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Introduction
Play is far from a simple leisure activity as it is often viewed. Play is a complex and meaningful process where children explore ideas, test theories, build relationships, and express emotions. There are many studies of children’s play that stem from theoretical perspectives that explain its purpose and value, while practical approaches within educational settings aim to support and extend play in purposeful ways. By examining key theories while making real life observations of children at play, it can become possible to bridge the gap between theoretical ideas and lived experiences. This essay explores children’s play through the lens of theory and practice, considering how influential theorists have shaped our understanding of its physical, intellectual, emotional and social significance. It also reflects on observational evidence to illustrate how play unfolds naturally in different contexts and how practitioners can respond effectively. Through theoretical frameworks with practical observations, the discussion focuses on the vital role of play in supporting holistic child development and emphasises the responsibility of educators to create environments in which meaningful play can thrive.





















Section 1 – Types of role play
Role play is a type of play in which learners adopt and enact specific roles within structured or imagined scenarios to explore perspectives, relationships and real-world problems. Rather than engaging with ideas at a purely abstract level, children participate in experiential activity, applying knowledge in meaningful contexts. Role play often involves improvisation, with flexible guidelines rather than rigid scripts, allowing children to negotiate roles and shape the direction of the experience together.
The theoretical foundations of role play are strongly rooted in experiential and sociocultural learning theory. David Kolb (1984) proposes that learning occurs through a cycle of concrete experience, reflection, conceptualisation and experimentation. Role play provides the concrete experience that learners later analyse and connect to theory, making learning active rather than passive. Similarly, John Dewey (1938) argued that education should be grounded in meaningful experiences that promote reflection and growth. From a sociocultural perspective, Lev Vygotsky (1978) emphasised that learning is socially mediated. Through dialogue and collaborative interaction in role play, children operate within their Zone of Proximal Development, supported by peers or adults. For Vygotsky, play enables children to act beyond their immediate reality, strengthening self-regulation, language and cognitive development.
In practice, effective role play requires clear learning intentions and carefully designed scenarios aligned with curricular aims. Scaffolding is through modelling, preparatory discussion, vocabulary support and defined role briefs that helps children participate with confidence. Establishing psychological safety is essential, as performing in front of others can create vulnerability. Structured debriefing consolidates learning by encouraging reflection and linking the experience to broader concepts (Kolb, 1984). When thoughtfully facilitated, role play promotes empathy, communication skills, problem-solving and deeper understanding.
Role play is particularly significant within the Curriculum for Wales, where play-based pedagogy is central in the early years. Guidance from Welsh Government (2023) highlights play as a key pedagogical approach supporting the four purposes of the curriculum. Through role play, children develop speaking and listening skills, understand meaning, practice collaboration and explore imaginative thinking. Curriculum guidance on Hwb (2023; 2025) emphasises that play supports holistic development across areas of learning and experience, particularly communication, thinking and personal development. Teachers act as facilitators, creating enabling environments where role play emerges naturally and connects to wider learning goals.
Physical play, while distinct from role play, is equally central to children’s development and to the Curriculum for Wales. Physical play involves bodily movement such as running, climbing, balancing, jumping and rough-and-tumble activity. It supports gross and fine motor development, co-ordination, strength and spatial awareness, while also contributing to social competence, resilience and emotional regulation.
The theoretical framework of physical play draw on developmental, sociocultural and ecological perspectives. Jean Piaget (1952) viewed active exploration as fundamental to cognitive growth, arguing that children construct knowledge through movement and interaction with their environment. Vygotsky (1978) similarly recognised the social dimension of play, suggesting that shared physical activity promotes cooperation, rule following and self-regulation within the Zone of Proximal Development. Research by Peter K. Smith (1986) highlights the developmental value of active and rough-and-tumble play for social understanding and emotional control. From an evolutionary neuroscience perspective, Jaak Panksepp (1998) identifies play as a primary emotional system in mammals, supporting brain development and social bonding. In addition, Eleanor J. Gibson’s ecological theory suggests that movement enables children to perceive affordances (opportunities for action) within their environment (Eleanor J. Gibson, 1979).
