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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice.
Section 1
Sensory Play

Bottrill, (2018) suggests that play is a critical aspect of children’s development. Bottrill, (2018) also implies that play should be open ended, and children should be given the opportunity to choose for themselves what they want to play with. 
Piaget, (1962) highlights that babies and young children will learn though all their senses by touching, smelling, tasting hearing, and exploring environment and objects around them. Piaget, (1962) called this stage the sensorimotor stage, this is a period which begins from birth up until the baby is 18 months old. Furthermore, Piaget, (1962) implies that babies and young children will begin to identify different objects and people just by using their senses and movement. Macintyre, (2001) states that babies from as early as four months will play with their own hands and feet, they become aware that they have control over them and that they can use them to reach out and grab objects which are out of their space. Babies will learn the development of co-ordination through these movements, and these will become more automatic as they grow (Macintyre, 2001). 
According to Gascoyne, (2012) the use of a treasure basket created by Goldschmied (1989), has the use of the five senses and babies use their hand and eye co-ordination when playing with the various objects. Gascoyne, (2012) indicates that a treasure basket is a basket filled by an adult of natural, household items or objects. For example, wooden spoons, tins, keys and different fabrics, that babies and young children can play and learn with. Furthermore Forbes, (2004) identifies that the treasure basket also encourages the maximum use of all senses, and that babies are free to choose what objects they want to explore in their own given time. Babies will become interested in whether a certain object can move, how it feels if it is hot or cold or whether it is hard or soft. Forbes, (2004) also highlights that by giving baby a treasure basket it allows the adult to observe the baby when they are using their cognitive skills, or if they are developing their motor skills and how the baby chooses to play with the object whether it is with their eyes, mouth or hands. 



Outdoor Play

Outside play is important for young children, it will help to develop them socially, physically, emotionally as well as their own well-being. Outdoor play can also help children with their confidence. While being outdoors children will learn to take their own risks and explore the nature around them (non-maintained nursery settings, 2022).
Piaget, (1962) suggests that babies and young children learn about themselves and the environment around them with their movement. Piaget, (1962) implies that for young children movement is “a thought in action”.
According to Frobel, (1782-1852) the outdoors or garden was the centre of his idea with kindergarten, Frobel highlighted how this was a space where children could learn and develop along side nature. Frobel, (1782-1852) suggested that by being outdoors children would be able to grow and develop the knowledge of the environment around them in their own pace. Furthermore, Maynard and Waters, (2014) implies that it is important for young children to have access to different materials, resources and equipment which are ‘open’ to the children to play with some of these may include sand, water, mud and other natural materials. Maynard and Waters, (2014) also suggest that by using loose materials the children are able to carry or move these around the outdoor area and transferring them from place to place, by doing these children will develop schemas such as transporting, placing, and connecting things together. 
Knight, (2013) Identifies how forest school is a more recent and popular way to introduce children to the environment around them. Forest school is a hands-on learning experience in a natural woodland area which helps children develop their confidence and self-esteem by being more hands on (knight, 2013). Forest school is a long-term process with frequent visits or sessions to the woodland area, forest school aims to help develop the child’s holistic development by offering the children the opportunities to take their own risks, and to be able to assess the environment around them (Maynard and Waters, 2014). Young children and babies development and understanding can benefit in a number of ways from outdoor play with or without adult support. Children will be able to take their own risks and make their own mistakes all while thinking creatively and using their imagination with different real-life experiences, children’s social skills will also improve while they communicate with others around them weather this is solving problems between themselves or as an individual. (Ouvry and Furtado, 2019).

