find solutions for problems which can arise, where it involves deciding what a specific object can represent within their game or to overcome small problems. This use of their imagination enables them to think in new creative ways, whether homing on their fine or gross motor skills through their movements or by utilising objects to represent their specific object (Pelly, 2020). Vygotsky discusses that social and emotional skills are reinforced by the children’s engagement and acting out of real-life scenarios, having interactions in which they are able to act out their personal experiences of the world and having opportunities to express their emotional needs and feelings in a healthy and necessary discovery prosses of the world (McIlroy, 2022).

Supporting holistic play 
Cooperative and symbolic play, both have the means to ensure a child’s holistic development by providing learning opportunities in an engaging learning environment, where the child is free to explore and discover in a non-restricted way (McIlroy, 2023). Enabling children to build upon an array of developmental skills through a creative, hands-on, interactive, and play-based activity which allows the child freedom of movement (Welsh Government, 2022). Self-selection of activities can be promoted by providing a learning environment which is safe and where the child has freedom to move, where activity resources are placed at the hight of the child, enabling the child independence to choose activities of personal interest (Ledendecker, 2021) Providing children with access to a rich play environment, where they have freedom and choice to play in their own way, with their own ideas, rules, and whether they wish to play independently or with others (Greenaway, 2023).  














Play and its importance
What is play?
Froebel discussed play, as an adaptive and unique activity carried out by a child, which enables the child to create and form their own ideas, overcome problems, and explore, in their own expressive way (Tovey, 2017). To constitute as play, an activity must consist of elements of fun, pleasure, surprise, and anticipation from the child, furthermore, the child must understand the situation, their strengths and show self-composure (Eberle, 2014). Isaacs (1971) discussed further, the concept that play is a self-directed and freely chosen activity, which is intrinsically motivated with neither a “external goal nor reward” (Leaton-Gray, 2022). This definition reinforces Froebel’s theory, by discussing that, child-led play has the ability to empower the child to take ownership of their own activities. Providing the child with opportunities to enable personal choices to be made and the freedom to follow their own way of thought (Leaton-Gray, 2022). Howard and McInnes, discusses the difficulty in correctly defining the word ‘play’, however, discussing further by saying that, when play becomes a directed activity by an adult, the outcomes can widely differ, as the child is no longer able to freely express themselves, but have a target outcome to achieve (Howard & McInnes, 2013). These definitions are reinforced by Article 31 of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (2013), which defines play as ‘Children’s play is any behaviour, activity or process initiated, controlled and structured by children themselves, it takes place whenever and wherever opportunities arise’ (UNCRC, 2013). As one of the first countries in the world to recognise play for its holistic learning benefits, play is central to the Welsh Early Years curriculum (Welsh Gov, 2023). This play-centred approach, provides an environment where children have the freedom of choice in their own play, have opportunities to play with others or on their own and where they can make their own decisions and have their own opinions. These opportunities enable the Children’s Rights defined under UNCRC Articles 31, 15 and 12, to be reinforced (Greenaway, 2023).  Montessori (1907), Reggio Emilia (1945), High Scope (1970), and Te Whāriki (1996) approaches all have encouraging and nurturing children’s independence and free choice of play at their core (Chicken & Whitehouse, 2022). Children are actively encouraged to freely explore their environment to discover their own personal interests at their own pace, within a hands-on learning environment that is suited to their individual needs. These creative nurturing environments, enable the child to freely self-construct, imitate real life scenarios and create connections to explore and understand the world around them (Chicken & Whitehouse, 2022). 
Roles of the adult		
[bookmark: _Hlk128744061]A child’s play environment is controlled by the adult, so it is important that adults structure the environment, to be enjoyable for the child, a welcoming and safe environment where the child feels a sense of belonging and where their emotional development can grow, and by facilitating opportunities to challenge and enhance a child’s normal play (Greenaway, 2023). Within an enabling environment, all children should be provided opportunities for independence and freedom to explore, experience and extend their knowledge and understanding, based on their personal abilities, interests, and strengths (Rymanowicz, 2021). Children should have access to resources that are safe and adaptable for all learning environments, play scenarios of the child’s choices and imagination, opportunities to role play and change their identities. Where a child is provided opportunities to stimulate their senses, to manipulate and adapt the environment around them and where they have freedom to explore and move through the surrounding natural world (Play Wales, 2023). Montessori (19070, High Scope (1970) and Reggio Emilia (1945) believe that the role of the adult is that of a guide, by encouraging a child’s sense of independence, providing support in decision-making and to look at each child for their interaction lead (Chicken & Whitehouse, 2022). Although these approaches rely on the adult providing the role of a guide, Montessori’s mixed age approach, allows older children to become additional instructors by aiding and supporting during the play process (Jennings, 2022). Nutbrown (2011) discusses children’s ability to develop their own planned and purposeful play, suggesting that the adult’s role in educational planning, should be based on the child’s direction of play. Frobel discusses the fact that adults heavily influence children and that it is important that adults are aware of how vital play is in encompassing the state of a child’s emotional, social, mental, and physical development (Tovey, 2017). Although a play rich environment is required for a quality play experience, an adult’s engagement as an acting partner and providing a positive role model in which a child could copy (Cheung, 2019). This role of providing a positive role model, reinforces Bandura’s key principles of Social Learning Theory (1986), this theory suggests that children learn behaviours through observational learning. Influenced by behaviours witnessed by others, a child will then model the observed behaviour (Sanderse, 2013). 























