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ECEY4003 Children’s Play: Theory and Practice
Section 1
Physical play is vital in early years for building and developing gross and fine motor skills. These are skills needed for the rest of your life. Piaget (1962) believed that play provides children with opportunities to practice and consolidate their existing knowledge. Through physical play, children can experiment, learn about their bodies, and develop motor skills. 
Examples of physical play include throwing or kicking a ball, climbing a climbing frame, or going up and down a slide in a playground or playing tag. Engaging in these types of physical play helps children feel more confident and enhances social interactions with their peers. Vygotsky (1978) emphasised physical play allows children to learn from each other, collaborate, and develop cognitive abilities. For example, playing catch or building with blocks involves communication and problem-solving.
Team sports, such as football or netball, are also types of physical play which not only help strengthen muscle and bone development, but support social and cooperative skills, fostering an ethos of communicating and supporting each other. Regular physical activity can increase focus, having a positive impact on learning outcomes. Exercise also releases endorphins, helping to promote a positive mindset, improve sleep patterns and contributes to overall mental and emotional well-being. McMillan (1919) advocated for outdoor play and believed that fresh air, movement, and physical activity contribute to children’s overall well-being and development.
Other types of physical play, such as running, jumping, skipping, and dancing can help to develop coordination which is crucial for young children when refining their balance (Howard, McInnes, 2013). Froebel (1826) emphasised motor expression, social participation, and creativity in play. Activities like dancing, gardening, and outdoor play align with his theories
As well as the obvious physical benefit, there are so many skills that can be defined and developed whilst engaging in a lifelong, healthy physical lifestyle. It is therefore essential that practitioners create an environment that allows and encourages a range of physical activities and provides opportunities for children to play and explore (Sayeed, Guerin, 2000).
 
Role play is another type of play that is important to a child’s development. As with physical play, playing role play games can also help build and develop physical, communicative, and problem-solving skills, but also many others such as empathy, creativity, and the ability to express emotions. Role play allows a child to “step into someone else’s shoes” and practise seeing the world from another perspective, promoting an understanding of individuality. Empathy is a key skill refined by practising role play (Early Years Resources, 2016).
[bookmark: _Int_MAI28For]Often emerging with familiar activities, such as parental or household routines, going shopping or to school, children demonstrate their understanding of these scenarios and the roles played within them. This then progresses to more imaginative role play where the children can imitate a wide range of characters, both real and imaginary, and introduce props using everyday materials and objects (Howard, McInnes, 2013).
Role play is a powerful conduit for inspiring little imaginations. Pretending to be someone, or something, else encourages creative thinking and intellectual flexibility. The fantasy of being able to be anyone, or anything, fuels healthy imaginations. It also allows children to process events and emotions in a safe environment. By externalising experiences through characters or voices, they can explore anxieties, hopes, dreams, and fears and navigate sometimes complex feelings in a cathartic way. Piaget (1967) recognised the importance of imaginative play as a means for children to explore and experiment with various roles, responsibilities and scenarios.
As well as navigating their own feelings, role play helps to develop social skills and an understanding of other people’s feelings and opinions. Enacting different scenarios enhances their social-emotional awareness. Through purposeful play, role play encourages children to talk through and navigate challenging subjects and scenarios, building emotional awareness and developing problem solving skills. Role play cannot be seen just as fun, but a valuable tool for shaping well rounded, empathetic, and imaginative children (Paley, 2005). Vygotsky (1978) viewed role play as crucial to children's development, acknowledging that children, through role play, engage in problem solving, language development, and understanding society.
[bookmark: _Int_6PHLIsTr]Practitioners play a crucial role in supporting and enhancing role play experiences. They can demonstrate role play scenarios, show children how to pretend, use props, and engage in imaginative play by taking on a role. Practitioners can share stories or scenarios and ask the children how they would feel in a comparable situation. Props and dressing-up materials can also be provided, such as hats and scarves, or a toy phone, till or kitchen utensils. Equally, empty boxes, tubes and other organic material can be used to inspire imagination for role play (UK Government, 2024).
All play is important in the holistic development of the child, rather than just intellectual ability. Consideration must be given to a child’s physical, cognitive, linguistic, and social-emotional development as it prepares them in a rounded, balanced way, with knowledge, communication skills, emotional intelligence, social awareness, and resilience. Laying a foundation to adapt to the ever-changing, challenging world, to understanding and managing their own emotions, and those of others, and to build positive relationships now and for the years ahead. Montessori (1907) championed this educational approach as it aligns to the idea that learning should be engaging, natural, and empowering to the child socially and emotionally, not just academically.
