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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice
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Play is believed to be a fundamental part of the development in children, affecting all areas of growth. The Welsh Government (2014) supports this, also suggesting that play can impact on not only the child but their wider communities and families also. 
Outdoor Play has many benefits to the development of the child beyond the physical health aspects. Socializing, problem solving, behaviour and imagination can all be enhanced through the outdoor environments. Lockwood, K (2020) suggests that the physical outdoor activities that children may engage with can also show improvements in areas such as sleep, concentration, mood and engagement with others. Outdoor play can be more nature based using resources provided by the world around us, encouraging children to explore and experience independently, free to make their own opinions and not have a pre-conceived idea that we may have impressed on them. Whittle, I (2016) supports this by stating that skill building and playing without adult support is the end goal for nature and outdoor activity play. Outdoor play also provides the child with the opportunity to explore risky play. Risky play is an area that practitioners find difficult to deliver to a high standard. Cetkin Atkas, S & Sevimli Celik, S (2021) found in their study that safety concerns limited the opportunity for risky play. When provided and facilitated correctly risky play encourages children to test their limits in a variety of areas of development. The Education Hub, 2020. Froebel believed that children should experience nature in the garden and wider environment this in turn would help them think about the natural environment as a larger concept. Froebel Trust, ND. Outdoor play positively contributes to the holistic development of a child with opportunities to further their knowledge on physical skills, social skills, communication skills, confidence building and creativity exploration. First Walkers, 2016. Outdoor play is of importance within many curriculums from around the globe. Scandinavian countries focus on ‘friluftsliv’ translating as ‘free air life’. They believe that nature provides opportunities the indoors can not and that there is no such thing as bad weather just bad clothing. Nature is where foundations are built and early life skills are developed. Day Nurseries, 2021. In New Zealand also the Te Whariki curriculum places importance on the outdoors and the benefits it provides, from understanding the need to reconnect away from modern technologies to the skills it can provide such as responsibilities, cooperation and leadership. Ministry of Education, 2021. 
Sensory Play is another area of play which provides the child with the chance to develop holistically. Sensory play allows the child’s brain to form pathways through the building of nerve connections, eventually allowing the child to perform tasks of varying abilities. Cleveland Clinc, 2022. As well as the common senses we have, sensory play also takes into account two others, called vestibular the awareness of positions and Proprioception bodily movements. Only about children, 2020. Exploring through movement and senses when young was what Piaget called sensorimotor, the more engaged in the sensory experiences provided would encourage positive responses from the child and in turn enhance the development of cognition within the child. York, C, 2001. Unlike Piaget who believed that these experiences and knowledge were personal, Vygotsky believed that social aspects and cognition worked together. Pound, L, 2005. Sensory play can be thought of to include aspects of messy play. They stimulate and engage to promote sensory processing helping the brain to develop skills such as socializing, cognition, communication, fine and gross motor. Building better brains, 2021. Sensory play has also shown to be effective when used to soothe or comfort. Children might be encouraged to engage in a sensory activity they enjoy to help make over whelming feelings more manageable. Through these play opportunities they can communicate worries or stresses and begin to confront issues they may be faced with. Gaikwad, A. (2015).  These sensory activities could also prove effective for children who may present with additional learning needs, providing they and you are aware of sensory activities they enjoy. Sensory play could be used to help children regulate or communicate situations. Sensory Calming Activities, ND. By using their senses children are thinking and then being able to make a choice. 
Outdoor play and sensory play may at times provide children with similar experiences. The outdoor environment can provide children with many sensory experiences and learning. Materials such as mud, water, grass, rock’s and more provide children with the chance to activate feelings they may not have experienced before. Bergeron, J. (2022). Outdoor sensory play eradicates the need for expensive and sometimes ineffective sensory toys as all the materials are provided outside by nature itself. This form of sensory and outdoor play makes it accessible for more people to be able to engage young children in the play experiences they need to develop their whole selves.    
