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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice


Section One,
Play.
The definition of play according to the Oxford Dictionary (Lexico 2019) is to, “Engage in activity for enjoyment and recreation rather than a serious or practical purpose” 
All children have the impulse to play from birth. Play should be chosen freely by them, and they should determine the content (Play Wales 2022). The importance of play in the Early Years, has come to the forefront of education, The Swedish curriculum agrees with this and puts big emphasis on play in the development of the early years (Sweden Sverige 2021) Play has become so important, The United Nations (UN) has named “Article 31, Every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities”, in their child specific treaty called The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF 1992).
 In 2010, Wales was the first country in the world to legislate for children’s play. Meaning that, Welsh local authorities have to have sufficient opportunities for children to play (Play and Playwork, No Date). Through the first-hand experience they get through play, children will learn how to problem solve, have ideas of their own, make decisions, and take risks. These things, when put together, help develop the child’s self-esteem and self-worth. The Foundation Phase, which is the Welsh Curriculum, agrees and have this at the core of its framework (Welsh Government 2015). 

Sensory Play.
This type of Play provides stimulating activities for children, to help them use all five of their senses: Touch, Taste, Smell, Sound and Sight. Unborn babies start using their senses in the womb, when they are born, through the sense of sound, a baby will recognise the mother’s voice, and they are biologically ready for sensory play, such as being talked and sang to, or playing peek-a-boo for example. As children grow and develop, sensory play will adapt and change with them (Tiny Happy People 2022). Using sensory in outdoor play, practitioners in a school setting and parents at home can help children learn about their surroundings in a more natural way. Practitioners can support this play by having, a sand pit and water in the setting, and discussing what the two contrasting textures feel like when the water is added to the sand.
Touching and grabbing at grass, playing with mud, and finger painting helps develop their sense of touch, laying down the foundations for their gross and fine motor skills. Refining these skills is important as it will help children grab and hold things they want or need.  It is important, that in the planning of sensory activities and experiences, the next steps in the child’s learning and development, and the child’s likes and dislikes are considered, so that the curriculum can be met. (Early Years Resources 2019).  
It is easy to assume that not much is going on when children are seen stacking blocks, but there is much more happening, Fine motor skills, that had started from a young age through sensory play, and problem-solving work together to make the blocks balance and stack up. Children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) may struggle with some activities and sensory play is a good way to make them feel calm, comfortable, and safe (Autism Adventures 2022). 
Maria Montessori had a theory that a calm classroom with plain walls would not feel overwhelming or over stimulate the senses, light wood furniture and floors can give classrooms a welcoming feeling, keeping children calm and eager to play and learn (The Montessori Notebook 2022). Bottrill (2018) agrees and states that “Primary colours, writing everywhere and Bright display boards create a maelstrom of sensory overload”. He suggests the use of neutral tones and hessian or sacking as display board, is one way to help with calmness.

Creative Play
This type of play is an important way for children to express themselves. It is also important for the development of the child’s emotional, social, cognitive, and physical skills. Creative play can help children to see and understand their world and how they can fit in to it (Playdale 2021) In infancy and the early years, creative play along with sensory play aids in developing their motor skills. Creative Activities should encourage the process and not the end result. For example, when painting, rather than producing a colourful recognisable picture, the child should more importantly experience the texture, colour, and smell of the paint (Brodie 2018). 
Practitioners can support creative play by providing props and materials to be used. By being creative and creating something by themselves, children can open up to their personal feelings and experiences. Children that are left to be creative, can also show their mental and emotional health, by acting in role play, where they can be anybody, a teacher, a shop keeper or a vet, for example, or by drawing or painting with their peers, they can reflect on personal experiences, and perhaps paint a picture of their school life or home life, giving the practitioner or parent an insight into what is making them happy or if something is worrying them (PBS No Date). Guy Claxon’s “Soft Creativity” theory agrees, and that if children feel enjoyment of what they are doing, children will be more open to learning and become more resourceful, resilient, reciprocal, and reflective (Aubrey and Riley 2019).

