Play Theory - The Freedom of Play
Play means freedom, relaxation and creativity.
Play is recognised as a Child’s Right according to the UNCRC, article 31 (1992).
Play is a spontaneous, voluntary, pleasurable and flexible activity that is the universal language of childhood. It is through play that children understand each other and make sense of the world around them.  Play is a process of observing, testing, trying,  imitating, and enjoying the environment they are in and the people they are with.  Play is how children learn to plan, structure, and create the boundaries (rules) for activities that engage them. It is also how children exercise and build their capacities for creativity Bottrill (2022) Curriculum for Wales (2022). 
Friedrich Froebel, a pioneering educator, believed that play is the principle means of learning in early childhood. He believed that play is the highest expression of human development in childhood, and that it allows children to develop their creativity, problem-solving skills, and social interactions. According to Froebel, in play children construct their understanding of the world through direct experience with it Froebel Trust (ND) Early Years Education, Friedrich Froebel (ND).

Section One
Exploratory Play
Exploratory play, a fundamental aspect of children's development, involves children actively investigating and interacting with their environment and objects around them. It's a natural learning process driven by curiosity and a desire to understand the world (New curriculum for Wales 2022). Exploratory play is a crucial stage in a child’s development. During this period, children gain valuable skills and experiences that lay the foundation for their cognitive, social, and language development. Here we explore what children gain from this type of play. 

Driven by Curiosity: Children engage in exploratory play because they are inherently curious, wanting to discover how things work, what they can do, and how they fit together. This intrinsic motivation fuels their exploration and experimentation (Play Wales 2022)
[bookmark: _Hlk159681647] Active Engagement: Exploratory play isn't passive observation. Children actively use their senses and motor skills to touch, manipulate, examine, and experiment with objects and their surroundings. They're constantly moving, investigating, and trying new things Walsh, et al 2017).
 Open-Ended and Unstructured: Unlike activities with fixed goals, exploratory play doesn't have a predetermined outcome. Children are free to explore at their own pace, following their interests and making discoveries along the way. The emphasis is on the process of exploration and learning, not achieving a specific result (Fleer, 2021).
 Sensory-Rich Experiences: Children use all their senses (sight, touch, taste, smell, and hearing) to gather information and learn about the world. They explore textures, sounds, smells, and tastes, developing their sensory awareness and understanding (Walsh, et al 2017).
Experimentation and Trial & Error: A key feature of exploratory play is experimentation. Children try different things, make mistakes, learn from them, and adapt their approach. This trial-and-error process helps them develop problem-solving skills, flexibility, and resilience (Fleer, 2021).
 Understanding the World: Exploratory play allows children to engage with their surroundings. They use their senses to explore the textures, shapes, and functions of various objects in the world around them (Walsh, et al 2017).
 Fine Motor Skills: Handling different objects during exploratory play helps children refine their fine motor skills. Picking up, manipulating, and examining items contribute to their hand-eye coordination and dexterity (Canning, 2010).
Problem-Solving Skills: As children explore, they encounter challenges and puzzles. Figuring out how to fit shapes together, open containers, or stack blocks fosters problem-solving abilities. They learn to adapt, experiment, and find solutions (Canning, 2010).
Language Development: During exploratory play, children may describe what they see, touch, or experience. This verbal expression enhances their language skills and development (Fleer, 2021).
 Spatial Awareness: Exploring different objects and spaces helps children understand spatial relationships. They learn concepts like inside/outside, above/below, and near/far (Bottrill 2022)
 Social Interaction: Exploratory play often involves shared experiences with peers or caregivers. Children learn to take turns, negotiate, and communicate. These social interactions build their social skills and empathy (Canning, 2010).
Abstract Thinking: Through scientific inquiry and artistic expression during exploratory play, children engage in abstract thinking. They learn to connect ideas, imagine possibilities, and express themselves creatively (Fleer, 2021).
Benefits of Exploratory Play:
· Develops problem-solving skills, critical thinking, and creativity.
· Enhances sensory awareness and motor skills.
· Fosters curiosity, a love for learning, and independent thinking.
· Contributes to cognitive, social, and emotional development.
Remember, exploratory play is not limited to specific ages or contexts. It occurs naturally as children interact with their surroundings. Practitioners, parents and carers can encourage exploration by providing open-ended materials, safe spaces for exploration, and opportunities for children to follow their curiosity and interests. In summary, exploratory play provides a rich learning environment where children actively observe, discuss discoveries with friends, and construct their understanding of the world. It’s a delightful and essential part of childhood development! (NAEYC, 2017), (Play England, 2020), (The National Children’s Bureau, 2008), (Galileo Camps, 2018).
Creative Play in Early Years Settings: A Balancing Act of Value and Critique
Creative play holds a central place in early childhood education, lauded for its potential to ignite imagination, nurture development, and cultivate lifelong skills. However, its implementation and effectiveness present both undeniable value and nuanced critiques deserving consideration (Bottrill, 2022).
The Value of Creative Play:
Creative play fosters cognitive development critical thinking, problem-solving, and decision-making as children experiment, explore, and overcome challenges within an open-ended environment (Andrews, 2012). Storytelling, role-playing, and collaborative play activities encourage children to use language and communication to express themselves verbally and non-verbally, enriching their vocabulary and communication skills (Vygotsky,1978). Creative play enhances social-emotional development, providing a safe space for children to navigate emotions, collaborate with peers, and develop empathy, conflict resolution skills, and self-awareness (Pellegrini, 2010).  Physical play promotes gross and fine motor skills as children move, manipulate materials, and engage in physical activities within their play scenarios (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 2023). At the heart of creative play lies creativity and imagination, the ability to think outside the box, envision possibilities, and express oneself through art, music, and storytelling, fostering lifelong creative thinking skills (Singer & Singer, 2005). 