Section 2
Play is as stated by the United Nations Rights of the Child 1989, a fundamental right that all children around the world have. Moyles, J (2012) believed that play was multidimensional and could cross contexts, recognising that the New Zealand Te Whariki curriculum placed play centrally to a child’s development. Also acknowledging that to define play could be challenging but it is still of great importance to children. Children can engage in a range of different play types but arguably one of the most important is self-directed play or open-ended play. Self-directed play happens of a child’s own accord often encompassing their interests. Play Wales, 2002 believed that play was Freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. Meaning the child decides all aspects from when and how the roles involved develop and how these roles do not always have an outcome. Play wales also acknowledge like Moyles that play is hard to define, covering contexts from behaviour to the environment. Self-directed play may be seen to encompass ideas linked to the Montessori method. From providing materials and loose parts of a high standard for children to explore and experiment with the adults taking a step back and observing, only engaging when necessary for safety or when invited, Ledendecker, M (2020). Practitioners have an important role in supporting the self-directed play we want to encourage children to engage in while at settings. As adults we may have a preconceived idea about what a learning outcome should look like, this is not the case when children are engaging in this type of self-directed play. It is led by them, for them and not necessarily having an educational learning outcome. du Toit-Brits, C. (2019) found that learners who were not supported to take responsibility for their learning during the process would not have the same curiosity for learning and activities. For adults to be able to confidently support self-directed play we need to give all staff members who work in settings high quality training so they are able to understand their role and its importance to the child’s development. This idea was supported by Howard, J and McInnes, K. 2012. Their paper also found that adults struggled with knowing their role and became managers of the play, asking questions and making new scenarios to direct the play to what they believed to be appropriate learning outcomes. Skilled practitioners can facilitate play that is child led through using the children for reference. Children if they need support are able to give a range of cues to invite the adult over on their terms. These cues could be verbal, facial expressions, body language or gesture. The National Occupation Standard (2016) has set out play principals that help practitioners support the play that takes places, some of these include facilitating play and being able to feed back into policy and training, to act as advocates when adults may try to intervene, support the creation of a safe and engaging space for play, to respond appropriately to play and reflect on practice where needed and to recognise your own impact on a play space. Welsh Gov 2008 from the Play/ Active Learning document although acknowledges the importance of the practitioner’s role to support and scaffold knowing when to intervene and giving children the opportunity to end play of their own accord also states the need to plan play experiences daily. If adults are planning this is not child led learning. If we are not providing and facilitating the opportunity for child led learning then that natural in built need to be curious is not being promoted. Children as a result will not be able to lead their learning at their own pace, develop critical skills, socialise, grow in confidence with new experiences, connect children 2022. A tool adults can use in facilitating play is The Play Cycle. Developed initially in 1998 by Gordon Sturrock and Perry Else it provides a step by step process of how we can understand and support play. Pre cue, play cue, play return, flow, play frame and play annihilation make up the main steps. A play cycle can thrive without the support of an adult but there are way adults can interact but need to be mindful of the impact they could cause. Play maintenance may involve an adult interjecting due to what they deem as safety precautions. Simple involvement may be a child asking for a resource but being provided with something else as the adult may feel it a better option. Medial involvement could be an adult invited in to the cycle but then playing in a way unsuited to the child. Complex intervention might see the adult dominate and become the play lead, Tom smartkidz (2022). These 4 interventions have the ability to hinder the play along with the children’s enjoyment or confidence to lead their own play being put at risk. (Sturrock and Else 1998) developed the play cycle and believed that practitioners must intelligently cooperate in the playing process with those involved. 
Section 3
Schools in Wales until the introduction of the new Curriculum for Wales were using the Foundation Phase Profile as an observational and assessment tool in their settings. The Foundation Phase Profile was set up with the intentions of providing a baseline consistent across the nation that supported practitioners to build and support a holistic approach for all children, FPP handbook, 2015. Settings had 6 weeks to make initial baseline assessments on their new starter children before then submitting the scores to be tracked over their educational time within the foundation phase. The Foundation Phase Profile had benefits and limitations that practitioners might have viewed differently. The Four areas of assessment within the profile were Language Literacy and Communication, Mathematical Development, Physical development and Personal Social Wellbeing and Cultural Diversity. It could be argued that by narrowing the areas to only four categories that does not give a holistic view of the child. Whilst carrying out the FPP observations settings made their own tick sheet type methods to conduct assessments. This whilst could be seen as a quick and easy method to carry out assessments would also not leave room for queries and discussions on the individual child. Again, tick sheets would also have been a convenient method of transferring data from the initial observation to the incerts system that was in place at many settings. Initial baselines set within 6 weeks of a child’s start date in school may also not provide true and realistic reflections of the child. Children need support and time to transition from home or other settings to their new environment. Nervousness, separation anxiety and a host of other issues may affect a child’s willingness to engage in situations. Many activities used to observe and complete the FPP were not of authentic context and set up purely for the purpose of observing and assessing. The Donaldson report (2015) told us to observe any