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Play in Children’s Development & Different play types
Play is a factor in children’s lives that is seen as important as other aspects of life such as resting and eating. It is quite a vital aspect in the development of children as there are many benefits that come about from play. Child development is affected by the daily routines and experiences of a child and regular play can help in a number of areas. Howard and McInnes (2013) found that just the perception of play is in itself beneficial to development and it also improves overall well-being.
Observation of play is important as it gives an indication as to how development of a child is progressing. We’re able to determine progression due to the type of play a child is expected to engage at different stages of development.
There are a number of types of play which can be observed in children through their early years. As a child grows older, the type of play they engage in develops. Anderson-McNamee and Bailey (2010) describe a number of these play types. From birth to 2 years, children will engage in play without interaction with others. This begins with unoccupied play in the first several months. Unoccupied play is not apparent as a type of play at first glance but is the initial stages of play that they engage in. Around 3 months in, this develops into solitary play where they interact with the world around them. Solitary play helps children understand their surroundings and allows nurturing of their curiosity. As they grow they will engage in onlooker play where they begin to build skills in relating to others. Children at this stage will look at others play which can help develop language skills but does not necessarily mean they will attempt to communicate with other children. Onlooker play will eventually develop into parallel play. Parallel play refers to children playing in the same vicinity as others but not directly interacting, helping them develop a sense of self and ownership. This can be seen as a method to help children get used to the idea of playing with others of their own age which is necessary as they begin to make friends.
Each type of play has a different effect on the development of a child. One of the most crucial types of play is self-directed play. Self-directed play refers to play that happens on the terms of the child and does not involve any toys or items. It involves the use of imagination and pretend scenarios. One of the many facets that can be developed by this form of play include is cognitive thinking. Imagination is a crucial skill that through the years can help form the basis of critical thinking skills as it is something that requires the child to use their thoughts to process and produce new scenarios.
Self-directed play can be encouraged by adults very simply. Providing children the space to do this is crucial as well as encouraging any ideas and concepts they may come up with. It is essential that encouragement is given as this reinforces creativity and imagination.
The benefit of the play types above is that they all support holistic development. Holistic development referring to not only the development of skills such as social and motor skills but also intellectual skills such as creativity and problem solving.
Another characteristic which benefits from play is social skills. In the nursery and education environment, as children pass the stage of parallel play they are encouraged to playing with others. This goes from sharing and playing with toys in early years to playing sports as teams later on. By engaging in play with others, children develop a sense of relationships and friendship with others. In later years this helps form a backbone for teamworking and collaboration skills.
It is quite evident that play is an important factor in the growth of a child. Not only does it provide them with an outlet to express themselves and improve their well-being, it also is an important factor in learning and provides children with basic skills which they can build on and develop through their formative years.

Exposing children to risk and its benefits
Children often engage in risky play. The desire to engage in this type of play is affected by an individuals perception of risk in a situation and as a result varies amongst children (Sandseter, 2007). Risk in play is mostly attributable to outdoor play. In the outdoor environment children are more exposed to the harsh realities of the world. This can range from interaction with play equipment to playing in areas with forestry. 
Risk is most commonly associated with danger. In child development, risk has a role to play in that it enables children to either experience failure and learn from it or overcome danger and find success. A good analogue to this is the hygiene hypothesis. This describes the early exposure in children to certain microorganisms to develop the immune system and prevent allergic reactions from occurring later in life. By shielding children from these germs, it prevents the immune system from ever encountering and fighting off certain allergens. In the same respect, by experiencing risk at a young age, children are able to develop their ability to avert danger and minimise risk in life.
Little (2015) denotes that when taking a risk, a person is able to weigh up the benefits against the consequences of a negative outcome as well as predicting the probability of success. This is done by taking into account one’s own personal experiences. Risk-taking as described above requires some critical thinking about a situation. By enabling children to take risks during their early years, there is possibility that it allows them to develop critical thinking skills.
Sandseter & Kennair (2011) suggest that there is possibly a link between experience of risk in childhood and a stronger resilience to developing phobias. What we can surmise from this is that experiencing positive outcomes or the excitement of risk may be enough to help develop and strengthen one’s character.
Too much restriction on children can also have a negative effect on the well-being of children. This can then lead to problems occurring later in life such as obesity, lack of independence, mental health issues and a decrease in perception and judgment skills (Brussoni et al., 2012).
It is imperative that a balance is found so that children can be exposed to risk to help develop skills but at the same time it is necessary to place restrictions on activities that may be too risky as a means to curtail children making dangerous decisions. Peden et al. (2009) denote that unintentional injuries have been found to be a leading cause in child death and hospitalisation. These unintentional injuries are likely to be the cause of risky behaviour and therefore provide an example of why risk-associated play should be restricted to some extent and why there is a cause for concern amongst parents of young children who are likely to put in place these restrictions.
There are a number of ways to expose children to risk and yet keep restrictions in place. Supervision of activity is ideally the most efficient as it allows an adult to monitor what activities children will engage in. Anything deemed too risky and an adult may intervene to prevent any negative outcomes. Sandseter (2009) describes their observation of children’s play with a supervisor present. In this case, the supervisor was able to reduce any play deemed risky simply by communicating with the children. Outside of monitored situations, it has become more difficult to allow children to play out in the streets in neighbourhoods. In the current climate, there has been a growing fear of ‘stranger danger’ and generally neighbourhoods can be seen an unsafe (Molnar et al., 2004). Ultimately it may be difficult to discern whether a neighbourhood is safe from strangers in the vicinity. It may be probable for children to play safely in this environment if in large enough numbers as it prevents any malicious intent from passers-by. Intervention by adults in the environment can prove useful as Molnar et al. (2004) have suggested that acting rapidly to remove graffiti which helps improve perception of a safe neighbourhood is enough to reduce continued activity and can encourage parents to allow their children to play in the neighbourhood.
What we are able to determine from the evidence is that risk has an important place in child development. By placing too many restrictions on risky play and activities, we find that it can be detrimental to cognitive development. There is a necessity to find the right balance to risk and safety for children’s play and it is important that parents and carers are able to provide the right environment to do so.