Critiques and Considerations:
It is important to strike a balance between the structured and unstructured.  Providing open-ended materials and offering some structure or guidance is crucial to ensure engagement and progress for all children (Bruce, et al. 2019). While valuable, observing and assessing creative play can be challenging due to its subjective nature and individual variations in expression (Jones & Reynolds, 2011), (Murray, 2018). It is of paramount importance to respect cultural and individual differences. Also to recognise and respect diverse play styles and cultural contexts is essential to avoid imposing unrealistic expectations or hindering children's natural expression (Chilvers, 2019). It is also helpful to be aware of adult intervention and to facilitate play without overly directing or controlling it, allowing children to take ownership of their experiences and derive the most learning benefits  (Sylva, et al. 2010).
Creative play remains a cornerstone of early childhood education, offering invaluable benefits for children's holistic development. By acknowledging its strengths, addressing potential challenges, and implementing it thoughtfully, educators can cultivate an environment where creativity flourishes, laying a strong foundation for lifelong learning and well-being (Play Wales, 2022) (Curriculum for Wales, 2022) (Welsh Play Policy, 2022) (Current Play Policy in Wales, 2022) (Wales a Play Friendly Country, 2014).

Section Two 
Self – Directed Play 
Self - directed play, where children initiate and guide their own play experiences with minimal interference from adults, holds immense value in early childhood development (Andrews, 2021). It is the internal motivation, sparking exploration, fostering autonomy and laying the foundation for lifelong learning. Early years practitioners play a crucial role in supporting self-directed play, acting as gentle guides and facilitators instead of directing the play. Here are some ways the practitioner can nurture this powerful form of learning in children.
Creating a supportive Environment:
Provide an appropriate space for exploration. Ensure the environment is safe, stimulating and offers a variety of open-ended materials like blocks, scarves, natural elements, blankets, recycled and everyday objects. Minimise structured toys with specific functions to encourage creative exploration (Pellegrini & Bjorklund, 2000), (Sobel cited in Weinstein, 2022), (Hirsh-Pasek, 2023). Prioritize safety. Set clear boundaries and ensure the environment is safe for both individual and group play. This includes removing any potential hazards and establishing safety rules that are age appropriate and children can both understand and follow (Ervin, 2022). Minimise Intrusion. Resist the urge to direct or control the children’s play. Observe from a distance, offering support and guidance only when needed. Trust children to explore, experiment and solve problems independently (Piaget, 1962). Offer encouragement and positive feedback. Celebrate children’s efforts and creativity during play. Use positive language to acknowledge their accomplishments and show genuine interest in their activities, interests and achievements. This fosters confidence and encourages further exploration (Edwards et al, 2011).
Supporting Playful Interactions:
Engage in collaborative play. Occasionally join in the children’s self -directed play, following their lead and adapting to their chosen scenario. This allows you to experience their world, model social skills and offer gentle guidance at opportune moments, to scaffold their learning (Vygotsky, 1978). Ask open-ended questions. Instead of asking leading questions, use prompts that encourage children to reflect on their play. “What are you building?” or “Tell me about your story” can spark deeper engagement and open doors to understanding their thinking process and imagination. This can develop into a sense of sustained shared thinking between practitioner and child leading to further exploration and development (Bruner cited in Ozdem-Yilmaz, & Bilican, 2020) and facilitating problem-solving. When children encounter challenges during play, offer gentle guidance and support then in finding their own solutions. Avoid, if possible, directly fixing problems or providing immediate answers. This helps them develop confidence, resilience and critical thinking skills (Piaget, 1962).