Observations and their importance
Observations and their roles 
Influenced by Melanie Klein’s (1926) beliefs that young children could be analysed, Susan Isaacs (1933) introduced the concept of ‘psychoanalytical observations’ into the English educational setting (Riviere., et al, 2019) These observations enabled a pedagogy that connected with the child’s emotional development by encouraging the child to freely express and discover their surrounding world through play (Palaiologou, 2019). Described as the ‘foundation of education in the early years’ by Hurst (1991), observations provide us with the key opportunities to assess a child’s development within the setting, by providing focus on the natural behaviours and actions of the child. Observations provide opportunities for adults to listen, watch and interact with children carrying out their everyday activities, to enhance their understanding of the child by discovering in-depth information regarding the child’s individual abilities and interests (Palaiologou, 2019). 
Leuven Scale 
[bookmark: _Hlk128567402]Created in the 1980’s by Ferre Laevers, the Leuven Scale is used within the early years setting to provide a 5-point scale to measure the two components which are critical for a child’s development, learning and progression (Clark, 2022) When a child’s emotional well-being and involvement are being observed through the child’s engagement in their play or on a task, it can provide indicators in which the child’s level of well-being and involvement can be measured (Palaiologou, 2019). Leavers believed, that when children demonstrated behaviours such as confidence, spontaneity, and who were comfortable to explore and show a curiosity within their environment, that a high-level of well-being and involvement was apparent. Furthermore, Leavers was of the opinion, that a child who demonstrated a high-level of well-being, is able to achieve a ‘deep-level meaningful learning’ experience (Palaiologou, 2019). However, children who exhibited a reduced level of involvement in play or a task, and show a dependency on adults, anxious and frightened behaviour, demonstrated a low-level of well-being, and that the child found difficulty in achieving a ‘deep-level meaningful learning’ experience as they were unable to demonstrate or expand on their potential (Palaiologou, 2019). Piaget believed that children use play in order to construct their understanding and the meaning of the world, however, this concept was disagreed with by Vygotsky who believed in the socio-cultural theory. Vygotsky discussed that through play interactions, children can consciously acquire self-regulation and rules of behaviour (Beckley, 2012). These social interactions can be pivotal to the child’s play and can be observed and recorded using the Leuven scale (MacRae & Jones, 2020).
Operating on an observation scale of 1 to 5, the Leuven’s scale provides Early Years practitioners a means of quantifying the degree of involvement, and the emotional wellbeing demonstrated by the child in a self-chosen activity. Having the flexibility to observing both a child’s emotional and involvement levels hand-in-hand or individually, it enables the practitioner to individualise their observations (Clark, 2022). 
Emotional Observations
Working on the 5-point principle, the first point being an extremely low state of wellbeing, this is where a child exhibits behaviours such as anger, crying, tantrums, tiredness and in a state of emotional discomfort. Comparatively, within point five, where a child shows full engagement, in an eased and comfortable manner within their surroundings (Clark, 2022). 
Involvement Observations
On the same principle as emotional observations, within the first point of involvement observations, the child demonstrates absent mindedness, boredom, or a lack of energy or interest when carrying out or engaging with tasks, they may also choose to walk away from the situation. Whereas children demonstrating very high engagement within the task are actively, continuously, and intensely engaged at all times, that if disturbed from the task, they will return and continue their engagement (Clark, 2022). 
Mitigating Factors
Like every pedagogy tool or scientific approach, the Leuven scale has its own advantages and disadvantages. This type of observational tool provides a uniformed, practical, and applicable way to evaluate learning and engagement, as it applies focus on the child’s mental, social and emotional well-being, providing a child-centre learning approach (Palaiologou, 2019). However, the Leuven scale has been criticised when used to observe children with cultural differences or SEND, as it is somewhat limited in its accuracy, due to its ‘prescriptive and reductive nature’ regarding children’s behaviour descriptions (Clark, 2022). Although the Leuven Scale is and an effective quick observation technique, it is unable to provide all the information needed about the child’s development, enabling the practitioner the opportunity to assess the relevant developmental targets to achieve Vygotsky’s ‘Zone of Proximal Development’, due to the time restraint of the observation (MacBlain, 2022). Furthermore, play is spontaneous and usually stems from an aim-less act, which then has the possibility to evolve into higher level of involvement by a ‘chance encounter’ goal. Working on the premiss that when carrying out observations, a child must demonstrate complete interaction with a goal of intent, to have a higher level of involvement, but this observational snapshot of two minutes, may be prior to the ‘chance encounter’ and the child’s full immersion into the role of play (MacRae & Jones, 2020).

