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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice Portfolio
Section 1 – The importance of play types
It is important when discussing different types of play to consider what play is. McInnes et al. (2013) discusses that it is hard to collect evidence on play as there are many definitions on what it actually means. There are many definitions of what play is but it generally it is described as an activity or task which is undertaken for personal enjoyment. Play is an important part of life that is evident from childhood into adulthood. The Welsh Government (2014) discusses how it places significance on play in children’s lives. There are many different types of play, these can equip early years practitioners with terminology and language that can be shared and understood. 
One type of play is sensory play. Sensory play consists of children participating in activities that allow them to utilise all their senses. Action for children (2022) describe that a child is ready for sensory play as soon as they a born. From birth, children use their senses to learn more about the world around them. Perry, Hogan, and Marlin’s explanation of the importance of sensory play in the development of children (2000, cited in Gascoyne, 2017, p. 273) is worth noting. Sensory play allows children to encounter new experiences, these new experiences assist in furthering brain development. Sensory play not only involves the senses but can also include movement or balance activities. Action for Children (2022) discusses how sensory play improves fine motor skills and balance. Sensory play can be straightforward, activities such as painting with hands or watching multicolour lights are easy to create. However, sensory play activities can also be harder to create as well, play dough or edible soil involves more steps in making the activity. Adults can create safe sensory play activities and allow children to explore these independently. The BBC (2023) explains that when it comes to sensory play, letting the child lead is important. Adults can use sensory play with children of all ages and stages in development. Not only does sensory play aid in developing children’s ability to understand their senses but it also helps to improve their attention. A child is more likely to be engaged with a hands-on activity rather than listening to someone talking. Sensory play relates to the holistic idea of play as sensory activities allow children to be more engaged with the world around them. Health Essentials (2022) explains that sensory play ensures cognitive growth and engagement of senses. Children when participating in sensory activities can explore what is around them using their senses.
One type of play is socio-dramatic play. Socio-dramatic play is a way in which children can act out real life situations and experiences using their imagination. This can include domestic, social, or personal scenarios. Fromberg (2012, as cited in Fromberg 2017, pp. 58) explains that socio-dramatic play allows children to assist in each other’s development from each other’s experiences. Socio-dramatic play enables children to develop a variety of skills despite usually being focussed on one singular skill. Brodie (2018) explains that holistic play means looking at the whole picture rather than focussing on one specific area for development. Socio-dramatic play promotes the holistic view of play as children can further multiple skills during one activity. This includes skills such as communication, listening and social skills. Loizou (2017) describes play as a way in which children can communicate. This type of play encourages children to discuss show how they view the world and the people in it, this may be with peers or with adults. Children may not communicate verbally; they may use body language or imitating someone else.  Coelho et al. (2017) discuss children’s interactions with peers and how children’s play is substantial in this. This relates to holistic play as adults can observe how a child is connecting to the world as they express their feelings through their words or actions. Brodie (2018) explains that holistic play means looking at the whole picture rather than focussing on one specific area for development. This play can aid in furthering child’s social skills as it gives them the opportunity to discuss their feelings about real life situations. Adults can assist in supporting socio-dramatic play by giving children the time and the space to express themselves. McInnes et al. (2013 pp. 271) describe successful pedagogy as the one in which adults can take a variety of roles, whether that be child led or adult led. Adults can either give children a specific scenario to enact or allow children to create their own scenario.  
Section 2 – The importance of children choosing their own play and the role of the adult.
Self-directed play takes place when children decide what they want to play themselves. Self-directed play is valuable, it allows a child to freely choose what activity they would like to participate in and then lead that activity. Howard and McInnes (2013, cited in Gascoyne 2018, pp. 123) state that a child’s choice and the influence from an adult can make something feel like play or work. There is no goal in self-directed play, it allows children to explore their own boundaries and control their own actions. Peng (2018) defines self-directed play as play chosen by the child. Self-directed play enables a child to extend their independence as they can make their own decisions and experience the result of their choices. 