In practice, physical play is supported through safe, stimulating indoor and outdoor environments that offer open ended resources such as climbing equipment, wheeled toys, balls and loose parts. Adults act as facilitators by observing, modelling safe risk-taking and scaffolding emerging skills while preserving children’s autonomy. Clear boundaries and risk benefit assessments help maintain safety without unnecessarily restricting exploration. Encouragement and reflection further build confidence, resilience and coordination.
Physical play contributes to holistic health by strengthening muscles, improving balance and motor control, and establishing foundations for lifelong physical activity. It also enhances wellbeing, happiness and engagement, supporting recommended activity levels for children (Play Wales, 2022). Within the Curriculum for Wales, play and active learning are identified as key pedagogical approaches that develop confidence, perseverance and motivation (Welsh Government, 2023). By embedding both role play and physical play into everyday practice, educators nurture children’s cognitive, social, emotional and physical development, aligning with the curriculum’s emphasis on authentic, child-centred and holistic learning.
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Section 2 – Importance of child-led play
Understanding why children should be able to choose their own play, alongside recognising the important role of adults within that play, is central to high-quality early childhood practice. Research from developmental psychology, neuroscience and play theory consistently demonstrates that freely chosen play is essential for children’s cognitive, social, emotional and physical development, while sensitive adult involvement enhances rather than controls the experience.
One of the strongest arguments for child-initiated play comes from play research. Peter K. Smith (2010) defines play as intrinsically motivated, freely chosen and personally directed activity. When children choose their own play, they engage because they want to, not because they are instructed to. This intrinsic motivation increases concentration, persistence and creativity. If an activity is pre-chosen, it may still be enjoyable, but it loses one of the defining features of true play: voluntary engagement. The teachers, as the enablers, should have toys, loose parts, and other activities out so children have full access to everything in the classroom. This ensures the children can fully choose their own play and use the equipment they need. Autonomy in play supports children’s sense of agency and competence, which are foundational for self-esteem and long-term motivation to learn.
From a neurodevelopmental perspective, Jaak Panksepp (1998) identified play as one of the brain’s primary emotional systems. His work in neuroscience suggests that play is biologically embedded and evolutionarily conserved across mammals. When children engage in spontaneous, self-chosen play, particularly social and physical play, they activate neural systems associated with joy, bonding and social learning. This supports emotional regulation, flexibility and resilience. If adults overly structure or limit play, children may have fewer opportunities to activate and refine these systems. Freely chosen play is therefore far more than simple recreation; it plays a vital role in supporting children’s brain development and neurological functioning.
Allowing children to choose their own play supports problem-solving and executive function. A cardboard box can become a car, a house, a dress or a spaceship. This flexibility strengthens divergent thinking and symbolic representation, key components of later literacy and abstract reasoning. Children should always have access to loose parts, things with more than one function, because they develop imagination, thinking skills and problem-solving skills. Jean Piaget (1962) argued that children construct knowledge through active engagement with their environment. Although Piaget proposed developmental stages, his constructivist approach emphasised that children learn best when they act on the world themselves rather than passively receiving information.
Child-led play provides a safe space to experiment with roles and relationships. Lev Vygotsky (1978) highlighted the importance of social interaction in cognitive development and introduced the concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). In play, children often operate beyond their typical level of functioning, adopting more advanced language, self-regulation and social behaviours. When children control the direction of play, they are more invested in sustaining interactions and resolving disagreements, therefore, strengthening communication skills and emotional intelligence.
However, recognising the importance of child choice does not mean adults are passive observers. The adult’s role is critical, but it must be balanced and responsive (Lev Vygotsky, 1978). Adults create enabling environments, provide a variety of stimulating materials and ensure emotional security (Peter K. Smith, 2010). By observing children’s interests and developmental stages, adults can extend learning sensitively. This aligns closely with Vygotsky’s concept of scaffolding, where adults provide temporary support to help children achieve tasks they could not complete independently (Vygotsky, 1978).