Reflecting and adapting:
Observe and document. Pay attention to children’s choices, interactions and challenges during play. Take notes or collect photographs to reflect on their interests, strengths, and areas for development. Use this information to adapt the environment and provide targeted support (Pellegrini & Bjorklund, 2000). Based on the observations, it appears helpful to continuously adjust the environment, to modify the setting and materials to offer new challenges and possibilities for further self-directed play. Rotate materials, introduce new elements and create opportunities for different types of play (active, quiet, individual, group) to keep the children engaged and learning (Sobel cited in Weinstein, 2022).
Benefits of Self-directed play:
Cognitive development. Children actively engage in problem-solving, critical thinking, and decision making as they navigate self-chosen play scenarios. They experiment, test hypotheses, and learn from their mistakes, strengthening cognitive flexibility and creativity (Piaget,1962) (Singer,2019). Social and emotional development. Self- directed play allows children to practice self-regulation, manage emotions, and build resilience. They navigate challenges within their chosen context, developing coping mechanisms and self-confidence. Additionally, collaborative play fosters, communication, cooperation, and empathy as children interact with their peers based on their own interests and initiatives (Vygotsky cited in Smolucha & Smolucha, 2022) (Harvard, 2024).
[bookmark: _Hlk159919546]Physical Development. Children move freely and spontaneously during self-directed play, enhancing gross and fine motor skills. Climbing, running, building and manipulating objects strengthens muscles, improves coordination and refines dexterity (Ervin, 2022). Creativity and Imagination. Self-directed play provides a platform for boundless creativity and imagination. Children invent narratives, construct worlds and express themselves freely through their chosen activities. This again fosters divergent thinking, problem through novel means, and unique self-expression (Bruner cited in Ozdem-Yilmaz, & Bilican, 2020).  
Supporting self-directed play is a delicate balance between offering guidance and fostering independence. By creating a safe and stimulating environment, minimising intrusion, and providing gentle support when needed, early years practitioners can empower children to become confident explorers, creative thinkers and lifelong learners. Let them play and witness the magic unfold! (Bottrill, 2022).

Children’s perception of play and its effect on their emotional wellbeing

Howard and McInnes conducted research highlighting the impact of children's perception of an activity on their emotional well-being. Their key findings were:

Children demonstrate increased emotional well-being when they perceive an activity as play. This includes indicators like laughter, engagement, and positive interactions with others. The perception of play, not the specific activity itself, seems to be the important factor. Even familiar activities perceived as "not play" resulted in lower emotional well-being. Children use specific cues to differentiate play from non-play. These cues include choice, control, flexibility, and a sense of enjoyment. This research suggests that creating playful environments and allowing children some agency in choosing and shaping their learning activities can contribute to their emotional well-being, (Welsh Govt., 2015). Additionally, recognizing and incorporating children's cues about what they perceive as play is crucial for fostering positive emotional experiences.  While play is important, it's not the only factor influencing emotional well-being (Howard & McInnes, 2013).

