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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice
Section 1: Play types. 
Play according to the Cambridge Dictionary (no date) can be defined as a child, who spends time doing an enjoyable, pleasant and/or entertaining activity. However, there is not a simple definition of play as it is completely versatile and open to interpretation. Bottril (2018) states that play should have no end and the enabling adult should give plenty of opportunities that promote endless possibilities whilst building confidence and self-esteem. Bottril implies that play is infinite, it is independent yet collaborative and fun with risk. This means that along with the term play being open to interpretation so is the age range, there is no end to playing. 
Play is not only an activity but a right. According to the United Convention Rights of Child Act (UNCRC)1991 The UK Government agreed to conform to the 54 international articles that consist of the rights of a child in all aspects including civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights that all children everywhere are entitled to. Article 31 stipulates - ‘Every child has the right to engage in play’ Play should be an activity with no set goal or reward and is a fundamental and integral part of healthy and holistic development (Welsh Government,2014).
Role Play is key in promoting creativity, collaboration and imagination. Grimmer, T. (2020) suggests that pretending can help with social interaction and understanding rules and etiquette and is a great opportunity to practice communication skills. When a wooden block can become a phone and a piece of fabric, a superhero cape, there is no need for any specific resources. Additionally, the enabling adult will offer open-ended materials and allow the children’s imaginations to take over. Children frequently fabricate circumstances or envision themselves in a particular role during dramatic play, and subsequently dramatize those imagined scenarios. This type of play encourages children to express their emotions and try out new words and phrases. Pretend plays encourage empathy, problem-solving, and interest in things other than themselves (PlayLearnSpace,no date). 
Furthermore, according to Keike early learning (no date) An essential and vital component of a child's development involves role-playing play. Pediatricians and educators now generally agree that it's a crucial approach to early childhood learning and development. Numerous scholars, including Lev Vygotsky (Cognitive Development Theory) and Jean Piaget (Theory of Play), have recognized the importance of imaginative play in a child's development. The ability to shape and rearrange thoughts and feelings through imaginative play is a crucial component of a child's social and cognitive development. 
According to Jean Piaget's hypothesis, children encounter two to seven years of preoperation. This phase occurs when your child begins to speak and interact with others more, but they are still unable to reason properly. Children begin to play in parallel at this period, which is when they play close to other kids but not actually with them. Children also struggle to see things from other people's perspectives throughout this era. Kids begin to engage in more role-playing and pretend activities.
In addition to this, learning to play pretend involves considerably more than just basic play activities; it calls for complex social, communicative, and cognitive abilities. Through role-playing, children can learn how to negotiate, consider other people's viewpoints, apply knowledge from one situation to another, postpone fulfilment, balance their own ideas with those of others, create and carry out plans, investigate symbolism, assign tasks and roles, and create various ideas and information (Bright Horizons, 2020). 
According to Play Matters (2022) Messy play facilitates children's ability to pick up things and to mold and flow materials with their fingers and hands. Play consisting of this promotes the growth of fine motor abilities. Reading requires hand-eye coordination, which is acquired when a child monitors their hand and eye motions whilst playing with their hands. A child can improve their focus and problem-solving skills through messy play. They start making sensible resource choices and employ them, and they frequently see a task through to completion because they would like to see the result. (Play Matters, 2022). 
According to Duffy, B (no date) Messy play is utilizing materials in unconventional ways, bringing previously unrelated objects together, and discovering things for the first time. Children engage in messy play by exploring with all their senses, but notably their touch sense. Providing children with lots of opportunities to shape and work with materials without putting too much emphasis on building or producing anything else is another (Duffy, B, no date). 
Additionally, there is an apparent connection between Piaget's theory of cognitive disequilibrium and the messy play process. When thinking requires adjustments to consider new knowledge, it is called cognitive disequilibrium. According to Duffy, B (no date) When children learn new concepts and discover that they suddenly hold two opposing opinions about the same occurrence, their understanding of the world is put to the test. When cornflowers are shown to three-year-olds for the first time, they notice what looks to be a solid surface and reach in to grab a few. They are forced to reconsider their knowledge of materials as the cornflower first remains solid before turning into a powder and falling through their fingers.








Section 2: The importance of self-directed play 
According to UNICEF (2018) One of the most significant ways that young children acquire critical knowledge, and abilities is through play. Effective early childhood activities revolve around play opportunities and surroundings that foster play, discovery, and hands-on learning. Children use play to make sense of the world around them and to interpret new experiences by drawing connections to what they already know. Children express themselves and deepen their awareness of the world around them through play (UNICEF, 2018). The concept of "self-directed play" involves letting children play independently, without the interference of adults, and without following any predetermined guidelines (Sukenik, N, no date). According to Gray, P (2013) Play is necessary for growing vital skills for later life. Removing play from children means that they won't have the chance to develop their skills. 