Most importantly, play is how young children gain social and ethical competencies that will help them to forge friendships and build relationships that will last their lifetime (Coelho, Torres, Fernandes, Santos, 2017).


Section 2
Self-directed play is a crucial aspect of a child’s development during their early years. It involves children choosing what to play and creating their own rules for how to play. Self-directed play evolves naturally when children follow their interests and engage in activities of their own choosing. It is not structured or directed by adults (Gov.UK, 2024).
Adults play a crucial role in supporting self-directed play by understanding it is an essential part of learning. Sufficient time must be given for unstructured, self-directed play where children can explore, experiment, and make their own decisions without unnecessary interruptions. Having a wide range of materials available that can be used open-endedly like imaginary objects or for construction, allows them to explore ideas, test out theories, and express their thoughts in many ways (Play Wales, 2024). When play is facilitated in this way, children will usually perceive an activity as play, leading to greater emotional well-being as they believe they are playing, rather than completing a prescribed activity (Howard, McInnes, 2012). Once an adult joins the play, invited or uninvited, and directs the child within the activity, it is no longer child led, self-directed play (McInnes, Howard, Crowley, Miles, 2013). The play has now ended, and the child is following an adult directed task.
Adults should be present, observing and showing genuine interest whilst being ready to actively engage if invited in. When challenges or disagreements between the children arise, the adult should help them to discuss together, allowing them time to reflect, think aloud and give each other feedback. Facilitating this will encourage children to explain their thoughts and feelings, and explore practical solutions collaboratively, rather than directed by an adult, which will foster a positive learning environment. Encouraging the children to find their own solutions will enhance their critical thinking skills, empathy and will support the development of emotional regulation (Early-Education.org, 2022). 
Froebel (1823) championed the idea that play is the highest expression of human development in childhood and self-directed play is essential for children’s overall development. According to Froebel, play allows children to freely express what is in their souls and allows them to explore, learn and grow in a way that no structured curriculum can fully replicate. Self-directed play fosters holistic development and allows children to explore various aspects of their growth in an integrated manner. Curiosity, which is fundamental for a love of learning, thrives during play. When children have autonomy, they are more likely to be active participants in their own development. Dewey (1913) believed that play is an essential part of learning and his learning by doing approach focused on experiential learning, where children actively explore and construct knowledge through play and hands on experiences. Similarly, Vygotsky (1978) viewed self-directed play as a zone where children can practice new skills, negotiate meaning, and collaborate with peers to make sense of these experiences.
Montessori (1907) promoted self-directed learning and recognised that children are better equipped to express their creativity and imagination through self-directed play and gained confidence and self-esteem by doing so. Piaget (1967) agreed that children actively construct their understanding of the world through play, and this allowed them to learn at their own pace. They experiment, create scenarios, and explore the world from different perspectives, contributing to cognitive and emotional growth. Playing provides opportunities for children to interact with peers, negotiate, persuade, and collaborate. These interactions allow the development of communication skills, empathy and understanding of others (Bottrill, 2022).

Section 3
Observation is key in understanding the developing child, it “is more than watching, it means listening carefully, being open and wanting to know more” (Tovey, 2017, p.112). There are several techniques which can be used to effectively observe a child but would all involve actively listening in and watching children play so the adult can understand what the child enjoys doing, what they are learning through their play and how these experiences are supporting their holistic development. It allows the adult to build a picture of a child’s interests and understanding, their skill and ability, providing insights into what they can or cannot do to best understand their development needs. There are multiple observation methods which can be used, some are more suited to group observations, whilst others to individual children (Bruce, Louis, McCall, 2014). 
A running record, or written observation, is a valuable assessment method when capturing a child’s behaviour, skill, and ability in a natural play-based environment. It involves making continuous observations of a child over a particular period, collecting a detailed narrative about that child in real time. The main purpose for using running records is to “obtain a detailed, objective account of behaviour without inference, interpretations, or evaluations” (Benzten, 2009, p.112). This allows the practitioner to evaluate what the child knows and understands. Unlike other observation methods, running observations are recorded as they happen, providing a lengthy description of a child’s actions. The adult can then gather a wealth of information in a short space of time, which is useful when understanding a child’s developmental progress, identifying strengths and pinpointing areas for improvement. Running records allow specific behaviors to be documented, tracking learning progress, assessing language and communicative skills, and thus informing teaching strategies. Although each observation will only give a snapshot, when completed at regular intervals, the adult is able to track developmental progression and create enriching and stimulating learning environments to best support the developing needs of the child (Ross, J.A, 2004).