learning activity to see if the desired learning had taken place, implying one set up activity might not show us the child’s true capabilities. The FPP was designed to cater for all students including those with ALN. Although developed to be used with all children this was not a tool designed to assess and observe the full additional learning needs a child may have. It was used successfully to indicate any areas children may be struggling in and give the setting the opportunity to put in place early intervention strategies that the child may benefit from, FPP frequently asked questions, nd. The FPP had no formal measure for assessing and evidencing what children were able to do. This led to teacher judgement being a main decision-making factor in children’s abilities. Being observational based it provided all staff with the opportunity to contribute to the process. To also make the FPP more nationally consistent descriptions describing statements were located on the system to stop interpretations being too radically different, Evans,G (2015).  Some schools may have chosen to baseline using the FPP on their nursery students, as discovered by welsh gov (n.d) some areas of particularly low catchment may be able to show significant progress with the results. Within the new curriculum some sources are calling for an earlier progression step. This earlier step was catered for in the FPP having Bronze, Silver and Gold steps prior to outcome 1. PACEY as referred to by the Senedd (December 2020) talks about the FPP being a useful tool and the need to have something in place now as we move forward for consistency. The FPP if used effectively had the potential to be a useful teaching tool, if the observational methods and even charts used to complete the assessments were used regularly to inform teaching as oppose to largely being used as measuring and accountability tools for schools. The FPP was split into two sections, the compact profile and the full profile. The WJEC (2013) supports the FPP handbook (2015) by stating that full profiles skills range provides a holistic view of the development of the child. For us to have a holistic view of the child they need to feel safe and secure in their environment to freely be themselves and explore the learning they have access to. For them to feel like this we need to look back at Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, Drew, C (2020). Within the first six weeks when the initial assessments are taking place, we might be meeting their basic needs of being fed, watered and sheltered but for some children building bonds and feeling safe and secure might take longer, so accessing the tools needed to excel to the best of their abilities could be something that takes place after six weeks when these relationships are still developing. 
Section 4
To observe and assess during a child’s play provides important individual insights into them, (Kelly, 2016). The child as an individual has the potential to show us key insights into themselves and their learning journey through the medium of play. To make observations that are supportive of a child’s play and learning professionals must take care to be aware of the child’s boundaries. Nursery world 2006 supports this by stating the need to be respectful and sensitive to a child’s play whilst showing an openness to their learning agenda. Thornton 2015 believes there should be a balance between adult led and child led. Feeling that if children can not explore the techniques taught to them they will not be able to explore their own ideas or develop their imagination and creativeness. WAG 2015, referred to the serious business of play, believing that first hand experiences consolidated learning and had impacts on self-esteem and self-worth. To observe children at play provides us with insight into how children deal with scenarios and situations whether in social contexts or problem solving individually, these skills if developed through experiences will be transferable throughout life. WJEC, 2015 also suggests these early experiential skills can be used in later life. O’Grady and Dusing, 2015 stated that play based assessments that were child led provided a range of insight into not only what the children know and are able to do at present but also make practitioners aware of emerging skills. Imperial Collage London, n.d has found evidence that play can be more effective for learning than traditional methods based off factors such as it being self-directed, interactive, multi-sensory and pleasurable. When play is pleasurable and undertaken intrinsically one might believe that limited learning is taking place but, (Harvard Graduate School of Education, n.d.) pointed out, if it is found to be gratifying even though there is no reward students might become more inclined to explore further topics, attach meaning to work and learn to persist at challenges. Extrinsic motivation can happen with 2 outcomes, whilst each is to achieve a separate goal one may be to complete an activity to avoid consequences the other maybe that it is seen as useful. Ryan and Desi, 2000 found that self determination can vary in extent when observed through extrinsically motivated behaviours. Similarly, a study by Wilson (n.d) found that children who had fewer formal instructions to follow during an art project produced quality pieces based on creativity and enjoyment, suggesting that they were more intrinsically motivated to complete the task presented as there was no other end factor than pleasure. Practitioners can support play in a variety of ways such as providing engaging and appropriate materials and importantly recognising cues and invitations so to not terminate the play. Adults need to be aware of the differences in leading and joining play in order to make it a successful experience for children. Even when adults may want to join a child’s activity being invited and looking for the cue is crucial. If play is no longer intrinsically motivated for the child we may have interfered and ended the play (Seriously Kids, 2012). McInnes, Howard, Crowley and Miles (2013) found from their studies that play should be seen from a child’s perspective and adults needed to change their approach, this would then encourage children to look less for support and cues from their practitioners. Piaget recognised the need for stimulating environments where children could explore their own interests and the importance of observations to study children’s thinking and learning (Martin 2017). Unlike Piaget and the more self-directed approach John Dewey although a supporter of play thought that some direction was still needed to guide children. “Fullness of growth” guided children to reach their full potential through play according to Dewey, play even if somewhat guided gave children the opportunity to think for themselves, Beatty, 2017. (Columbus et al., n.d.) We honour the whole child when we honour their play. 
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