Effective adult involvement includes modelling language, asking open-ended questions and introducing new vocabulary or resources at appropriate moments (Jerome Bruner, 1983). Importantly, this support should enhance play rather than dominate it. Over directing play risks reducing intrinsic motivation and creativity (Smith, 2010). On the other hand, a complete lack of adult engagement may limit opportunities for inclusion, safety and appropriate cognitive challenge (Cathy Nutbrown, 2011).
Adults also play a key role in developing emotional responsiveness and secure attachment. Secure relationships with caregivers provide a safe base from which children can confidently explore (John Bowlby, 1969). Mary Ainsworth, (1978) implies that when children feel emotionally supported, they are more willing to take risks in play, attempt challenging tasks and persist after setbacks. Adult presence, when warm and responsive, strengthens both wellbeing and learning outcomes (Bowlby, 1969; Ainsworth, 1978).
In conclusion, allowing children to choose their own play is essential because it promotes intrinsic motivation, cognitive growth, emotional regulation and social competence. The work of Peter K. Smith and Jaak Panksepp demonstrates that play is both psychologically and biologically fundamental. Theories from Piaget and Vygotsky further support the idea that children learn most effectively through active, socially supported engagement. The adult’s role, therefore, is not to control play but to facilitate, scaffold and protect it. A balanced approach, where children lead and adults thoughtfully support, creates the most powerful conditions for holistic development.
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Section 3 – Observation methods
A thorough understanding of observation methods is fundamental in early childhood education, as observation underpins assessment, planning and responsive practice. Observing young children enables practitioners to understand development, interests, learning styles and emotional wellbeing in authentic contexts. Among the range of available methods, narrative observation (sometimes referred to as running records) is one of the most widely used and developmentally appropriate approaches for young children.
Narrative observation involves writing a detailed, objective, sequential account of a child’s behaviour over a specific period of time. The practitioner records exactly what the child says and does, without interpretation during the recording process. This method aligns closely with child-centred approaches advocated by theorists such as Lev Vygotsky (1978), who emphasised the importance of understanding learning within social interaction, and Jean Piaget (1962), who highlighted the value of observing children actively constructing knowledge through play.
One of the key strengths of narrative observation is that it captures context. Young children’s development cannot be fully understood through isolated checklists alone; their language, social competence, emotional regulation and problem-solving skills are best seen in natural play situations. For example, a narrative observation during free play may reveal how a child negotiates roles in imaginative play, uses complex sentences, or persists with a challenging construction task. Such accurate data allows practitioners to identify schemas, interests and developmental progress in a holistic manner (Cathy Nutbrown, 2011).
Practitioners must distinguish between description and interpretation. For instance, writing “Daniel’s lips drooped, folded his arms and turned away when the Lego broke apart” is descriptive, whereas writing “Daniel was sad” is interpretative. Maintaining objectivity increases reliability and reduces bias. After the observation is recorded, analysis can then be linked to developmental theory or curriculum frameworks. This reflective stage connects practice to theory and ensures planning is informed and purposeful.
Narrative observations are particularly useful for identifying children’s position within Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (1978). By carefully analysing what a child can do independently and where they require support, practitioners can plan appropriate scaffolding strategies. For example, if a child can build a simple tower but struggles to stabilise it, an adult might model problem-solving language or introduce supportive vocabulary such as “balance” or “base.” In this way, observation directly informs responsive teaching.
In comparison, a tracking observation (sometimes called a movement or spatial tracking observation) focuses specifically on recording where a child moves within a setting over a period of time. The practitioner maps the child’s physical movement, noting which areas are visited, how long the child remains there and patterns of interaction. While narrative observation provides depth and detail about behaviour and learning processes, tracking observation provides spatial insight. For example, tracking may reveal that a child consistently avoids the creative area or rarely engages outdoors. This can highlight environmental barriers, social anxieties or strong preferences that may not be immediately obvious in a written narrative account.
Tracking observations typically provide less qualitative detail about language, emotional expression or cognitive processes. They are particularly useful for analysing engagement levels, independence and use of the learning environment, whereas narrative observations are more effective for examining interaction, communication and problem-solving. Many practitioners therefore combine both methods to gain a fuller understanding of the child (Peter K. Smith, 2010).