Section Two,
Understanding why it is important for children to choose their own play.
When children have the control over their play, it is called Freely Chosen Play (Free Play), it is when children can decide how they want to play, without it being adult led. In free play there are no wrong or right ways to enjoy this play. The charity, Play England agrees and describes Free play as “Children choosing what they want to do, how they want to do it and when to stop and try something else. Free play has no external goals set by adults and has no adult-imposed curriculum. Although adults usually provide the space and resources for free play and might be involved, the child takes the lead, and the adults respond to cues from the child” (Pentagon 2016). 
This can be tied into a theory by John Dewey, where his reasoning, that true learning takes place when learners make independent decisions which are based on what interests them (Aubrey and Riley 2019). Through free play the children will also learn some academic skills they will need for their learning, and relationships with their teachers and peers. It builds their confidence and self-esteem, while expanding their curiosity and independence. Practitioners in the early years, should support free play, by not telling the children how, where or who to play with, children are happy when the decide what they want to do and do not like it when they are told what to do. Practitioners should also support the children when they want to create challenging and risky play, children will want to find out for themselves if they can climb a wall or jump over a puddle, it is the practitioner’s role to then explain to them about learning from their mistakes if they have made any and help them to realise their boundaries and limits (INDirect, government services No Date). 
The child’s play process can be depicted by “The Play Cycle” It has nine stages and begins with Metaludes: This is the thinking that comes before play, for example, are there any items that can be used for play and is there enough space to play. Cues: This is an invitation to another person or a different part of the self, and can be initiated by a gesture, a look, or a verbal invitation. It can also be the giving of a toy or object. Return: This is the response the child receives from themselves or from another child. Frames: This is the area that the child has chosen for their play, it can be a mat, a structure, like a table or an area they have made for themselves from stones or other materials. Flow: This occurs when there is a frame and a response, the flow can last for weeks, or it can last for a few seconds. Annihilation: This is when the child chooses to end the play and maybe move on to a different play, maybe with other children or on their own. Adulteration: This is where adults end the play or try to join in with the child’s play by offering control, what they think could be improvement, or to just join in with the play. Intervention: This is where a child would invite an adult to be involved briefly, by asking them to bring in a resource for the play, for example, if they need water but can not reach a tap, or get it for themselves, or the adult my be involved to end a dispute or conflict. Dysplay: This is where the child does not get the response they want from their cues, for example, when other children do not want to start to play (Oxfordshire Play Association 2015). 
It is important that Free Play is unstructured and completely child led. Whenever and wherever children can free play, they will, this is because this to them is fun.  It allows them to develop their imagination, strengths, and creativity in their own way and at their own speed, it also allows them to interact with other children. While playing, children can learn how to control their emotions, such as fear and anger, Although Free Play is child led and does not include any adults, it is important that children should be supervised especially if they are outside (Very Well Family 2021)

Section Three,
Understanding an observation method
In Wales it is very important that practitioners that are working with children, understand the needs and development of the children. By using observations Practitioners can keep track of children’s focus, involvement, and enjoyment. This helps with the planning of the curriculum around the children’s individual needs. The development of the children’s skills can be seen, and practitioners can get information on what the children can and can not do, and what they understand. Watching and listening to children is an important part of observation, when listening practitioners can learn about the child’s understanding and learning. There are seven areas that should be observed by practitioners. These areas are: Personal and Social Development. Language, Literacy and Communication Skills. Mathematical Development Physical Development. Welsh Language Development. Knowledge and Understanding of the World, and Creative Development. Children should be observed in different contexts and situations, are they, playing alone or with other children or are there any interactions with practitioners. Practitioners should observe at different times of the day and different days of the week (welsh Assembly Government 2008).  
In Individual Child Observations there is a Movement Tracker, an Interaction Tracker and a Running Record. Depending on what information is required, A Movement Tracker and Interaction tracker is a method to observe a child in their surroundings, for example, a classroom or nursery, and starts at any time during their day in the setting. An exact floor plan of the inside and outside of the setting is needed, and different areas of the room should be marked out, for example, the book corner or the sand and water pit and the quiet area, so that the movements and interactions of the child, and the areas they prefer to be in can be made note of. This observation can be over a short or long period of time. If a child has been observed in one area for a long time, then this can show that they enjoy this area, and perhaps it is where they feel happiest or more comfortable. This is the time that Interactions can be assessed, it can show how the child is developing their motor skills, for example, building with blocks, holding a paintbrush to paint or using a jug of water to make sand wet. Moving from one area to another, around the setting could show that the child enjoys all the areas or that the child is moving items from one part of the classroom to another, (Teach Early Years 2022). This type of observation would take place during free play, when children feel more themselves and do the things they want to do. 
Running Records are used worldwide and are detailed observations (that must remain confidential), of one child at a time, they are written at the moment the event is occurring. The adult doing the observation must be objective and write down exactly what happens.  Running Records Observations are often quite short, only lasting for as long as ten minutes. The adult who is observing will write down everything in detail that they possibly can in this time, including everything that the child does and says, in a specific activity. This includes verbal language, body language, their actions, and facial expressions. Any conclusions about the observation can also be written on this record. A Running Record is classed a list of a child’s skills, behaviours and development, and can be used to plan further academic activities. Running Records are commonly used in assessing the reading skills of children and can be used to pass on information between practitioners about how the child is progressing with their reading. (Online Schools Report 2022).
Running Records can support practitioners in the planning of academic activities, for individual children, they have the information about the child’s development and how they react to certain activities. The disadvantages of Running Records are that they are time consuming and need practitioners to take time out of teaching to observe the child which can have an effect on the children in the class (Aussie Childcare Network 2022). 
These types of observations were used by Jean Piaget to help with his theory, “The Stages of Cognitive Development” where he suggests that all children go through the stages of cognitive development, but at a different rate, as all children are unique in their development and learning (Structural Learning 2020).