Running record observations have several benefits that make them valuable for assessing children. They provide detailed, descriptive, and objective evidence of a child’s behaviour and interactions, capturing specific actions and communication styles as they happen, in a sequential way. Documenting the individual's skills, interests, and abilities in this way allows the adult to tailor make development plans for the individual to enhance, develop and challenge skill sets. They are also an efficient tool for assessing literacy skills, phonics and vocabulary which are crucial for reading and writing. Running records offer a way of capturing a rich source of information that informs the adult to support individual learning (Gillet, Pierson-Ellington, 2017).
On the other hand, running records do have some disadvantages. Recording detailed observations like this can be very time-consuming and may present staff availability issues due to the staff to child ratios required. As children engage in activities around the setting, it can be challenging to keep up with them and capture relevant moments quickly, without missing vital cues. Inevitably, whilst making detailed notes, other interactions are likely to be missed. Childrens behaviour may not be typical for that specific observation day compared with other days. Factors like health, time of day, mood and external events can dramatically influence behaviour leading to variability. Running records will also not assess a childs comprehension. Understanding their thought process or deeper understanding of concepts requires additional methods of assessment (Peterson, Elam, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Int_KM1yqmfP]Running records are not restricted to a specific skill or area of development. They allow partitioners to observe cognitive, social, emotional, and physical aspects. They can offer valuable insights and the adult should consider their benefits and limitations and complement them with other assessment approaches to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the child’s learning progress. There is not one stand-alone method that will give the adult all they need to know about a childs development. Although it does include the childs interests as they occur, supporting a holistic approach to observing and understanding the child (Lorina, 2021).

Section 4
[bookmark: _Int_8nZIsixc]Play holds immense significance when it comes to observing and assessing children's learning and development needs. When an adult observes a child during freely chosen play, the adult can gain valuable insights to the childs unique needs and abilities. This allows the adult to provide quality provisions closely aligned to the childs interests, ability, and development needs, enhancing their growth with stimuli relevant to them (Murray, 2018). Froebel (1826) believed that observation was key during a childs learning.
[bookmark: _Int_Tfbe3MXi]Studies have suggested that when children perceive an activity as play, they had higher levels of emotional well-being and were more engaged in learning than when they were directed within a play activity or when there was an adult present. This was perceived as not play, but a directed task (Howards, McInnes, 2013). The adult has a significant role to play in ensuring the child perceives the activity as play by creating an environment which is fun and stimulating and will enrich their learning experiences and development (McInnes et al, 2011). Only when a child believes they are at play can you truly observe their development as it is during play that a childs development unfolds most naturally.
Increased motivation promotes learning and development. Studies have suggested that intrinsic motivation, a powerful force that drives one to engage in activities simply because they are enjoyable or fulfilling and enthused and motivated to do something for oneself, has a greater influence on learning, performance, and enjoyment. Choice is extremely important to children. If a child has chosen to do something for themself and not for reward, the outcome is more likely to show a true reflection of where they are in their development and capability. When a child is extrinsically motivated to complete a task, they are more likely to see it as a task, rather than play, to gain a reward, the outcome is less likely to show a true reflection of ability. The motivation for the task to be completed is driven by someone, or something else and is less likely to produce the same result as an intrinsically motivated task. The child may not give their full attention or try their best, they just want to get it done so they can move on to something else they want to do (Wilson, no date). This external regulation occurs when a child does something purely for reward.
Froebel (1826) valued intrinsic motivation, recognising that it led to child-initiated self-directed activities/ He believed children possess a natural curiosity and an innate drive to explore the world around them. Rather than imposing external rewards, he emphasised nurturing this internal motivation. Similarly, Piaget (1962) also believed that the most effective way to motivate a child is intrinsically, emphasising the inherent curiosity and drive within a child.
On the other hand, Skinner (1957) supported increased motivation through positive reinforcement and emphasised shaping behaviours through rewards and feedback. 
When it comes to supporting children’s play, adults play a crucial role in nurturing intrinsic motivation. If adults value the learning process they can focus on the learning journey rather than the end goal. Allow children to be independent and creative, and respect their autonomy, foster a love for learning and play that extends beyond external rewards. It is important to remember that each child is unique, and their play reveals a range of personal abilities, interests, and developmental progress. Adults must support and nurture their growth by paying attention and respecting their individuality (Loizou, 2017). 
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