Children’s Play: Theory and Practice ECEY4003
Children need to be able to have access to all different types of play to help with their learning and development. Play has such a wide range and to help practitioners plan it is usually divided into different types. There are slightly different developmental benefits to each type of play and these need to be considered (Lindon 2016).
Physical play is defined as play involving physical skills, including larger movements like throwing, running and climbing. Fine motor skills are also able to develop by gripping objects. It also involves construction so children will use different materials like building blocks or stacking crates. This is also good for their imagination as they can build whatever they want from whatever resources are available to them. There are many health benefits to physical play alongside developmental benefits as children engaged in physical play are using lots of movement. The health benefits develop muscles, strengthening bones and building children’s stamina which supports heart and lung function. It can also help children to sleep better and builds up their appetite (Berk 2012). The developmental benefits of physical play are: - Cognitive, develops spatial awareness and supports trail by learning. It helps children to explore and learn from the environment. Physical play encourages children to use a range of movements including jumping and throwing. Helps children to master important skills like balance, peddling and steering. Language benefits depend on the type of activity and age of the children. Language can be used to organise a play activity. Social, it may encourage children to play together cooperatively depending on the exact play opportunity. Emotional, it will give children confidence as they increasingly become skilful and provides and outlet for emotions. It gives the children a sense of achievement as they master new skills.  Physical play benefits children’s holistic learning and development, this is because development is interconnected. Encouraged by the adult and providing different opportunities, children will benefit, and it raises awareness of children who are not showing typical development. This is very important because should a child have a developmental delay or underlying medical condition it could affect their physical development, therefore other areas of development will be impacted. A good example of how physical development affects other areas of learning and development is when a baby becomes mobile. They start to explore more, becoming pleased with themselves and wanting to communicate what they have found. As they are mobile, they can learn from their environment and start to explore different textures and surfaces. For children to learn concepts, develop memories and build ideas they need to move, touch and explore. As they learn to do things independently like feed themselves, they will gain confidence and feel less frustrated. They will want to communicate and talk about their findings. Children will be able to engage in other activities with children when they are mobile and are recognised as active learners who learn by moving, holding and touching (Pound 2013). 

Heuristic play will help children to discover the properties of different types of objects. Children should be able to explore materials without any adult direction. The developmental benefits vary ranging from the physical benefits that develops hand-eye coordination and fine motor skills, to cognitive benefits that allow children to explore different materials and provides a practical opportunity to experience size and shape, encouraging problem solving and creativity with children bringing items together and making them connect. The language benefits are vocalisations and self-talk as children explore items and communicate with each other. 
Opportunities to independently explore, make choices and sense of achievement are all emotional benefits, whilst children benefit socially as babies and toddlers explore independently nut want to share with an adult and older children might work together with others. Imaginative play is typically seen from the age of 3 years as it is reliant on language levels. Children benefit physically as it encourages fine motor skills and hand-eye coordination. Cognitive benefits are that children can think in the abstract, gives opportunities for reasoning and problem solving. Language, children will talk to each other, practicing different communication styles and learn new vocabulary (Cooper 2010). Emotional advantages will allow children to re-enact what they have seen adults do, gaining a greater understanding. It is enjoyable, helps them express a range of emotions and gives them feelings of powerfulness. Advantages for social wellbeing means that children will play together, take runs and negotiate. Creative play is all about children expressing themselves through different forms of media like painting, drawing, modelling and musical instruments. Allowing physical gain in helping develop fine motor skills and hand and eye coordination. Cognitive benefits are done by giving children the opportunity to use symbols to represent what they have seen or done through painting and drawing. Contributing to language development as by talking, children can organise their ideas whilst playing and communicate with adults and other children. Children are given the chance to express their feelings and emotions and provides them with a sense of achievement if they are happy with what they are doing. They can cooperate with each other and discuss ideas with others when playing together. This will give children the emotional and social development they need. It can also be linked to sensory play that describes play using materials such as dough, mud or sand. These are good resources that give children a lot of sensory feedback when they play with them. 
For sensory play benefits differ from physical by encouraging fine motor skills and hand and eye coordination, gross motor skills can also be encouraged by movement and cognitive as children will learn about the different textures and properties of materials. Language skills will improve if children are playing together, they can communicate with one another. Emotionally, children can express their emotions, can be relaxing and provide pleasurable sensations. Socialising gives opportunities for turn taking and sharing (Dowling 2010).
