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Theory and Practice

Play is a broad category of intrinsically driven activities carried out for fun and enjoyment. Everyone's definition of play varies. For instance, while in a room full of babies and toddlers may seem like a lot of fun to some, it may also be frightening to other children. Play is any action that a child finds enjoyable and interesting. Even while other individuals may offer different play chances, the new-born/toddler chooses their own games to play and what activities makes them happy and comfortable. As Vicki Hargraves (2022) suggests that play includes creativity, imagination, and freedom. Several types of play could be fantasy play, imaginative play, self-directed play, adventurous play, sensory play, creative play, role play, object play, holistic play and so on. 
[bookmark: _Int_BWOKvrxz]One type of play that is important within children's play is Role Play. Role play portrays how children make sense of their world, acting out experiences, ideas, and stories. Role play supports children to develop their communication and language skills. As Early Start (2023) state that develop their communication and language skills by speaking and playing together, children learn about diverse cultures, children's social skills develop as they work together, as well as this, children learn to empathise one another as taking on different roles of a unique character which help them to learn and understand empathy and different perspectives. It allows children to be creative and encourages creativity and imagination. It helps children learn to deal with problem solving and discussing what roles they want to play with their friends. As children play with each other, it allows them to express their ideas and emotions in a relaxed environment. Examples of children's activities within role play can include supermarkets, shops, cooking, building, dressing up and so on, this is fantasy play. There are many areas on how children develop within role play. As Play Scheme (2022) expresses how there are several benefits within role play for children, these include it inspires imagination, it enables children to act out events and make sense of real-world circumstances they encounter, it increases their awareness of their surroundings and other children and individuals. It improves their ability to communicate and shapes the way they use language. It can give children the chance to research, experiment, learn working together. Role play helps children's holistic development by interacting with one another. As Scholar Base (2015) state that children's imaginations are provoked by role-playing, which also promotes social growth. It promotes the development of personal relationships, cooperation, listening, and many other social skills. During role-playing, children learn qualities like empathy and patience, as well as how to express themselves and their unique personalities. Adults can help children within role play by firstly encouraging children to be confident and by modelling positive social behaviours. Adults can motivate children to communicate with one another and act out real life scenes within for example shop keeping, doctors and so on. 
Another type of play that is important within children's play is creative play. Creative play includes activities such as painting, arts and crafts, dancing, building, singing, baking, storytelling, drawing and so on. Children exploring and using their imagination, these activities allow children to understand different environments. These activities tend to satisfy a need for self-expression, to develop manual skills and for children to experiment. As Lily Zunic (2022) states that creative play benefits toddlers by expanding vocabulary and language skills, stimulates children's senses and it improves children's logical thinking. Aswell as this, it benefits children's hand eye co-ordination, portrays fine motor skills and physical, social, and cognitive skills. As Sarah James (2021) suggests that creative play includes fine motor skills as children can achieve movements like holding, grabbing, pressing, and more by developing their fine motor abilities. Along with small muscles, visual-motor abilities which is commonly referred to as hand-eye coordination, are developed during the development of fine motor skills. So young children will understand how to interact with the outside environment and learn to synchronise their body with what they observe. Creative play helps children's holistic development in many ways, these can include emotional, cognitive, and fine motor skills. As Renee Barrett (2021) states that children can develop emotionally, socially, academically, and physically when their creativity is encouraged. Children acquire these abilities through creative play, which helps them communicate their thoughts, feelings, and ideas. Children's growth is supported by providing them with creative opportunities. Adults can support children by creating different activities in the childcare environment and allowing children to have the freedom of what they would like to do. Adults can support and encourage children to try new activities and if they need help/want the adult to join in, then they can step in and do so. Aswell as this, adults can gather information on what each child's likes are and make sure they include each activity. It is important to allow the children to have their freedom with creative play. 


[bookmark: _Int_trSCdoLJ][bookmark: _Int_ID3kS0vw]It is important that children in any childcare setting have the opportunity to decide on what to play with. All children have different preferences and opinions on what they like and dislike to play with and it is vital that this is recognised in childcare environments and elsewhere. Self-directed play is child led and freely chosen. It has no specific goal and is intrinsically motivated and natural. Children can explore and learn about the society and the world around them through free play, which is a fantastic learning tool. They can develop experiences that will direct their understanding of how society functions and how to interact and communicate with others. Children have the sense of freedom, control of their own movement, continuous decision making and exploration of their own limits. When children choose their own play, it builds persistence, problem solving skills, can boost children's self-esteem, teaches children patience and resilience and so on. There are several benefits of children choosing their own play, for example children gaining independence. Children learn to discover what they can do with their freedom as they learn to make their own decisions. In addition to learning that their opinions matter, they also get practise making their own decisions within a childcare setting. As Katherine Houghton (2019) states that independence is important as Children's personalities can develop due to independence. The advantages include children being more determined, self-assured, and motivated, children will also experience greater emotional stability and happiness. Aswell as this, it helps children gain confidence. When children are confident in a childcare setting, they are more likely to be happy be comfortable. As Namita (2016) explains that when children are confident, they are able to recognise their own positive traits, such as being kind or capable, and they feel appreciated, loved, and respected. Children will feel good about themselves, proud of what they have accomplished, believe in themselves, and keep trying until they succeed. 
