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Component 1- Discuss two types of play and how these can be supported in practice.
Component 2- Evidence of a clear understanding of why it is important for children to choose their own play and the importance of the role of the adult in children’s play.
Component 3- In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children.
Component 4- Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and consider how this affects the child’s engagement and the accuracy of the observations.









ECEY4003- Children's Play: Theory and Practice (3,000 words)

Component 1- Discuss two types of play and how these can be supported in practice (750 words).
[bookmark: _Int_6F6SDExa]‘Playing is very important for your child’s development and well-being. Playing can be a great way for your child to exercise but playing also helps children learn’ (NHS, 2023). Theorists support this statement- for example Jean Piaget believes children develop through four stages (McLeod, 2025). Piaget strategized that children ‘learn best through hands-on exploration and visual materials’ (McLeod, 2025). Lev Vygotsky elevates this statement through his theory, in which he emphasises the importance of ‘the role of social interaction and cultural tools in shaping how children learn and grow’ (Hamza, 2025). Bodrova and Leong (2015, pp.374-375) state that ‘Vygotsky sees play as a transitional stage from a child’s thinking constrained by the properties of a current situation to thinking totally free from these constraints’. Jerome Bruner also ‘believed that children construct knowledge and meaning through active experience with the world around them’ (McLeod, 2025). ‘Bruner introduced the concept of “scaffolding,” where children build upon their existing knowledge through playful activities’ (TeachKloud, 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_ZcCtZzMx]‘Psychologists and experts have identified a number of styles of play that children engage in, which are key parts of their development’ (BBC, n.d). Mildred Parten was a ‘contemporary of Jean Piaget and Leo Vygotsky’ (Thomas, 2023). Her work developed the groundbreaking stages based on child’s play (Thomas, 2023). ‘During the first few months of life, infants engage in unoccupied play, a stage characterised by their awe-inspiring discovery of their hands, body and surroundings’ (The Curiosity Approach, 2023). Children from 0-3 months engross themselves in scattered play, allowing themselves to learn without any interruption or help (Rymanowicz, 2015). ‘Solitary play marks a period when children are content to immerse themselves in independent play. It is a time when their imagination blooms’ (The Curiosity Approach, 2023). During this stage, children won’t interact with other children, and they’ll play by themselves (Thomas, 2023). ‘At around two years old, children enter the onlooker play stage, where they observe other children engaging in play without actively participating’ (The Curiosity Approach, 2023). During this time, ‘the child is an active observer of other children playing, interacts through speech and asking questions, but doesn’t actively participate in the play’ (Thomas, 2023). ‘Parallel play is a captivating stage where children play alongside or near others without direct interaction. It is a bridge between solitary play and more socially interactive stages’ (The Curiosity Approach, 2023). ‘At the ages of three to four, children begin to embrace associate play, a stage characterised by interacting and playing with others’ (The Curiosity Approach, 2023). ‘There is still a degree of individual play, although it is a more sociable form of group play than in the parallel activity’ (Thomas, 2023). ‘Finally, the stage of cooperative play emerges around the age of four and beyond, representing the pinnacle of social engagement and collaboration’ (The Curiosity Approach, 2023).