The Role of Play for Observational Purposes

Langston (2017) states that when practitioners observe a child’s freely chosen play, the observer is given an opportunity to collect important information about the individuals observed. By observing in a non-intrusive manner, practitioners can evaluate the effectiveness of the provision, of the room’s routine and the response of the children to the activities present. Witnessing interactions such as children’s friendships, behaviours and the interactions between adults and the children that are influential in the child’ social and language development, can also be observed (Langston, 2017). Using the information gathered from these observations, it enables practitioners to adapt and develop the child’s play environment, as stated within Piaget’s Play Theory (MacBlain, 2022). Piaget believed that a child’s intellectual development and play, were intertwined and that when a child develops and grows, so should their environment, Piaget proceeded to say that an adult can gain an insight into a child’s way of thought by observing a child’s freely chosen play (Brooker et al, 2014). Piaget’s theory of adult’s gaining important information through the interaction and observing a child’s play cycle was reinforce with Vygotsky’s research (Karpov, 2014). 
Sturrock and Else’s (1998;2007) Colorado Paper, discusses the importance of adult interaction and involvement within the child’s play cycle (King & Newstead, 2020;2023).
The theoretical tool of a model of play, the Play cycle identifies 6 stages to the child’s play, and can provide valuable help to early years practitioners, play-workers and parents. The play-cycle, is when the child’s ‘subjective internal world’, receives ‘external perceptual’ cues, which stimulate ideas or thoughts of play (King & Newstead, 2020).
The Play Cycle
The Pre-Cue, is the initial spark of thought within the child’s head, this could be a thought or an idea that can provoke a child’s desire to play. This Pre-Cue is then transmitted by the child to others as a creative idea and an invitation to play, this is known as the Play-Cue (Sands, 2013). Play-Cues can either be as subtle as making and maintaining eye contact or an interaction between individuals. For the play cycle to continue, these Play-Cues must be accepted by other individuals in order for the Play Return to happen. This cycle or flow of Play-Cues and Play Returns can evolve as the children’s involvement and the level in which the children are engrossed within the play (Sands, 2013). Within this play cycle, participants can create a Play Frame, this boundary can either be physical, imaginary or a set of rules in which all participants have decided upon. When the time arises that either the instigator of the initial play or another participant leaves, this is known as Annihilation, and the Play Cycle comes to an end (Sands, 2013). However, the Play Cycle can also be ended by the unexpected interaction or involvement of an adult, this is then known as Play Adulteration (King & Newstead, 2020). Although, adult involvement may cause Play Adulteration, there are however, four possible ways in which an adult can interact with the child within the Play Cycle. Firstly, within the role of ‘play maintenance’ which is an observation role where the adult watches the children play, secondly, by providing ‘simple involvement’ where an adult provides resources for the child’s play, both of which are a passive role. Adults can engage within the child’s play-cycle further by ‘medial intervention’, where an adult interacts with the child as a partner in the child’s play. Evolving further from ‘medial intervention’, ‘complex intervention’ enables both the adult and child to identify and act with accordance with each other’s play-cues and play-returns (King & Newstead, 2020). Although, observations of freely chosen play, that provide an insight to the child’s behaviour, social interactions, personal interests, and involvement, it can however provide observers some difficulties. Despite the fact that children have the freedom of choice towards their play, observers have little or no control over the situation, as a result the accuracy of the observations can vary (Harcombe, 2012). On the grounds of time constraints, observers can sometimes miss documenting relevant, or multiple behaviours being demonstrated (Brodie, 2014).  Within this situation of freedom, a child can demonstrate non-typical behaviours depending on the current environment, the activity that they are engaged in, and other participants. Detrimental to the accuracy of the practitioners’ observations, may occur when the child becomes aware that they are being ‘watched’, this may result in the child removing themselves from the situation or demonstrating non-typical behaviours (Richardson, 2022).
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