Children can play by themselves or with others and choose what to play with, this is called self-directed play and has many advantages within the early years setting. Children are allowed to make their own choices and play with something they would like to play with. They can play alongside or with peers or solitary play. The benefits of self-directed play help toward the children’s learning and development. The children will gain more confidence and be able to have their own opinion as choice is a feature of self-directed play. They will have self-awareness and be able to manage feelings and behaviour whilst building relationships and learning social skills. During self-directed play children tend to show high levels of concentration and often combine materials being creative and imaginative in their play. The children will often stay at a play activity longer and persevere to achieve a goal. Planning self-directed play can cause a dilemma within the early years setting. If planning is structured such as placing a pirate ship in the water area, then is this still self-directed play as the children can only play with the toys available. It is good practice to consider the range of resources available to the children making sure they are accessible and attractive. Children will normally use the resources aimed at one particular play area but can also adapt it to take the play dough into the home corner and pretend it is food. Settings will normally have a wide variety of resources so rotation of these will keep the children engaged. Stage of development and the safety of the children is a factor that must always be considered
Self-directed play aimed at babies and toddlers is hard to achieve as it might have to have more adult-led input for safety reasons or because they are not yet able to independently access the resources. Some blurring between adult-led and self-directed play can happen. It is therefore more beneficial for adult led play with babies and toddlers (Tassoni 2014). 
Piaget (1896-1980) viewed play as a way for children to develop they ideas and concepts. His theory of cognitive development was developed by close observations watching children learn through play. He noted that children of similar ages play in the same way and how older children adapted rules into their play linking it to development of abstract concepts. He concluded that the way children play is reflected on their cognitive development. Children are born with the ability to play; it comes naturally to then to explore their environment and do it without any need for encouragement or rewards from adults.  History of play shows how children have wanted to play often, but parents and other adults in the society have viewed it as unnecessary and a waste of time leading to children even being punished. Today we have legislations in place to make sure all children have the right to play. ‘The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is a legally binding international agreement setting out the civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights of every child, regardless of their race, religion or abilities.’ (UNCRC 2024) In 1991 the United Kingdom Government agreed to conform to the 54 articles. 42 rights. Article 31 ‘Every child has the right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and arts’ (Unicef 2020). In Wales we have the 2004 Rights to Action, 7 core aims for children. ‘In 2010 Wales became the first country in the World to legislate for children’s play’ (Welsh Government 2024). The Welsh Government (2022) states ‘Play encompasses children’s behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. It is performed for no external goal or reward, and it is fundamental and integral part of healthy development – not only for individual children, but also for the society in which they live’. (Welsh Government 2014). 2010 the National Action Plan on children’s rights and the Welsh Government adopted the United Nations Convention on the rights of the Child (UNCRC) Rights of Children and Young People (Wales) Measure. Play is included in the Early Years curriculum in the UK because play is circuital to children in their overall development. To a child, play is enjoyable, pleasurable and something they choose to do. To a practitioner, play is a valuable way of supporting children’s learning and development and so in Eary Years settings a range of play opportunities are provided for the children (UK Government 2019).

Observations carried out in Early Years settings to find out how children are developing by watching closely and listening intently. Understanding their needs and strengths, learning about unique qualities they possess and enables a better understanding of their personalities. Observations take place, analysing and documenting the children as they play, learn and explore. This information when used efficiently will support practitioners to provide developmentally provision and practice. Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that the right of the child to express their views and have their views taken seriously (Unicef 2020).
Practitioners need to be respectful of individual children ensuring that observations are not exclusive or intrusive but valuable and meaningful to all involved. Brodie (2013) proposed criteria for ethical observations. Stating that observations is about listening to the children and seeing what their play must tell us. Practitioners should be mindful of the children's rights and children should have an understanding why practitioners are taking photos and making notes. Whilst carrying out an observation, it should not interfere with supportive adult interactions and practitioners should be aware of their own views making sure there is equality and anti-discrimination being practiced so that every single child is supported, valued and included. By being objective during observations then you will not have a true representation of the child. This will hinder and intervention work that will be required resulting in the child’s needs not being met. Parents and carers should have information given to them on observations and understand why practitioners are carrying them out. Written consent should be obtained from parents and carers (Lindon 2016). 