‘Play, both indoors and outdoors, makes a powerful contribution to children’s wellbeing, development and learning’ which therefore leads to confidence and the ability to take risks (Birth to 5 Matters, n.d). ‘Role play has proven to be an extremely successful way of promoting child development and advancing communication skills’ (Adams, 2024). ‘In role play children imitate others who they may be familiar with, such as family members, teachers or characters they see on television’, and although this may not be exactly accurate, children are still learning social-cues and heightening their social and emotional development (PlayWales, 2017, p.7). Role play is usually encouraged through playing dress-up, using make-up or face paint or just everyday objects (PlayWales, 2017, p.8). Children ‘will listen to the dialogue of other children and adults and learn to respond appropriately. Learners will experiment with language when playing different roles’ (Amin, 2023). Engaging in role play will encourage children to work together to communicate, for example through role playing as a family, which will also boost imagination and problem-solving (RhinoPlay, 2024). Rough and tumble is also another type of play; one that ‘involves play fighting, tumbling, tickling, play with body contact, but no deliberate hurting where children involved are laughing and squealing’ (PlayWales, 2017, p.8). This is a misunderstood play type, and it obviously doesn’t condone children getting hurt, but it’s a play that is consensual (PlayWales, 2017, p.8). ‘Role play helps young children understand the limits of their strength, explore their changing positions in space, burn off energy and let go of tension’ (Raising Children Network, 2025). Whilst children love to gentle wrestle, fall and run around, it’s important to remember to be gentle with younger children (Raising Children Network, 2025).
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Component 2- Evidence of a clear understanding of why it is important for children to choose their own play and the importance of the role of the adult in children’s play (750 words).
‘Self-directed play is the concept of allowing children to play without an imposed framework, on their own, without adult interference’ (Play Adventures, 2019). ‘Years of research show conclusively that child-directed play fosters the development of the whole child- children's cognitive, social, emotional and physical skills’ (Juster, 2015). To ensure that play is completely self-directed, children should have the permission, the loose parts, a safe space and a practitioner to support them and to help them play independently (Juster, 2015). ‘Sometimes, the most engaging play for children (the essential play that builds a foundation for everything else) evolves quietly without any fanfare at all’ (Juster, 2017). Children are likely to get up and move around through play, which links to healthier lifestyles, whilst also collaborating with other children (Edmentum, 2024). ‘All children should be afforded opportunities to play, regardless of their racial group, socioeconomic class and disability if they have been diagnosed with one’ (Zosh et al, 2022). ‘Free play lets children explore and express themselves- to be the captains of their own ship’ (Zosh et al, 2022). Within childhood, ‘there are lots of different ways to reach milestones in early childhood, but play is really the only way that’s universal’ (Family Action, 2025).

‘The theoretical model of play known as the Play Cycle was first developed by Gordon Sturrock and Perry Else in 1998’ (SmartKidz, 2025). ‘It highlights how play develops and unfolds naturally, often without adult intervention. Understanding the Play Cycle helps playworkers recognise when and how to intervene, if at all’ (Judson, 2024). There are different stages within the Play Cycle, which ranges from play cues, which links to the child officiating play, the flow of self-directed play which leads to others getting involved, and the play frame which links to the boundaries and the rules within the play (SmartKidz, 2025). Important stages within the cycle are also the metalude, play return and annihilation (Judson, 2024). Play Adulteration is when the ‘Play Cycle is ended by an adult who has not previously been involved in the play’ (SmartKidz, 2025). However, sometimes there are usually specific reasons for play adulteration like conflict between children, safeguarding issues or simply the child going home (The Kids’ Club, 2025). ‘Playworkers regularly assess how their actions, attitudes, and the environment impact the play experience’ (Judson, 2024). This is done through observation, reflection, adaption and documentation (Judson, 2024).

‘Child-directed play is led primarily by children and consists of activities they have chosen to participate in based on their interests and desires’ (Stallman, n.d). This type of play doesn’t include being guided by a practitioner or a parent (Stallman, n.d). On the other hand, ‘adult-led play refers to play that is led by the adult rather than the child. This means that the adult has control over the activity and guides through the learning’ (Toole, 2023). Adult-led play is beneficial considering it ‘ensures that children meet all the learning areas of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS)’ (Toole, 2023). Child-directed play could potentially be deemed as controversial as ‘many do not push their learning forward, instead repeating familiar activities without challenge. This conflicts with the EYFS framework’s emphasis on scaffolding learning’ (Agger, 2025). Also, through emphasising natural play between children, in which they experiment within meaningful activities ‘teachers maximize learning while individualising learning goals’ (Zosh et al, 2022). ‘Play doesn’t need any special equipment: everyday, low cost and, ideally, natural items are perfect’ for example, playing outside with leaves and sticks are just as educational as expensive toys (Family Action, 2025).