[bookmark: _Int_Dje4qkhR][bookmark: _Int_yaRAilBw]Successful self-directed play is key. As Howard and Mcinnes (2012) states that it is important for children to choose play for themselves. Where a child perceives an activity as play, they have higher levels of engagement and emotional wellbeing. For self-directed play to run smoothly in a childcare setting, the setting should include having knowledgeable adults/practitioners in the childcare setting, having a clean, happy, and eye-catching environment including indoors and outdoors, making sure children in the setting are confident to explore. Types of self-directed play can include building blocks, painting, role play, outdoor play (playing with water, riding bikes), There are many benefits for self-directed play, these can include children learning how to think creatively and problem solve, to make decisions, to learn teamwork skills and social skills and to learn how to play fairly. Independant play can look different in many ways for each specific child. As Pathways (2020) states that practitioners should allow all children to express themselves as they want as long as it does not disrupt or hurt other people. Aswell as this, the possibility that children have an imaginary companion is very natural, children can find ways to initiate conversations, clarify ideas, and get creative and explore by themselves or with imaginary friends. 
The role of the adult when it comes to child led play is crucial. Bowlby's attachment theory (1969) links within this as his theory explains that his theory is an evolutionary theory of attachment that focuses on the concept of a child's attachment. Bowlby argued that humans evolved a biological, pre-programmed need to from attachments with our primary caregivers which develops in the natural survival process, this attachment focuses on one primary attachment that provides a template for future relationships. Adults can support children within self-directed play in many ways. For example, the play cycle. The play cycle is a basic yet incredibly alluring approach to represent the child's play process. The play cycle can help adults have a better understanding of play and learn how to support it. It consists of metaludes, play cues, return, frames, flow, annihilation. When children are child led playing, adults and practitioners have play cues such as verbal cues, body language, eye contact, proximity and copying. For example, if a child is playing and makes eye contact with an adult inviting them to play, there is their cue to join in. As Vygotsky (1978) states within his sociocultural theory, children acquire their cultural values, beliefs, and problem-solving techniques through cooperative conversations with more experienced members of society (adults within childcare) which plays a vital role of the adult. Aswell as this Bruner agrees with Vygotsky's beliefs. As Saul Mcleod (2019) states that Bruner and Vygotsky both place a greater emphasis on a child's environment than Piaget did, particularly the social context. Adults should actively aid children in their learning, and both Bruner and Vygotsky agreed. 

Observations within childcare are key. There are four areas that should be considered within observation. These include Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity, Language, Literacy and Communication Skills, Mathematical Development and Physical Devlopment. There are several observation requirements that need to have been taken place. Firstly, a suitable environment. As Danny White (2022) portrays that a suitable environment should include attractive displays presenting children's art and displays to develop children's knowledge. Stimulating activities and rest time for children who need it, routines that make children feel comfortable and confident and an overall environment for children to become themselves and be unique. There should be lots of different resources available (for instance to expand children's vocabulary). Aswell as this, appropriate and safe toys for every child to play with for example dolls, trains, building blocks and so on. There should be enough members of staff in a suitable environment. The staff should be experienced, encouraging, alert and aware whilst carrying out observations, to know what they are looking for in an observation, to understand child development, to recognise the types of play, to recognise the adults role within play, to know the children in their care, to know how to use the type of observation correctly. Observations are important as they cover many factors into children's safety, growth, and development. As Ron Spreeuwenburg (2022) states that observations can identify special needs, allow practitioners to get a better understanding of each child, to see a specific child's likes and dislikes, to perceive a child's communication styles, to view a child's interactions with the children around them, to help practitioners to gain a better understanding of why a child might be having challenging behaviours. The Compact Profile and full profile assessments (WG, 2017) explain how observation plays a key role within everyday practice in the foundation phase, and includes how formative assessments, summative assessments, using the foundation phase profile for summative assessments and scoring the assessments is especially useful within observations and assessments in childcare. 