Typically, for self-directed play, it is beneficial for materials and or objects with multiple uses to be used. By using these types of materials, children can use their imagination to turn that object into what they envision. It is significant that an adult ensures that the space used for self-directed play is safe for the child. Aminpour (2020, pp. 3.), states that you can only identify the space to allow self-directed play if you understand the variety of self-directed play types. However, it is important to note that adults should allow the child to express themselves and attempt to not intervene. Adults may have an idea what they would like the outcome of an activity to be but regarding self-directed play, it should be the child who makes the decisions. Ercole (2009, as cited in Du Toit-Brits, 2019, pp. 3) suggests that an adult’s expectations have an influence on where a child performs academically or not. Self-directed play allows children to build on their confidence by making their own decisions and creating their own successes. Children can attempt to overcome hurdles in their way to get to their desired goal, this furthers their problem-solving skills. Ledendecker (2020) discusses how self-directed play promotes problem-solving skills as children have to work to make something work in the way they want it. This type of play is significant as it encourages independence, a skill which is vital in all aspects of life. Children can make their own choices in safe environment. It is more likely that a child will be more engaged in an activity if it is what they have chosen to do. If a child is given a particular task or activity, it is possible that they may not like or understand it. 
Self-directed play relates to holistic play as the child can improve a variety of skills as they connect with the world around them. The materials they could use may be different to anything they’ve used before. Juster (2015) describes how this play furthers the development of the entire child. This play creates endless opportunities and provides the child with an opportunity to use their emotional, physical, and social skills. 
Montessori is a teaching technique that is led by the child. It was developed by Maria Montessori. It gives children the opportunity to play freely and select which activity they would like to do. The Montessori Generation (2023) discusses how children are able to learn at a pace they choose, describes how the adult simply gives knowledge. Children can then decide how they would like to use the resources picked. There is no influence from the adult on how to use the materials in front of the child. The Montessori method utilises the holistic approach as it enables children to use their imagination to investigate the world. Montessori environments suited to the age range of the child and what personality they may have. Berg (2021) state that Montessori environments encourage collaboration and independence. Children can decide whether they would like to work together or by themselves. 
The play cycle is a useful tool for adults to understand children’s play processes. Else (2000 as cited in King and Sturrock, 2020) describe the play cycle as a model where a child’s thoughts on the world can be expressed. The play cycle can also be used as a way for adults to understand how they can effectively support a child’s play. It is beneficial to note that in can be difficult to understand a child’s language of play but once the understanding is established, it is easier to build upon. Cambridge Kids Club (2023) describes the play cycle as simple but a way in which someone can get a deeper understanding pf a child’s play. It is also beneficial to note the stages of the play cycle. Mentaludes is the introductory thought before play. Cues are invites to an aspect inn the environment. Return is the response by a child or adult. Frames are provided by the child to give background. Flow is when there is a frame and a reaction. Annihilation is when a child decides to do something else.
Section 3 – Individual Child Observations 
As children develop, there are various observations and assessments that are undertaken to monitor their development. Observation is a primary source of research. It allows the adult to collect data on how children interact first-hand. Smidt (2015) states that for anyone working in a childcare setting observes children is a second nature. There is not an individual area of development that is paramount than any of the others. When assessing a child’s development during play, it is important to consider the various areas of development. This can include personal and social development, language, literacy and communication development, mathematical development, and physical development. 
Interaction tracking involves observing a child’s interactions, whether this be with adults, peers, or objects. The UK Government (2022) explain that children’s interactions further their language and mental development. Interactions with peers improve social skills as it encourages them to communicate with each other and share their feelings and emotions. Before observing a child, it is imperative to gain consent from a parent or guardian. It is beneficial for adults to have a prior understanding of the environment and what child development is. When observing it is important to remain objective, an adult should be neutral and not impose their own feelings or beliefs. Louis and Betteridge (2020) explain that observations are subjective and are influenced by what a person sees. It is also favourable for adults to not become involved or interact with the child they are observing.  
