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 Children’s play: theory and practice
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Discuss two types of play and how these can be supported in practice. 
Play can be defined as a fun activity for children. However, play is much more than just fun, play is a fundamental aspect for children to develop and learn. Play is a critical process in child development that promotes cognitive, social, emotional and physical growth, forming a foundation for lifelong learning and well-being LI (2025). This shows that play contributes to a big part of the child’s development. Not only does play promote a child’s physical abilities, but it is central to a child’s learning in their early years. The early years foundation highlights play as essential in supporting children’s learning across all areas of development (DfE, 2023) This shows just how important play is for children in early years education and beyond. 
When looking at play and types of play, there is so many that all benefit a child in some way. One type of play that stands out would be Pretend play. Pretend play also referred as imaginative play is a play where children tend to use objects, actions or ideas that represents real-life and real-life experiences. Examples of imaginative play include, roleplay, such as pretending to be a shop keeper, a hairdresser, a teacher or a lot of children can roleplay their mother or father. Piaget (1962) argues that pretend play reflects children’s growing ability to think symbolically which is a key aspect of cognitive development. When children take part in this type of play, they can explore their experiences, thoughts and emotions in a meaningful way. You see equipment for imaginative play a lot within early years education and this equipment could be, dress up clothes, a pretend shop, a pretend salon, whiteboards and many more. According to (ESP, N.D) Play equipment is designed to grow with children, offering flexible play opportunities that remain engaging over time and support a wide range of abilities and interests. When children interact with pretend play they will be developing holistically and this is because pretend play ensures children learn to cooperate with others, take turns and negotiate roles within play scenarios. Language development will also be progressing through pretend play and this is because they will be learning how to talk when in roleplay and learning manners such as “please and thankyou”.  Vygotsky (1978) who was a Russian psychologist emphasised that the importance of social interaction in learning and believed that imaginative play allows children to operate within their zone of proximal development, where learning is supported by interaction with others. In a early years setting, practitioners can support pretend play by enabling the environment to the children’s needs. They can do this by creating a stimulating and inclusive environment. This should look like, a dress up corner put in place for children to dress up and play within their role of role-modelling, shop, kitchen or doctors surgery. Practitioners should also support this type of play by offering a range of open-ended resources that encourages children’s creativity. By the practitioner’s doing this they are enabling children to thrive and develop and practitioners should also observe the children, because by doing this they will have a better input of the children’s likes and dislikes and this then will give them the opportunity to design the environment accordingly.
Another type of play would be physical play.  According to (EYR, 2025) Physical play is an essential part of early childhood development from running and jumping to climbing and dancing. Active play not only helps children build strength, but it supports their social, emotional and cognitive growth. According to Bruce (2011), children benefit from being allowed to take appropriate risks during physical play, as this helps to build confidence, resilience and problem-solving skills. When playing physically with other children will learn to take turns, follow rules and engage in within a group. This shows why physical play is such an important aspect in early childcare and early childcare settings. Also, physical challenges can help children gain strength, build their confidence and build their resilience and self-esteem. Lifelong movement and physical activity patterns develop during early childhood therefore, educators in early childhood education and care should provide opportunities to support children’s play, PA and movement development (Howells et al., 2023) This shows that is vital for practitioners to support physical play, not only does it develop motor skills but it also ensures that children are development in a positive healthy way. Practitioners can support physical play by providing regular activities indoor and outdoor. With outdoor play children can climb monkey bars, play ball, ride bikes, use a skipping rope and many more. Practitioners should support indoor play by creating an environment that encourages children to use their physical abilities. Floor mats can be put down, and practitioners can ensure that the environment is safe for children to move around in while also allowing reasonable risk as this can encourage children to learn and grow. Bruce (2011) mentions the importance of allowing children to challenge themselves physically rather than overly restricting play. This shows that allowing children to take risks and challenge themselves encourages them to grow and develop. 

Show 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. 