According to research by Karen McInnes (2013), children use cues from their surroundings to define play, and one important cue is the presence of adults. Children seem to characterize and approach an activity of play less frequently when adults are there. It is hypothesized that children's usage of this cue may be influenced by the way adults interact with them. Results imply that open-ended inquiries are a useful tool for communicating control and choice difficulties, and that mutual comprehension and shared control may be the foundation of these discussions. In accordance with this research adults should stand back and watch children from afar, only intervening when necessary (McInnes,2013). If children, see activities as play rather than a task it will improve their well-being and morale as they complete set objectives on their own terms. According to Juster, A (no date) Children are masters at the games they play. Just watching and listening is a particular approach to encourage play.
According to McLaren, P (2023) Children need to be provided with a secure and encouraging atmosphere in which to explore and grow. Adults should offer materials and guidance. The child is not expected to meet any objectives or results. Rather, the emphasis is on the play process and the learning that comes from experimenting and discovery. Play that is left open-ended helps children develop their imagination, creativity, and problem-solving abilities, among other things. 
Like self-directed play, Heuristic play is "the process of providing a group of children with a wide variety of objects and devices with which they play freely without adult intervention for a defined period in a controlled environment." It is especially helpful for children who frequently exhibit a lack of interest in participating in any activity for longer than a few minutes (Huleatt,H, 2012). Vygotsky's focus on the role of the more experienced person in play-based learning, looks at data that suggests play directed by adults may help children develop "hard" abilities like reading and mathematics but not help creativity, independence and risk taking (Mathias, L, no date). 
Adopting a playful mentality provides numerous aspects to the learning process and makes connections between the present and future. "Creativity is Intelligence having fun," according to Einstein. Children's curiosity in the world around them fuels their quest for knowledge and comprehension (Kunter, Y, 2012). 
According to Learning and Teaching Scotland (2006) educators place considerably more focus on giving children their whole attention. The Reggio approach has been called the pedagogy of listening, with educators using listening as a metaphor to grasp children and their learning processes as realistically as possible.
According to Juster, A (no date) There are numerous benefits of self-directed play, for example, while playing independently, children learn how to solve problems on their own and how to take reasonable risks. Children discover novel perspectives on the universe and its functioning, guided by their own self-driven, innately driven interests. The more interested children are the more they will engage and learn. Children begin to develop the required abilities, such as conquering challenges, coming up with original solutions to problems. One key benefit of self-directed play is how children feel the excitement of self-discovery and the freedom to follow their own original ideas without having to worry about failing since there is no right or wrong answer (Juster, A, no date).
Section 3: Observations 
The term "observation" has several definitions, according to the Cambridge Dictionary. A statement about something you have seen, the data gathered by observing an academic occurrence, and the act of closely observing someone or something are a few definitions. However, Newcastle University (2021) Observational research methods are the deliberate, organized, and systematic observation and description of a phenomenon. There are various kinds of observation studies, and the degree of control the researcher has over the observational setting varies: In controlled observations, the time, place, length of the observation, and the participants are all under the researchers' control. On the other hand, with naturalistic observations, researchers monitor and examine individuals' spontaneous actions in public or natural settings (Newcastle University, 2021). 
According to Global Montessori Network (2020) Observation is important as parents and educators may better grasp each child's needs and talents by observing them. It is the basis of the Montessori educational approach that facilitates a deeper understanding of the child's development. They provide information about their needs, interests, abilities, and preferred learning style to teachers and parents.
According to Gowrie New South Wales (no date) Educators and professionals might be assisted by the Early Years Learning Framework in thoroughly examining observed data and interpreting apparent learning. Together with the Principles and Practices, the Learning Outcomes can offer a framework for filtering through the data seen and emphasizing the learning stones. One way to use the Learning Outcomes is to view them as a process rather than an end in and of themselves. This implies that educators can try to mirror each child's process and learning journey by creating an environment that allows the learning domain (to which the results pertain) to develop.

[bookmark: _Int_7DWXs6ot]Within the first two years of a child's life a SoGs assessment (The Schedule of Growing Skills provides a rapid and reliable measure of child development through the assessment of nine key areas: Passive Posture, Active Posture, Locomotor, Manipulative, Visual, Hearing and Language, Speech and Language, Interactive Social and Self-Care Social.) should take place. According to the Welsh Government (2018) The SoGS evaluation should no longer be done automatically at 24 months (2 years), as it was under the Flying Starts Programme, but rather on a targeted basis at 15 and 27 months. A health visitor characterized SoGS as a "robust but easy to use assessment tool, based around play." It was also believed that the casual nature of the examination would help parents feel more at ease and facilitate discussions with educators about any developmental delays or concerns. 