An example of an observation is a Time Sampler. As Kathy Brodie (2022) states that a time sampler is an observation which usually lasts an hour-long period during which a child is observed every five minutes. Although though the observations are brief, they do include information about the child's current activity, where in the environment they are, and their level of involvement. It can be difficult to make the observations consistently in a free-flowing workplace, but each observation should only take a few minutes to complete. This kind of observation is helpful for noting a child's disposition and level of interest in various activities. This type of observation is focused, not time consuming, the practitioner observing has time to record details and amazingly easy to read back over and it is short and brief. Although, something might happen in the time gaps which are not recorded so therefore observations may not be representative. 
In any observation, it can help practitioners see children's triggers, friendships, patterns, children's level of engagements, children's preferences, written evidence, and specific areas the child likes to play and learn in. Although, in any observation, it does not portray the adult's role during the observation, the environmental factors, the developmental factors, the cause of what is happening to the child. Planning an observation as well is important. As Gowrie (2022) explains that planning includes creating and developing a curriculum that is sensitive and comforting to all children, ensuring that educational methods and teaching strategies support each child to reach their specific goals, providing ways to express children's capabilities and skills and informing feedback back to parents about their child's learning and educational experiences within the environment. Planning is all about supporting each child. Foundation Phase Wales (3–7-year-olds) Play Based, links within the topic of observation as it covers play-based planning. Practitioners should think what are children interested in? What development is each child at? Practitioners should set activities up to assess their development. Foundation Phase include continuous provision (the resources provided in the classroom for children to interact with productively) and enhanced provision (the extra materials and resources practitioners offer to children which can be more challenging). Each childcare environment should include both provisions. Successful Futures also links within observation as Graham Donaldson (2015) portrayed interviewing parents and children to check that every curriculum within the childcare environment is up to date. 
Observations are a way to form relationships and connect with children to discover their likes, dislikes, other relationships with their friends and to their environment. Children who feel loved, secure, and protected engage with others and their surroundings to learn. As children start school, they have a greater chance of developing skills and performing better. Practitioners can make sure that a child's development is progressing as planned by watching children while they explore, play, and learn. Observations of children's play gives the observer a variety of essential information about each child and the way they respond to the childcare environment. Through observations, practitioners learn about each child's strengths, knowledge, needs, interests, and skills. There are many factors why practitioners observe each child in the childcare setting. As Early Years Careers (2023) states that observing children is vital as practitioners can find out what a child's pattern of behaviour and friendships are, to find out how each child reacts and responds to specific activities in the environment, watch children's expressions and interactions, to perceive and observe each child's language development and how different skills have developed, to evaluate and assess the rooms routine In the environment, how a child is around an uncomfortable position situation in the room (for example another child snatching a toy) and observing how they react and how they solve problems. When observing children, it is child led play, this is important as practitioners observe raw emotions of children, activities children decide what they want to play with, children playing with one another by choice and observing each friendship that is being formed and so on. Practitioners need to make sure when they are observing children, they need to be respectful and to not interfere with their play and learning as it could affect a child's development. Practitioners need to keep all the information they gather about every child confidential. Practitioners need to ensure that parents and guardians are comfortable and to ensure parents it is confidential information. Practitioners need to provide every child with the respect and safety they are due. 
[bookmark: _Int_c8ikXJLD]It Is vital to observe children's development as each child will have goals and potential to reach within their development and learning, observing children can really help the practitioner as they can understand where a child is struggling, where a child needs help/extra support with, and where a child is confident and reaching their full potential. It also allows the practitioner to make a plan for the child that addresses the child's areas they are struggling in, expands the child's skills and abilities and how practitioners can provide support. Observations have a positive impact as it can be a clear indicator of the learning styles of each child. Practitioners can compare each observation and figure out and discuss the best plan for each child moving forward. Aswell as this, parents can discuss any matters with practitioners and can have all the feedback which has been observed in depth. Overall, observations have a significant impact on children as it shows the skills and abilities children have and where the children are struggling with certain areas so therefore practitioners can give all the support the children need to reach their full potential. Practitioners and every adult in a childcare environment have the right to value all children. As Essex GOV UK (United Kingdom) (2022) portrays that practitioners within observation and play must respond to each child's developing needs and interests while supporting all children's needs and interests and guiding their development through kind, encouraging interactions. Childrens growth is supported through many factors, such as freedom with creative play, child led play, support from practitioners and at home from parents. Support from adults has a massive effect on children as they look up to adults they are surrounded by as role models and copy their actions. It is vital that the environment children are in within childcare is a happy safe place. This is due to children having experiences and memories, a child's future learning, behaviour, and health are built upon the foundation of meaningful interactions and experiences, it has a massive impact on children’s growth. 
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