Observation must also consider emotional context. John Bowlby (1969) emphasised that secure attachments provide a safe base for exploration. A tracking observation may show limited movement around the room, but a narrative observation might reveal that the child repeatedly seeks reassurance from a key adult. Using multiple observation methods allows practitioners to interpret behaviour within relational and environmental contexts rather than in isolation.
In conclusion, narrative observation is a powerful and developmentally appropriate method for understanding young children. It provides precise, contextualised information about learning, social interaction and emotional development. Tracking observation complements this by offering insight into patterns of movement and engagement within the environment. When conducted objectively and analysed thoughtfully, both methods inform planning, support inclusive practice and strengthen practitioner responsiveness. Grounded in theoretical perspectives from Piaget, Vygotsky, Bowlby and contemporary early childhood research, effective observation is not simply about recording behaviour; it is about deeply understanding the child as an active learner within a social and emotional environment.
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Section 4 – The role of play in observation and assessment
Demonstrating an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children is fundamental to effective early years practice. Play is not simply an enjoyable activity; it is the primary medium through which young children communicate, explore and demonstrate developmental competence. Observing children within play-based contexts therefore increases both engagement and the accuracy of assessment outcomes.
Play fits into multiple levels of Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs (1943;1954) as it is the core of children’s development. Play strongly supports social connection and relationship building. Through cooperative games, imaginative play and shared humour, children develop friendships, empathy and communication skills (Mildred Parten, 1932). Social play satisfies the need for belonging and acceptance. In this sense, play contributes significantly to the third level of Maslow’s hierarchy. When children master new skills in play, such as building a complex structure or learning rules of a game, they experience competence and achievement. This builds confidence and self-worth. Peter K. Smith (2010) emphasises that because play is intrinsically motivated, achievements within play are personally meaningful, which strengthens self-belief and satisfaction. Therefore, play also contributes to the esteem level of the hierarchy. At higher levels, play allows creativity, imagination and self-expression. Open-ended, self-directed play enables children to explore identity, test ideas and extend their potential. Jean Piaget (1962) argued that play supports symbolic thought and cognitive growth, enabling children to represent ideas and experiences creatively. This aligns closely with Maslow’s concept of self-actualisation, where individuals seek growth and fulfilment.
Peter K. Smith (2010) defines play as intrinsically motivated, freely chosen and personally directed behaviour. Due to play being voluntary and internally driven, children are more likely to demonstrate sustained attention, creativity and problem-solving when engaged in self-chosen activities. High levels of involvement are closely linked to deeper learning. Ferre Laevers (1994) emphasises the concept of involvement as a key indicator of quality learning, suggesting that when children show intense concentration and energy, meaningful cognitive development is taking place. Observations conducted during such moments are therefore more likely to reflect authentic ability rather than compliance.
From a cognitive perspective, Jean Piaget (1962) argued that children actively construct knowledge through interaction with their environment. Play offers opportunities for accommodation, enabling children to test ideas and refine understanding. For example, during block play, a child experimenting with balance demonstrates emerging knowledge of physical properties. Observing such spontaneous exploration provides richer developmental information than isolated testing situations.
Similarly, Lev Vygotsky (1978) proposed that play creates a context in which children operate within their Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). In imaginative play, children often use more advanced language, self-regulation and social behaviours than they display in non-play contexts. This suggests that play reveals not only what children can do independently but also their emerging competencies. When practitioners observe carefully, they can identify opportunities for scaffolding while maintaining the integrity of the play.
Play is also strongly linked to emotional wellbeing and neurological development. Jaak Panksepp (1998) identified play as one of the brain’s primary emotional systems, associated with joy, bonding and social flexibility. When children feel emotionally secure, they are more likely to explore confidently and demonstrate competence. In contrast, highly structured or formal assessment contexts may reduce spontaneity and inhibit performance, leading to less accurate observations.
The social dimension of play further enhances the value of play-based observation. Mildred Parten (1932) identified stages of social participation in play, including solitary, parallel and cooperative play. Observing children during play enables practitioners to assess social development naturally, identifying peer interaction skills, conflict resolution strategies and leadership tendencies. These behaviours are difficult to capture authentically through adult-directed tasks.