Section 2

The role of the adult in early years is crucial in helping children’s development in play, children need people who help them to play or create safe spaces for them to play with a rage of materials for props to play with (Bruce, 2011). 
Gov.wales, (2022) highlights the importance of creating an emotionally safe environment for children to help support them in positive ways. As practitioners we need to make sure we model a happy and joyful attitude towards helping children learn through their natural curiosity (gov.wales,2022). According to McInnes et al,(2011) practitioners who have a good understanding of play show that they can facilitate play and learning, where the children will have full choice and control. The research they done confirmed practitioners who did not understand the value of play would offer children more adult-led activities. Whereas practitioners who have a better understanding of play provided children with a range of both child-led and adult-led activities (McInnes et al, 2001). As early years practitioners we can follow the play cycle to help understand and support children during play. The play cycle (1998) highlights how practitioners need to know what may spark a child’s interest in beginning play, this is called a metalude. Children often show cues when they are wanting to play, this may be when they are staring at a certain area or object more so when they are babies, as children grow up, they may use verbal invitation or present an object or an action, this will then be the beginning of them playing. The play cycle, (1998) then implies that an adult or other child may then return with a response to show they are interested in the play. When a child is playing a frame is formed to contain the play this can change in shape or sizes for example physical may be using stones, tyres, or ropes in a designated area. The child may have chosen a narrative frame, where they may be making up a storyline or using music to create the play. Some children will get emotionally involved in play where the props they are using or the place they are playing may keep changing due to the feeling at the time when the child is playing (the play cycle,1998). Furthermore, the play cycle, (1998) identifies that when these are present there is a continues flow in the play that could only last a few minutes or could be prolonged for weeks. When the child chooses to end the play, this is called annihilation, when they realise they have had enough of the play they are doing and will move on to something new themselves. As practitioners we need to take a step back and try not to intervene when a child is playing unless we are invited to by the child, if an adult intervenes without the child inviting them this is knows as adulteration. Practitioners tend do to this without realising. For example, when we want to better the child’s play or help to improve the child’s play by telling them to do something different or to not do something the way the child is doing so (The play cycle,1998). Vygotsky, (1978) implemented the term of ‘Zone of proximal development’. Vygotsky, (1978) believed that children developed at two levels, the lower level being a baseline of what a child can achieve independently in an area of learning, and the second level being what the child can achieve with support from an adult around them. The Zone of proximal development can be used as a tool to assist the development of learning and to help support a child, children will require different levels of support and are capable of different levels of achievement. (Vygotsky, 1978). Aubrey and Riley, (2022) suggest that practitioners in early years settings should help and support children’s holistic development by implementing Vygotsky’s Zone of proximal development, adults can help by ‘scaffolding’ children to support them to reach their full potential. 
 “Only with using Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development does potential to grow and develop occupy a significant place in learning theory” (Aubrey and Riley, 2022, p72). 

Section 3

According to Rose and Rogers, (2012) while working in an early year setting the role of the adult is complex and demanding with different types of responsibilities, some of these are:
· Planning carefully
· Scaffolding children
· Carrying out observations
· Doing risk assessments

Early years practitioners often observe young children and babies during play as this is the perfect time to do observations as they can see what interests the child and what they can do. When observing children during a time when they are naturally playing, we can be sure that we are seeing what the child’s interests are (Smidt, 2015). Recent studies have shown children have high levels of emotional well-being when learning when an activity is seen as ‘play’ over ‘not play’ (Howard and Mcinnes,2013). 
There are many different types of observations you can follow when working with children and babies. Different observations can be used for individual children or groups of children. Pacey, (2016) implies that by observing a child you can use the information gathered to help and support them in their development and learning. Pacey, (2016) suggest that a movement/ written record observation is used to see where a child spends time in specific areas and how long they are there and interacting in the activity and those around them for. Rose and Rogers, (2012) highlights that by following the observation, assessment, planning (OAP) cycle practitioners will be able to identify a child’s needs, interests and achievement. The term ‘observe’ means that we ‘see and notice’. Observation is defined as getting close to a child’s mind emotions (Rose and Rogers, 2012). 