Early years are a significant time for children. High-quality early years provision prepares children for success in later education by giving them the building blocks for future learning GOV.UK (2023). This explains why it is crucial for everything to be done right in the early years and all milestones should be met. In early years, allowing children to choose their own play is crucial to supporting effective learning and development. Using child-led play enables children to develop independence by allowing them to make their own decisions, it also enables children to follow their own interests and develop and develop a sense of independence. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) states the importance of following children’s interests and recognising that children learn best when they are actively involved in their own learning (DfE, 2023). By making choices about what and how they play, they will then develop a sense of control and ownership over their learning. It is also important for the adult to observe children at play. Self-directed play is important in early years. Children can make their own decisions, solve problems independently, learn from mistakes and develop their confidence. The DfE states that self-expression, through being creative and playing with materials, encourages and supports children's imagination and thinking process development.   Adults take time to plan themselves out of activities so that they can observe the children and track their interests, their preferred areas of play and how they are thinking, Clegg-Bryce (2015) This insinuates that when it comes to child-led play, it is important that adults take a step back but at the same time, adults need to observe and assess what the children are doing. This is because the adult then gets an idea of what the children like/dislike, what children are improving on and what they may need more help and assistance with, it also ensures that children can explore real-life situations in a safe and meaningful way. As well as adults observing and assessing children, it is also important for adults to create enabling environments for children to lean within. According to Care Learning (2024) An enabling environment in early years settings is a comprehensive concept that involves various aspects of physical, social, emotional and learning spaces. With an environment adapted to the needs of the children it will ensure adequate learning and growth. In a early years setting, a nursery for example, an enabled environment should be accessible for children, plenty of space for children to move around, high-quality resources, displays to encourage learning and the environment should promote stability.  without thoughtful planning by adults, children may not have the opportunities or support needed to fully benefit from play. Play is a crucial for brain development, supporting sensory development, abstract thinking, and time management. This shows just how important play is to children and why adults enabling and supporting play in the early years is so beneficial not only for the child but also for their future. 

In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children 
Observation is a very important component of professional practice within early childhood education. It helps practitioners to gain an understanding of children’s development, interests, learning, learning styles and individual needs. Observation also gives an evidence-based look into how children think, communicate and interact with others. Lev Vygotsky (1978) believed that children learn most effectively through social interaction within their zone of proximal development (ZPD). To determine a child’s understanding and provide the appropriate level of support, practitioners must observe how the child engages with tasks, friends their own age and adults. Without observations being carried out it would make it difficult to access where the child’s abilities. Jean Piaget (1952) stated that children progress through stages of cognitive development and construct knowledge through active exploration. Narrative observation can be seen as a written account of what a child does within their play. When using the narrative method as an observation, you will be capturing a child’s actions, language and interactions. According to Connect Childcare (2024) This method captures the sequence of events and provides a clear picture of the child’s behaviour, interactions and learning processes. This shows that when using narrative observation, it ensures that children’s needs, likes, dislikes and progression is being documented so it can always be used as a reference. Advantages of narrative observation would be that it enables detailed reports on the child which helps practitioners of a good understanding of them. Child Care and Education (2019) mentions that narrative observations provide detailed insights into children’s social interactions and communication skills, making them particularly useful for assessing personal, social and emotional development. Narrative play also allows valid and detailed information to be passed on. This really does stand out as an advantage whereas an observation like a checklist is not so detailed, and it lacks key information that can be put into narrative observations. Within early years settings narrative observation supports the assessment cycle of observing, assessing and planning as mentioned by The Early Years Foundation Stage (Department for Education, 2023) 
[bookmark: _Int_2PZlYeE9]Narrative observation has one significant disadvantage and that would be that it is time-consuming. Writing detailed information requires a lot of attention which could influence the practitioner's availability to supervise other children. As Tassoni (2019) suggests, staffing constraints can limit the feasibility of lengthy observation methods in busy early years settings. Narrative observation aims to be objective however practitioners may include interpretation or personal bias in their observations. Also, because narrative observation is such a lengthy procedure where a lot of information is written down, it may be difficult to measure progress of the children, whereas a method like a checklist can be seen as more efficient. 