Section four,
Understanding of the role of play in observations and assessments.
Observations and assessments start from birth and is a way of showing the progress of a child. Jean Piaget’s theory of Play has four stages, The Sensorimotor Stage: which is the stage from birth to two years. This is the stage where babies and toddlers learn through using their five senses. During this time, it is important for children to be provided with an environment full of items they can play and interact with, so that they can start to learn. The next stage is The Preoperational Stage: which is the stage from two to seven years. It is at the beginning of this stage where we see toddlers start to parallel play, playing next to other children but not actually playing with them. During this time children may start to talk or try to communicate. At the end of this stage children have learned how to play with each other and start to play, pretend and roleplay games. The third stage is The Concrete Operational Stage, which is from seven to 11 and the last stage is The Formal Operational Stage, and this is eleven to adult (Play Learn Thrive 2022) 
Observation is watching and listening to a child and is a key part of the early years and the early years settings. At the end of stage one, children will be assessed to show off their gross motor skills by playing by their health visitor, making sure that they can jump, kick a ball, and walk without falling over. The health visitor will also assess their fine motor skills, checking the ability to stack blocks into a tower of seven or more, thread beads on to a piece of string, turn pages in a book and have the ability to perform a turning motion with their hands as if they were taking a lid of a tub, winding up a toy or turning a doorknob. (Patient 2016) All of which is much easier if the child thinks that they are playing. 
The reasoning behind observations or assessments on children at this age, is to find out their weaknesses and strengths.  Through more observations during early years education, practitioners are then able to assess a child’s progress, and can make discissions and plans if the child needs more opportunities to help with their learning. Every child is unique and will develop in their own time, by using observations, practioners can determine what type of learning preferences a child would be drawn to, and so, would be able to plan around these to create successful learning activities for the child (Welsh Assembly Government 2008).
 Children will be happier and engage more if they think that they are playing, to give a child a free choice of play, is the best way to observe them. When doing observations on children when they are playing, it is the best time to see what they are capable of and what interests they have. A true reflection of the child can be seen when observed in a play based environment. Studies have shown that children are more likely to engage in learning and show higher levels of emotion when they perceive activities as play. In June 2013, Karen McInnes, Justine Howard, Kevin Crowley and Gareth Miles published an online research journal, sharing the findings of a small-scale study, with two settings. Both settings had based their practices on the South American High/Scope curriculum, with Setting A having structured timetables and Setting B without. This study, which examined the difference in the perceptions children have on play, depending on an adult’s presence, used an image sorting activity to determine the results. The study showed varied results where children from Setting A did not sort the photographs into play or not play. However, the children from Setting B deemed the photographs with an adult present as not play, and photographs without the presence of adults as play. What may be interpreted from this study, is that the presence of an adult is classed as non-play, when a child is aware that there is an adult presence (during an observation), they might not class it as play and the child may not fully engage with the task and not show the full extent of their learning and development. Observing children when they are playing or during Free Play will give better results as the child is doing something they want to do and not something they have been told to do. Children will be more themselves, if they think the activities that they are doing are more play like. 
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