Section Three
The Schedule of Growing Skills 
The Schedule of Growing Skills (SGS): Assessing Developmental Milestones (Bellman et al, 1996)
[bookmark: _Hlk159669442]The Schedule of Growing Skills (SGS) is a standardized assessment tool used to screen for potential developmental delays in children from birth to eight years old. It offers a reliable and efficient way to identify areas where a child may require further evaluation or intervention as noted by Bellman, et al (1996).
[bookmark: _Hlk159669491]The SGS assesses nine key areas: passive posture, active posture, locomotor, manipulative, visual, hearing and language, speech and language, interactive social, and self-care social (Williams et al, 2013). It is observation-based and trained professionals administer the assessment through standardized and guided activities, observing the child's behaviour and responses Each area has age-specific subscales that track development across different stages. Scores are derived based on observed skills, providing an overall developmental age (Bellman, et al, 1996).
equivalent and highlighting potential areas of concern. This allows for early identification of potential delays and also allows for prompt intervention and support, enhancing a child's long-term outcomes (Williams et al, 2013). The Schedule of Growing Skills (SGS) holds significant relevance for early years practitioners (EYPs) in various ways:
Early Identification of Developmental Delays:
The SGS serves as a valuable screening tool for EYPs to identify potential developmental delays in young children from birth to eight years old (Bellman, et al, 1996). By assessing the nine key areas in addition to gross motor skills, fine motor skills, communication, and social interaction, EYPs can gain valuable insights into a child's strengths and weaknesses (Ginsberg, 2007) Early identification of delays, particularly within the critical early years, is crucial for timely intervention and support, potentially improving a child's long-term outcomes. EYPs equipped with these insights can collaborate with parents, healthcare professionals, and other specialists to ensure children receive the necessary support (Ginsberg, 2007).
Informing Play-Based Learning:
The SGS Bellman, et al (1996), findings can inform play-based learning activities within early years settings. By understanding a child's specific developmental needs, EYPs can tailor play experiences to target areas requiring support. This fosters individualized learning and ensures each child receives experiences that cater to their developmental level and encourage progress (Bottrill 2022). Additionally, observing children during the SGS assessment itself can provide valuable insights into their play preferences, strengths, and areas of interest. EYPs can leverage these observations to create a stimulating and supportive play environment that caters to individual needs and encourages holistic development (Perrin, et al 2020)
Collaboration and Communication:
The SGS (Lingham, 2017) results can act as a starting point for communication and collaboration between EYPs, parents, and other professionals involved in a child's development. Sharing assessment findings and observations fosters a shared understanding of the child's needs and facilitates planning, appropriate interventions and support strategies (Broadhead et al, 2010). Open communication based on assessment results in empowering parents to actively participate in their child's development and work alongside EYPs to provide consistent support across different environments (CDC, 2023).
Strengths:
Standardized and reliable: The SGS ensures consistency in administration and scoring, increasing assessment accuracy (Bellman, et al 1996). It is efficient, the assessment can be completed within an hour, making it feasible for routine developmental checks (Lingham, 2017). It is holistic (Drew, 2023), covering nine key areas providing a comprehensive picture of a child's development. In addition, it provides timely detection of potential delays allows for early intervention, maximizing developmental potential (Lingham, 2017).
Limitations and Considerations:
[bookmark: _Hlk159670879]It is crucial to remember that the SGS is a screening tool, not a diagnostic instrument (Bellman, et al, 1996). While it can identify potential concerns, further evaluation by relevant specialists might be necessary for confirmation and specific diagnoses. The standardized nature of the SGS, (Bellman, et al, 1996), might not capture individual nuances or cultural specificities in play and interaction. EYPs should consider these limitations and interpret the results in conjunction with their observations and knowledge of the child (Chilvers, 2021). It’s important to use the SGS, as stated by Bellman, et al (1996), ethically and responsibly, ensuring informed consent from parents and maintaining confidentiality throughout the process (Winter 2023). The SGS does require trained professionals to ensure accurate observation and scoring (Chilvers 2021) 
The Schedule of Growing Skills, (Bellman, et al 1996) serves as a valuable tool for early childhood professionals to screen children's development and promote an holistic approach (Brodie, 2018). While not a diagnostic tool itself, it offers an efficient, ethical and reliable way to identify potential developmental delays, paving the way for timely intervention and improved developmental outcomes for children. In addition to, informing play-based learning, and fostering collaboration for optimal child developmental outcomes (Lingham, 2017), ( Brodie, 2018) ,(May, 2022).
[bookmark: _Hlk159670394]It's important to remember that no single assessment paints the whole picture, and a comprehensive and deeply holistic approach considering the whole child is crucial for accurate evaluation and support (Lingham, 2017).