Attachment theory also highlights the importance of emotional security in accurate assessment. John Bowlby (1969) proposed that secure relationships provide a safe base from which children can explore. When observations occur in familiar play environments with trusted adults nearby, children are more likely to behave confidently. If a child feels anxious or insecure, their engagement may decrease, potentially distorting assessment outcomes.
However, while play enhances authenticity, practitioners must remain reflective. Jerome Bruner (1983) highlighted the importance of scaffolding in supporting learning. Sensitive adult involvement can extend thinking and language, but over-direction may interfere with natural play patterns. If adults dominate the activity, the behaviours observed may reflect adult guidance rather than independent ability. Therefore, the role of the practitioner is to observe attentively, intervene minimally and record objectively.
Play-based observation also requires systematic methods to ensure reliability. Narrative observations, time sampling and tracking observations can be used to gather comprehensive data. As Cathy Nutbrown (2011) argues, careful observation allows practitioners to identify children’s interests and “threads of thinking,” supporting responsive curriculum planning. Combining qualitative and structured methods strengthens validity and reduces bias.
In conclusion, play provides the most authentic context for observing and assessing young children. Theoretical perspectives from Smith, Piaget, Vygotsky, Panksepp, Parten, Bowlby and others demonstrate that play supports cognitive, social, emotional and neurological development. When children are engaged in meaningful, self-directed play, they are more likely to demonstrate genuine competence, resulting in more accurate observations. However, practitioners must balance observation with sensitive adult support, use systematic methods and consider emotional and environmental contexts. When approached thoughtfully, play-based assessment offers a holistic and reliable understanding of children’s development.
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Glossary
Accommodation
A concept from Jean Piaget’s theory referring to the process of modifying existing schemas to incorporate new experiences or information.
Affective Neuroscience
A field of study founded by Jaak Panksepp that explores the neural mechanisms underlying emotions and their influence on behaviour and development.
Assessment
The systematic process of evaluating a child’s learning, development and progress through observation, documentation and analysis.
Attachment
An emotional bond between a child and caregiver that provides security and shapes social and emotional development, associated with John Bowlby.
Authentic Assessment
Assessment conducted in natural contexts, such as play, where children demonstrate abilities in meaningful, real-life situations rather than formal testing environments.
Constructivism
A theory of learning associated with Jean Piaget, proposing that children actively construct knowledge through interaction with their environment.
Engagement
The degree of concentration, motivation and energy a child demonstrates during an activity. Ferre Laevers identifies high involvement as an indicator of deep-level learning.
Holistic Development
An approach recognising that cognitive, emotional, social and physical aspects of development are interconnected and should be considered together.
Intrinsic Motivation
Engagement in an activity for internal satisfaction rather than external reward; a key feature of play identified by Peter K. Smith.
Narrative Observation (Running Record)
A detailed, objective, sequential written account of a child’s behaviour over a specified period of time, recorded without interpretation during the observation.
Objectivity
The practice of recording factual descriptions of behaviour without personal judgement, bias or interpretation.
Observations
Watching or monitoring something or someone, without stepping in. A precise observation is not disrupted
Play-Based Learning
An educational approach in which children learn through self-directed, meaningful play experiences that support development across domains.
Scaffolding
Temporary support provided by an adult or more knowledgeable peer to help a child achieve a task beyond their independent capability, linked to Lev Vygotsky’s theory.
Schema
A repeated pattern of behaviour or thinking that reflects how a child explores and makes sense of their environment.
Secure Base
A concept from attachment theory suggesting that children explore more confidently when they feel emotionally secure with a trusted caregiver.
Social Participation Stages
Categories of social play identified by Mildred Parten, including solitary, parallel and cooperative play.
Time Sampling
An observation method that records behaviours at predetermined time intervals to identify frequency and patterns.
Tracking Observation
An observation method that records a child’s movement and use of space within a setting over a specific period.
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
A concept developed by Lev Vygotsky describing the difference between what a child can do independently and what they can achieve with guidance or support.
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