Individual child observations can give an idea of how each child is developing. Brodie (no date) discusses that you can observe a child’s movements for a long or short amount of time, it depends on the information needed. When observing, it can be difficult to make judgements on situations, for example, you may have an idea of what a child is thinking as they play but the child may be thinking something different. Individual observations provide a better understanding of what a child can do. Bruce (2014) states that individual observation allows children to be assessed and compare their development to what it should be for their age.
Observations of movement is a way in which an adult can decipher the strengths and weaknesses of each individual child. Findings from individual observations can be recorded in several ways such as, notes, photos, or videos. Bruce (2014) places importance on recording observations as so that adults can support the child. By identifying a child’s weaknesses through their observations, an adult can identify what areas support. However, observations may not give an understanding about children with additional learning needs. The adult cannot ask a child why they may interact in a certain way and therefore will lack an understanding of this. In contrast to this, the UK Government (2020) describes how non-verbal children may use objects or visual aids to communicate. Observing this and their interactions with these things to communicate may show their development also. Observations of movement and interaction are beneficial as they enable adults to observe development overtime. Woodward and Huppi (2018) describe child development as constantly changing over time. An example of this may be, giving a child the same activity a few months apart and watching how they respond and play and how it may differ to the last time they did that activity. Twinkl (no date) state that observation assessments of children’s progress take the holistic approach. Observations of interactions may also allow adults to find factors that may be benefitting or halting a child’s holistic development within their environment. Interaction tracking is giving an adult knowledge on how a child is developing socially. Ana adult can observe how a child interacts with their peers, there may be certain peers they are drawn to and play better with. Smidt (2015) explains that interactions between people promote independence as children can learn from each other. This may give an indication of who the child is friends with. Tracking a child’s interactions can also give a demonstration of what their preferences are. There may be a particular toy or activity the child spends more time with.
Section 4 – The role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children
Children ultimately learn through play. The Welsh Government (2014) places significance on play. Some children may have additional learning needs which may result in them having barriers in their development. Scarlett et al. (2005) describes how some children with disabilities may find it more challenging to play and this, therefore, may have an influence on their development. During play, it is more likely to get an accurate representation of where a child is in their development. The Welsh Assembly Government (2008) explains that play is a vital part of the curriculum If a child is given a particular task to do and a set of instructions, a child may be able to follow the instruction to complete the task but they may not necessarily have an understanding of what it is they’re doing. The Welsh Assembly Government (2008) states that observations of play and the curriculum should show if children are developing rather than learning whilst playing. Adults can plan the curriculum based off of their findings from observing children’s play. The difficulty in assessing play, however, is that an adult may have a specific skill they are looking to assess and during play a child may not apply that skill as much as if they were to be given an activity. Louis (2020) states that observing play shows adults what a child is interested in. Children are more likely to be engaged in an activity that they have chosen to participate in. McInnes et al. (2013) concluded that children are more likely to engage and further their development through their behaviour if they have freedom to choose their play. Children should be allowed to choose freely to maximise their development and to become less dependent on an adult and be more independent instead. McInnes et al. (2013) continue by discussing the view that adults should move away from the traditional perspectives on play and allow the children to take the lead. As previously discussed, it is important to note that children should have the freedom to choose but the adult needs to ensure this is undertaken in a safe environment. It is through observations of children’s play; an adult can understand how a child sees the world and their place in it. Different techniques should be used to record varied information. Neaum (2016) notes that it is vital for the adult recording information, to record detailed findings so that there is a correct assessment for the child’s development. When observing and assessing a child during their play, it is easier for an adult to observe what skills will need to further their development. It is beneficial for adults to observe and assess children during their play as it is valuable to understand what a child’s likes and strengths are and what their potential needs or weaknesses are. 
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