Section Four
Play is essential for observing and assessing children in the early years for several reasons:
 Natural Environment for Observation:
Unstructured play creates a natural environment for observing children as they are. It allows them to express themselves freely and reveal their skills, abilities, and interests in a way that may not be readily apparent in structured settings. (Laevers, 2012)
A Window into Development:
Through play, children reveal key aspects of their development across various domains:
Cognitive: Problem-solving, planning, decision-making, and curiosity are evident in how they approach and interact with materials and explore their surroundings (Gopnik, Meltzoff, & Kuhl, 2000).
Social-emotional: Communication, collaboration, negotiation, conflict resolution, and self-regulation are displayed during social play with peers (Egan & Romney, 2014).
Physical: Gross and fine motor skills are developed through movement and manipulation of objects during play (Hertfordshire, 2023).
Language: Play fosters communication and language development as children interact with others, narrate their actions, and engage in imaginative scenarios (Whitehurst & Smith, 2004).
 Authentic Assessment:
Play provides a more authentic assessment of a child's abilities compared to formal tests. It allows for observing their skills in a real-world context, reflecting their natural strengths and challenges (AERA, APA, & NCME, 2018).
 Informs Individualized Learning:
Observing children at play offers valuable insights that can be used to plan activities and environments that cater to their individual needs and interests. This fosters a sense of agency in children, leading to more engaged learning experiences (Edwards, 2015).
 Early Identification of Concerns:
Play can also be used to identify potential developmental delays or concerns. For example, a child who consistently avoids social interaction during play may indicate a need for further assessment and support (Smith & Taylor, 2010) Observing children in play can provide a valuable and somewhat, but not entirely, more accurate reflection of their development compared to other types of assessment. Here's why:
Strengths of Observing Play:
Natural Environment: Play is a natural, child-led activity. Observing children at play allows them to express themselves freely and reveal their skills, abilities, and interests in a way that may not be readily apparent in structured settings like formal tests (Laevers, 2012).
Holistic Assessment: Play allows observation across various developmental domains:
Cognitive: Problem-solving, planning, and curiosity are evident in how children approach and interact with materials (Gopnik, Meltzoff, & Kuhl, 2000).
Social-emotional: Communication, collaboration, and self-regulation are displayed during social play (Egan & Romney, 2014).
Physical: Gross and fine motor skills are developed through movement and manipulation of objects (Hertfordshire, 2023).
Language: Play fosters communication and language development as children interact and narrate their actions (Whitehurst & Smith, 2004).
Authentic Assessment: Play provides a more authentic assessment of a child's abilities compared to formal tests. It allows for observing their skills in a real-world context that reflects their natural strengths and challenges (AERA, APA, & NCME, 2018).
Limitations of Observing Play:
Limited Scope: Play does not necessarily reveal a child's full potential in all areas. Certain skills may not be readily observable in play settings, so other assessment methods may be needed.
Subjectivity: Interpreting what is observed is subjective and requires trained professionals who can understand the nuances of child development and play (Laevers, 2012).
Context Dependence: Play can be influenced by various factors like environment, mood, and presence of others. Observing in different contexts offers a more complete picture (AERA, APA, & NCME, 2018).
While observing children in play provides valuable insights into their development, it is not a standalone assessment tool. It should be used in conjunction with other methods like standardized tests, parent interviews, and observations in different settings to gain a comprehensive understanding of a child's strengths and weaknesses.
Practitioners can support effective observations in play by implementing various strategies, ensuring they gain the most valuable insights into children's development through their playful activities. Here are some key approaches:
Planning the Environment:
Create an Open-Ended Play Space: Provide a variety of materials and spaces that encourage exploration, creativity, and imagination. Open-ended materials like blocks, loose parts (natural objects, containers), and art supplies allow for diverse play scenarios and cater to different learning styles (Edwards, 2015).
Arrange the Space for Observation: Ensure the environment allows for unobtrusive observation without disrupting the children's play. Consider designated observation areas or utilize technology like cameras in specific situations, always prioritizing ethical considerations and parental consent (Egan & Romney, 2014).
Focusing on Observation Skills:
Develop Observational Skills: Train practitioners to observe objectively, focusing on factual descriptions of what they see and hear rather than interpretations. This includes recording details like body language, facial expressions, interactions, and language use (Laevers, 2012).
Utilize Observation Tools: Implement tools like running records, anecdotal notes, and checklists to capture key observations during play. These tools can help structure the observation process and ensure relevant information is documented (West Sussex County Council, 2015).
 Enhancing the Observation Process:
Focus on Specific Learning Objectives: When observing play, have specific learning objectives in mind. This helps guide the observation process and ensure practitioners are looking for specific aspects of development they want to assess (Gopnik, Meltzoff, & Kuhl, 2000).
Triangulate Observations: Combine observations in play with other assessment methods and parent interviews to build a well-rounded picture of a child's development (AERA, APA, & NCME, 2018).
 Reflecting on and Using Observations:
Engage in Reflective Practice: After observing, dedicate time for reflection and analysis. Consider what was observed, how it aligns with the child's developmental stage, and how this information can inform future planning and support (Smith & Taylor, 2010).
Inform Individualized Learning: Use insights from play observations to plan activities, learning experiences, and support strategies that cater to each child's individual needs and interests (Edwards, 2015).
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