Schedule of Growing Skills – An observation tool in children’s development
The Schedule of Growing Skills (SGS) is an observation tool used to assess the development of a child’s aptitude. This method outputs a visualisation representative of different skills developed by a child and how they are growing.
The SGS captures information relating to a number of skills. These consist of the following:
· Passive Posture
· Active Posture
· Locomotor
· Manipulative
· Visual
· Hearing and Language
· Speech and Language
· Interactive Social
· Self-Care Social.
The benefit to using an observation tool such as the SGS as it allows us to see where an individual child stands amongst their peers. If there are any deficiencies in any of the areas above, it is possible to intervene and provide support to help develop these skills further.
The benefit of using SGS ensures consistency and provides an efficient method for teachers/childcare professionals to relay development to parents and carers. The SGS can also be used in conjunction with other tools to assess specific qualities as shown by the study conducted by Adab et al. (2004) demonstrating its use to monitor children’s motor and social skills.
The issue with using an observation tool such as this is the limitations. A tool like the SGS looks at certain skills that are more social-based. While these are important factors to observe, it doesn’t provide a complete picture. The SGS does not look at other behaviours such as a child’s participation in risky play and how they use their judgment skills in these types of situations.
Williams et al. (2013) identify a key issue with the SGS. One of these being the windows that are observed per stage. The SGS is used to observe development for children up to 3 years. While the windows look at growth of two months up to the age of 18 months, this window increases to 12 months once between 18 and 36 months. This wide range prevents capturing a more detailed and informed representation of growth and determining when certain skills have grown. With smaller windows, it is also possible to identify shortcomings earlier and help support development in these areas.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The SGS observes growth in certain aspects, primarily motor and social skills. The result of this is that holistic development is not observed. If we take self-directed play as an example, this is where a child’s imagination and creativity skills can shine. With the SGS, there are no indicators to be assessed which cover this aspect. We’re also unable to monitor cognitive skills with this tool – there are no markers to monitor to determine how judgment & problem-solving skills are developing in a child. These limitations are quite important as children require more than just observation of social and motor skills. It is important to look at cognitive and creative development as these are skills that are required to be used as children begin school and engage in more developed play with their peers.
Taking into consideration the method used by Adab et al. (2004) it would be quite beneficial to use this observation tool in conjunction with others as a means to capture a more comprehensive outlook on a child’s development. There are a number of observation tools that this can be used alongside. The issue is that if we take a brief look into other observation tools, the same drawbacks can be seen. The Leuven scale looks at well-being and involvement whilst the strengths and difficulties questionnaire focuses primarily on mental health. While these other tools will give a clearer picture of how development is proceeding in children, it is important to understand that an increase in assessments. The addition of assessments may cause problems in itself as these generally more time-consuming.



The role of play when observing children’s development
It is beneficial to observe the play of children as it is a good indicator of development. As described above, there are a number of skills that can be developed through play. In observing play, it can be thought that it provides a more accurate reflection of a child’s development as they would use certain skills when interacting amongst themselves and the environment (Dowling, 2014).
By taking into consideration the type of play they engage in at each stage, it is possible to determine where they are in their development. It also provides the possibility to contribute to a child’s development by engaging with them in play when necessary. As children grow, play is the first type of activity they engage in and due to this it is their first opportunity to learn. This learning is what parents are carers look out for to ensure children are successful in their development and this is why it is crucial to ensure that each type of play is observed and encouraged.
At later stages, judgment skills can be observed in play by taking into account a child’s likelihood of partaking in risky behaviour. Once again, this also provides opportunity to intervene if necessary and help solidify these skills by informing them of outcomes that comes with risks they are considering and providing praise when they overcome these. This positive reinforcement would then allow them to start thinking more critically about decisions they make involving risk.
Play can also encourage thought. In self-directed play, children use what they know to play. As they grow and develop, they learn more about the environment and surroundings. With each new idea they learn, they are able to incorporate this into their play. If we observe this play, it is possible to determine how they are coming along with grasping new concepts and ideas.
A child’s social skills can be assessed by observing how they interact with others. While it isn’t expected that children will get along with everyone of their peers, it would give a good indication as to how they express themselves. The use of an observation tool can help in this aspect and observing a group of children will provide a clear outlook on where each individual child stands in terms of their social development.
While observing is a necessary tool in determining development. It is important that this observation does not involve constant assessment. Introducing the element of assessment can place pressure on children and hinder development. Play is a necessary component of successful development in children as it gives them an opportunity for expression. While assessment is a useful tool in a learning-specific environment, it can be detrimental for young children who have yet to start school. At this stage, observation tools are a more useful method of determining development as there is no need to intervene and we are given a better picture of holistic development in children. Observation is not a cause for concern. As Sandseter (2009) demonstrated in their study even under supervision, children are still happy to engage in risky play. 
To conclude, play is an important aspect of child development, possibly the most important as it is the first step children take into learning. What we can do to improve insight into this development is to use the observation tools available to monitor this development and possibly help guide it in the right direction. It is also possible to crucial to understand the importance of risk in play and how it can help with development of certain life skills.
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