There are also so many benefits to child-directed play: it gives children the chance to take control of their learning, to share ideas and to strengthen the connection between the child and other children, and with practitioners (Good2Know Network, 2024). ‘The progression from adult-led play for younger children to independent play with peers for older children emphasises the gradual development of autonomy and social skills’ (Smith, 2024). ‘It is important for practitioners to engage with children during play and to bring playful elements to adult-directed activities’ (Amin, 2022). Adults can support a child with their child-directed play through observing, making different suggestions or focusing on specific opportunities (Amin, 2022). An adult's role in supporting child-directed play is to ‘encourage children to question and learn alongside each other, enter into the spirit of play, foster communication skills’ (Amin, 2022). ‘The PlayWork Principles, the Play Cycle, loose parts, and reflective practice all contribute to a framework that ensures children’s rights to play is respected’ (Judson, 2024).
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Component 3- In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children (750 words).
‘Observation is the key to understanding young children and finding out more about them as individuals. It is a fundamental aspect of the assessment and planning cycle’ (School Jotter, 2019). ‘Observations help early years educators understand children’s development, allowing them to create personalised learning experiences’ (Connect Childcare, 2024). Observations focused on children must be regular to ensure an insight is developed on what children are doing and what they are learning (School Jotter, 2019).  ‘Early childhood educators use it to evaluate progress toward developental milestones, identify individual needs, and design activities that support each child’s growth’ (BrightWheel Blog, 2026). ‘Freidrich Froebel (1782-1852) learned much from observing children when playing alone, with other children or with their parents or families’ (Louis, 2022, p.3) ‘Froebel wanted educators to study how children develop their own learning through their self-activity, senses, interests and everyday experiences’ (Louis, 2022, p.3) Observation is important for a variety of reasons, for example it allows educators and parents to understand a child’s interest in different activities, track development and milestones and understand social dynamics (Connect Childcare, 2024).

‘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’ (GL Assessment, n.d)

‘The Schedule of Growing Skills is a developmental screening procedure which is based firmly on the well-known and well-respected developmental sequences designed by Dr Mary Sheridan’ (Bellman et al, 1996, p. xi). ‘Supplemented by a few well-tried items not included in Mary Sheridan’s work, it is the fruit of several years of research’ (Bellman et al, 1996, p. ix). The central purpose for the Schedule of Growing Skills is to ensure that every child has an able opportunity for an accurate method of developmental screening (Bellman et al, 1996, p. xi). ‘The accurate early identification of developmental delay in young children is important’ (Williams et al, 2013). ‘Using the Schedule of Growing Skills ensures that all children are assessed in a consistent way and that only those children who really need it are referred for more detailed investigations’ (GL Assessment, n.d). This observation method is usable from birth to age 5 (WJEC CBAC, 2019). The Schedule of Growing Skills (SOGS) scores a child’s ‘skills in the different areas of development and this score will be reported as an age in months’ (NHS, 2022). A child will be presented with multiple different tasks throughout the SOGS observation, and by the end of each task, the child will be assigned a number for each task that is completed, which is then plotted into a sheet for observation, with a reference line highlighted through a child’s age (NHS, 2022). ‘The assessment has several different age bands and if your child’s development falls 2 age bands below that of their actual age then this is a suggestive of a mild delay in that area’ (NHS, 2022). ‘In order to meet its aims, the Schedule of Growing Skills has been designed to be quick and easy to use: the administration time is approximately 20 minutes’ (Bellman et al, 1996, p. ix). This is beneficial towards development and growth as ‘educators are able to see patterns and plan age-appropriate activities, gain insight into how a child thinks about the world, and provide opportunities to change the learning environment’ (Spreeuwenberg, 2022).

Problems that can arise through this observation is the ‘breadth of age bands on the profile form’ (Williams et al, 2013). ‘Practitioners need to consider overall development within these aspects and not rely on matching every element in a list of statements to judge children’s progress’ (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021). ‘It is important to take a holistic, professionally informed view to determine whether a child is roughly on track or developing more slowly or quickly in particular areas’ (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021).