A running record/written observation is a continuous observation for a particular length of time, when the practitioner will sit and observe a child and will write down everything the child is doing or saying when engaged in a particular activity (complexneeds.org) While the practitioner is observing the aim is to provide a description of what natural behaviour is occurring. The main purpose of doing a running record is to gather as much information during the observation as you can of how the child interacts with the activity and people around them, and how they express their feelings towards things (complexneeds.org). 
Furthermore, Barber and Paul-smith, (2012) agrees that the practitioner will need to also include any other interaction with any adults or children that the child they are observing has and write down exactly what happens and a particular time. When the observation comes to an end the practitioner will need to write up a conclusion or summary of what happened during the observation. It is highly important that you only write down final conclusions on what you have written and not what you think the child is able to do (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2012). When writing up an observation you will need to reflect on what the child you observed was able to do and then link it to the development and skills of the appropriate age range that the child is, and moving forward what your next steps of action can be to help support the child’s development further (Barber and John-Smith, 2012). While a running/ written observation is good and easy to use as it is an open-ended observation where you can provide enough details and give a full description on what the child is doing as they are a spontaneous way of observing a child and not need specific charts or checklists to complete (Barber and John-Smith, 2012). On the other hand, Barber and John-Smith (2012) highlights that there are some disadvantages on using this method of observation as it can be very time consuming and difficult to choose information that you want to write down. It is also easy to miss some important information if you are not looking when writing something else down this can be quiet frustrating if it happens (Barber and John-Smith, 2012). Moreover, this method of observation is the most likely to get interrupted by others around wondering what you are writing, and there are risks that the child you are observing may behave differently if they can see you are getting too close to them. While doing observations in early years you can also follow Gibbs reflective cycle, this was developed by Graham Gibbs in 1988 to help give structure in learning from past experiences. This allows practitioners to learn and plan things that went well or maybe not so well (The university of Edinburgh, 2020). Gibbs reflective cycle is made of 6 stages, these are description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan. 
· Description: here can write about the experience of the observation.
· Feelings: write about the feelings and thoughts from the experience.
· Evaluation: write about the experience of the observation, both positive and negative.
· Analysis: to help you make sense of the situation.
· Conclusion: write about what you learnt in the observation and what you could have done differently if you were to do it again.
· Action plan: this is to see how you would deal with circumstances similar in the future, or overall changes you might find suitable (the university of Edinburgh,2020). 
As early years practitioners it is important to reflect and evaluate on your observations you have done, this will help you decide best on how to support the child’s holistic development and learning progress (birthto5matters,2021). 

Section 4

According to Vygotsky, (1978) play creates its own zone of proximal development (ZPD) children will try doing different activities and will then acquire new skills and learn to self-regulate behaviour. Vygotsky (1978) see’s play as the highest level of development in children and is the centre of young children’s learning and development. Rose and Rogers, (2012) highlights for early years practitioners it is vital in understanding Vygotsky’s theory of playing to help practitioners understand the importance of letting children play freely without having adults interfering when children are using their imaginations and interacting in role-play. As early years practitioners you can take some opportunities to scaffold children’s learning, children should still be guiding the play, but practitioners can challenge children’s play so that they can expand on their learning and development (Jung and Recchia, 2013). The role of play during an observation is important as when a child is interacting in free play that they chose themselves you can see what the child’s particular interests are (smidt,2015). 
Vygotsky, (1978) stated that young children and the importance of choosing play should not be underestimated. It is during play that children will begin to make sense of what is happening around them. When children are engaged in play it is important as a practitioner that you do not pull them away from the activity they are doing to start doing an observation on the child, as this could have negative effects on the observation as the child may not want to engage in the activity you have set out for the observation. Foundation phase forms are a type of observation that practitioners use to see how a child’s development is coming along (gov.wales, 2022). The foundation phase form is a very task orientated observation, some practitioners state that for a child these more focused activities were more challenging for children to have to sit at a table and focus on certain abilities, some children will become stressed with focused tasks (gov.wales,2022).“When the learner is in a focused assessment task – it is stressful for the learner, they can be panicky when they don’t want to get it wrong.” (gov.wales, 2022). 
Early years matters, (2023) highlights that it is therefore vital that observations on children are based through free play where the child is doing something they are happy and engaged in. Children all have a unique way of developing holistically. Early years matters, (2023) states that the child is always the starting point when it comes to observations, this will provide practitioners with reliable information about each child’s interests and what resources they enjoy playing with. Observations will also provide practitioners with opportunities to accurately plan the next steps in the child’s learning, as observations are done on a regular basis or sometimes part of a daily routine (early years matters, 2023). 
‘Discussing these with the child, their parents and team members gives a starting point for a holistic approach that will ensure that the child is always central to what is planned’ (early years matters, 2023). 
Additionally, by practitioners doing observations while a child has chosen their own play or activity, it will help the practitioner see the child’s gross and fine motor skills development. Gov.uk, (2022) highlights that children will need to be confident in using gross motor skills and movements to help develop their fine motor skills and development. A child who uses their gross motor skills will help them to have more opportunities to engage in play and to gain confidence and coordination to help develop their fine motor skills (gov.uk, 2022). 


1