The New Curriculum for Wales (2022) states there is different scale-based observations are used throughout the Early Years settings. Each setting will use a type of observation that is fitting to their setting and all practitioners will be trained to carry out the observations correctly and efficiently. The Leauven Scales is an observation strategy that was developed by Professor Ferre Laevers. The Leauven Scales are an observation tool to support practitioners in better understanding the levels of well-being, to be able to see that a child is happy within their play and engagement in our children. The more focused and comfortable children are in the setting the better they will learn. The scales can also encourage observations which identify a child’s interests in the setting and provide a basis for identifying their next steps. They are not to be used as a tick list or assessment tool. The Leuven Scales are for well-being and involvement. Well-being focuses on the extent to which pupils feel at ease, act spontaneously, show vitality and self-confidence. It is a crucial component of emotional intelligence and good mental health. There are five levels on the scale that practitioners will be able to use to identify how the child is feeling and engaging with the activities. By having a scale to compare the child at different times, practitioners can build a bigger picture of the overall well-being of a child. A child could be happy one day but the next not enjoying the same activity so by monitoring this and feeding back to other practitioners any ongoing or underlying issues can be addressed.
The levels are: -
Level 1- Extremely low, the child clearly shows signs of discomfort such as crying or screaming. 
Level 2- Low, the posture, facial expression and actions indicate that the child does not feel at ease. 
Level 3- Moderate, the child has a neutral posture. 
Level 4- High, the child shows obvious signs of satisfaction. However, these signals are not constantly present with the same intensity.
Level 5- Extremely High, the child looks happy and cheerful, smiles, cries out with pleasure. They may be lively and full of energy. (Welsh Government 2022)
The child will be observed for 20 minutes engaging in an Early Years setting. The practitioner will have a map of the setting and mark where the child being observed, moves around and what activities they engage in. The practitioner will specify how long the child stays at each activity. A lanyard is to be worn by the practitioner with the different levels of well-being so that they can easily refer to it and note how the child is behaving. As health and well-being is important to children’s development, these observations can help identify any underlying issues and appropriate action can be taken (Welsh Government 2022). 
Early Years practitioners need to consider if children will see activities that have been set up for them as play opportunities. A child had the natural instinct to play so therefore any observations carried out would give true reflection of how the child is feeling as opposed to a task that requires them to sit and concentrate. Howard and Mcinnes (2013) state that a study was carried out on 129 children between the age of 3 and 5 years old to see if children differentiated ‘play like’ and ‘not like play’ whilst taking part in different activities. The emotional well-being was observed using the Leauven Involvement Scale. The ‘play like’ activity showed a higher increase in behaviour indicators relating to well-being and emotional behaviours, as opposed to the ‘not like play’ activity. Findings showed that when a child was perceived to be playing there was a definite increase in their emotional well-being and were happy and engaged in the activity. This supports the proposition that play can be seen as a mental state as well as an observable behaviour. Play has an important impact on children's learning and development (Howard, Mcinnes 2013) studies show that children that have suffered play deprivation, demonstrates developmental delay, proceeding improvement after play-based interventions (Webb and Brown 2003). Lieberman (1977) argues the point that although play can be identified as observable type behaviour it has unique developmental potential. Separating it from other types of behaviour and the activity is play by the player. Activities that were designed as ‘like play’ sessions delivered observations that children taking part in these activities were deeply engaged as opposed to children taking part in ‘not like play’ sessions. In the ‘like play’ sessions children focused more on the activity, moved more freely and smiled more (Howard, Mcinnes 2013). 
Early Years practitioners should consider if a child will view an activity as playful when planning play opportunities. Children’s experiences and views need to be considered and is a requirement when creating playful environments. Should a child find an activity boring they will not engage and carry out the activity as it had originally been planned. Children will not naturally play and therefore might get distressed and frustrated. If the activity has adaptable resources so that each child can play as to how they view the activity through their eyes. Regular training and reflecting on own practice should be carried out by practitioners to continue professional development and make sure children’s needs are being met. By understanding the importance of a child’s own perception of play and providing them with an environment where they can play freely, children are able to optimise levels of emotional well-being, maximising opportunities to support learning and development across all areas of development (Howard, Mcinnes 2013). Observations are important to the continuous learning and development or each child. By reviewing observations, next steps can be planned and practitioners will be able to concentrate on meeting the needs of the children helping them to move forward in each area across the curriculum. As every child is different observations provide an insight into the right course of action for each child.
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