‘The final piece to observations is bringing this information back to parents and working with them directly to make sure the child is supported both at home and in the classroom’ (Spreeuwenberg, 2022). The SOGS observation ensures parents, teachers and caregivers understand the holistic view of a child. ‘Holistic development focuses on the complete development of a child, covering physical, emotional, social and cognitive areas’ (All Hallows School, 2024). ‘By measuring developmental milestones, we can ensure comprehensive growth for children.’ (All Hallows School, 2024). ‘The Schedule of Growing Skills fits in with other health promotion/surveillance activities’ (Bellman et al, 1996, p. x).
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Component 4- Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and consider how this affects the child’s engagement and the accuracy of the observation (750 words).
‘Play provides children with valuable cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal learning opportunities’ (Salcuni et al, 2017). ‘Play in childhood has led to its frequent use in the assessment of child development and in the implementation of child and parent-child psychological and educational interventions’ (Salcuni et al, 2017). ‘Play-based approaches can have substantial benefits for children who are identified as having social, emotional, or educational difficulties’ (Education Endowment Foundation, 2023). Observations can identify a child’s: their strengths, their needs, their progress, their development and their achievements (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, p.4). ‘When observing children, practitioners should collate information on their development and achievements and discuss these with colleagues’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, p.7). Vygotsky (1978) argued that children ‘exercise control over their own activity, set themselves appropriate challenges, and so create their own zone of proximal development within which learning is most powerfully enhanced’ during play (Whitebread et al, 2017, p.4)

‘By observing children while they are involved in activities, practitioners will find out how the children’s skills are developing and what they are able to do’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, p.4). ‘Children need opportunities for both adult-led and child-initiated play as they gain different skills from each’ (EDT, 2023). ‘A combination of the two kids therefore best supports a child’s holistic development’ (EDT, 2023). Observations, whether this is a simple note or a picture can help monitor a child’s progress, in which a practitioner can share stories and development to parents or caregivers (Olaya, n.d). Observations around children must have ‘a specific focus, and practitioners should be aware of what to look out for, who to look at and when and where the planned observation is going to take place’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, p.11). Practitioners should intervene when children seek help, become frustrated, want to include the practitioner, are disagreeing with others or when they are at risk due to a safeguarding issue, or just safety issues in general (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, p.14).

Observation benefits practitioners and parents to ‘get to know each child, build a holistic picture of each child, plan future learning experiences and the environment, seek further advice or signpost families to other sources of support’ (Rees, 2025). The National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare (Welsh Government, 2023, p.26) standard 7.9 describes that ‘what children do is observed and recorded to help plan the next steps for the children’s play, learning and development’. ‘Therefore, our duty of care requires us to provide play opportunities and activities to promote emotional, physical, social, creative, linguistic and intellectual development’ (Rees, 2025). ‘It’s an important element in the creation of an accurate and actionable child observation report, which will, in turn, help tailor the childcare environment’ (SafetyCulture, 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_gDeGfmKm]It’s important to remember that observing children can become extremely difficult for a variety of different reasons. For example, certain things can impact how an observer will see a child, as some people are more sensitive (Carter, n.d). Other issues that can arise are ‘fatigue, illness, discomfort, influence of self or personality, control of biases, setting and situation’ (Carter, n.d). Children can also act differently when they know they’re being observed, and Matt Bishop (2025) states that ‘the perception of surveillance heightens discomfort, which in turn produces self-regulation. In short, this feeling of being watched becomes internalized’. Matt Bishop (2025) also goes on to explain the ‘Hawthorne Effect’ and he ‘describes the tendency to improve performance when they know they’re being watched’. This is also relevant toward children, as ‘psychologists and researchers have long known that being observed changes behaviour’ (Bishop, 2025). To become a strong observer, a practitioner must ‘be present, be knowledgeable, be inquisitive and be intentional’ (Peterson and Elam, 2020, p.8). It’s also extremely important to consider guidelines whilst observing a child, for example taking precautions to ‘maintain confidentiality and to ensure privacy, be respectful, be attuned to children’s body language, temperament and styles of communication, be upfront and inform children’ (Peterson and Elam, 2020, p.16).

‘The first step that infant and toddler care teachers should do is, familiarize themselves with the goals and objectives for their infants and toddles’ (Bell Jr, 2017, p.6). The next step in creating a ‘developmentally appropriate and effective observation and assessment system for infants and toddlers is to become familiar with good observation as assessment practises’ (Bell Jr, 2017, p.7). It’s extremely vital to understand that observing children creates ‘complementary lenses for classroom observation tools to capture teacher practises, child behaviours, interaction dynamics, and implications for learning and development’ (Al-Hendawi et al, 2025).
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