Once a child starts in primary school a different observation tool like anecdotal observation can be conducted. Kids Kinder Childcare (2022) states that anecdotal observation is a narrative concerning a child's actions. Like all stories, it has a beginning and an end and is narrated in the past tense. Anecdotal evidence can be immediately and readily recorded. Anecdotal observations alone, running records, and diary observations are only a few examples of the various formats in which observations can be made. Anecdotal observations may provide a carer or teacher with invaluable insights into a child's progress over time and are an excellent approach to document a child's development (Kids Kinder Childcare, 2022). 
According to Gowrie New South Wales (no date) Anecdotal observation might encompass examining several developmental areas or characteristics of a child's play simultaneously, or it can concentrate on one area of child development. Anecdotal records include everything a child says and does, including facial expressions, direct quotes, body language, and pronunciation. Anecdotal observations are an insightful method of recording any significant occurrences or behaviors that might provide a glimpse into a child's needs, interests, growth, aptitudes, and talents. Gowrie New South Wales (no date) states that observing a child using playground equipment, for instance, might reveal information about their gross motor abilities. Anecdotal records are a useful tool for parents to observe how their child is progressing in many areas of their education and to communicate with them their child's changing learning and development which provides a completely holistic approach to a child's learning and development by considering several needs.


Section 4: The importance of assessments 
According to Mathias, L (2024) Many of Piaget's tests were replicated by Vygotsky, but he quickly started developing his own theories and saw how crucial the environments that children play in are. According to Vygotsky, children should be evaluated for their potential to go further in the presence of favorable circumstances, in addition to their current abilities. According to Vygotsky, it is the duty of people who work with children to identify this potential and provide the necessary resources. Today's practitioners must always work within a reflective cycle, considering both the child's current situation and potential future path. "What the child can do in collaboration today, he will be able to do on his own tomorrow," the speaker said.
Seeing children play allows an observer to gather an abundance of valuable data. It offers specific information about the learner as an individual. A practitioner's duties as a childcare worker involve maintaining a handle on the play of the children. It is the responsibility of managers and leaders to guarantee that practitioners are competent in conducting observations and know why they are conducted. Watching children play simply involves taking seat back and observing what goes on; the aim of the observation will vary based on the type of observation (Early years careers, 2016).
Birth to Five Matters (no date) The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) uses child observation as a core professional skill in daily practice. Children are more relaxed when playing which makes observations a little easier as the child will not feel as pressured. This allows us to gain a complete understanding of a child's growth, learning, and development. Building relationships with children requires observation as well to ascertain what truly what makes them "tick," who they are, and the forces that have shaped their life and surround them.
Neaum, S (2016) states that children are more likely to learn when they are engrossed in an interesting activity or occasion. The data we obtain from observation may be used to guide our actions and ideas. By doing this, we can make sure that the resources we offer represent children's interests. Every child has a preferred method of exploring the world; it may involve working with an adult or with other children, it may involve group projects or independent exploration, it may involve repeatedly returning to a particular activity, it may involve singular focus on a particular activity, or it may involve working with the same schema through a range of experiences and activities.
According to Amin, R (2022) Activities guided by adults offer new concepts, abilities, or information. It is possible to develop a talent or expand on a notion. With the help of their teachers, students can be reviewing material or going deeper with it. On the other hand, when children are allowed to choose how they play, child-led learning enables them to demonstrate independence and initiative. Children have a strong sense of motivation, which helps them focus and persevere more. 
In a study by Howard and McInnes (2009), two distinct activities—bead threading and jigsaw puzzles—were utilized to examine the emotional well-being indicators displayed by two groups of children. Children were familiar with both activities. According to the Leuven’s Involvement Scale (Laevers et al., 1994), children in the research showed behaviors linked to greater emotional well-being during activities they evaluated as "like play" rather than "not like play," even though they were using the same items. Compared to children who utilized the identical materials in a session intended to be "not like play," children who took part in an activity session intended to be "like play" were more profoundly engaged. Additionally, Howard and McInnes (2009) stated that, behavioral research showed that children participating in the "like play" sessions were more engaged in the task at hand, smiled more frequently, and moved more freely. According to older children's subjective judgements of their emotional well-being, all these indicators correspond (Fattore et al. 2007; Layard & Dunn 2009). If children participating in the "not like play" sessions could move their bodies, they tended to remain motionless in their chairs, were more easily distracted, and made more negative vocalizations.
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