Through analysing records, practitioners can seek out strengths, interests and areas for improvement. This then ensures that there can be targeted support opportunity for encouragement. Lincon (2016) mentions that systematic observation enables practitioners to recognise when a child’s development may differ from expected milestones, prompting early intervention and inclusive practice. This shows that narrative observation does not only record learning, it also shapes it by influencing planning and practitioner response. 
No matter what observation method practitioners use, challenges can be encounter. Looking at narrative observation, a challenge could be that practitioners focus too heavily on recording, they may miss opportunities to extend children's learning in the moment. Also, without clear guidance and training, narrative observation may vary in quality and depth, which may then affect the reliability of the observation. 

Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessment of children and considering how this affects the child’s engagement and accuracy of the observation 
Play is at the heart of all learning in early years. Young children learn and express their understanding of the world through play. Observing children through play is very important and this is because it is authentic and accurate. Observing children through play enables practitioners to gather meaningful information about the child’s development while still respecting children’s natural learning process. The Early Years Foundation Stage (Department for Education, 2023) states that children learn and develop through play and exploration, active learning, and creating and thinking critically. This is why play is so important in early years. It creates a profound base for young children and their learning. When observing children through play it is crucial that practitioners do not interrupt children and in some sense, leave them be themselves and follow their lead. This is how you can get accurate and reliable results which then can be worked on for future development. When observing children you are very much taking their lead, putting them in the driving seat. Looking at the Reggio Emilia approach, Berg (2025) states that the image of the child as a subject of right is central to the philosophy instead of viewing children as having needs which must be fulfilled, they are viewed as strong and intelligent individuals. Relating this to observation, by allowing children to take risks and be Soley accountable for their own learning through play, it gives children the confidence they need to improve and this can increase a child's holistic needs by giving them the opportunity to trial and error within different tacks. Children will learn from their mistakes and independently try and overcome mistakes which has a positive effect on cognitive, emotional, social development. It is important for practitioners to observe during play as it allows them to see new skills which may not have been noticed in structed partitioner led tasks. Jean Piaget (1952) stated that children contract knowledge through active exploration. If children are being observed in a formal environment, they may feel overwhelmed and shy which may then lead to unreliable observations. This is why it is vital for children to feel themselves and have a comforting environment to play and learn in. When children are deeply involved in play, they are more likely to show true authentic behaviours. Linking this to Abraham Maslow (1943) hierarchy of needs. Maslow insisted that children must have their basic physiological and safety needs met before they can progress to higher level needs such as belonging, self-esteem and self-actualisation. When practitioners observe children during play, they are not just assessing cognitive development but also they will be identifying whether all their needs are being met. By observing children at a young age it will have positive outcomes to their academic life and career in the future. For example, a practitioner who is observing a child, picks up that they are struggling with certain tasks. This gets documented and the practitioner is aware that this child's needs a bit more support and guidance. By the child’s needs being met due to being observed it will then encourage more confidence and ability to do better which will have a positive effect on that child long-term. If observation were not taking place in EYS then nothing would be picked up on that child which will then lead the child to struggle furthermore. Tina Bruce (2011) states that sensitive adult support within play fosters deep level involvement and emotional well-being. This shows that observations within play not only informs assessments but can contribute to improved long-term outcomes by enabling early support. In conclusion, observing children in secure, engaging play environments, it increases accurate results, supports holistic well-being and enables practitioners to pick up on any unmet needs. The conception of play can mislead individuals in thinking that it is only fun, easy and in some sense not needed, but within this research it can be quite apparent that play is the foundation of a child’s learning in the early years sector.  observation and assessment within play is crucial for the child. According to CQEL (2025) When you incorporate play into assessment, you are embracing a child-centred approach that recognises play as an integral part of learning. This shows how important play is within early years, and observing and assessing has positive outcomes for children and their futures. 
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