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Children’s Play: Principles and Practice
Section 1

According to Moyles (2013), play is understood by everyone as one of the main aspects of play is that all varieties of behaviour are observable. When observing play it is noticeable that a child will be intrinsically motivated and self-determined. This can be observed in different ways and is more likely to occur when self-directed is alongside and encouraged by adult led play. Adult led play is when an adult is given a chance to encourage and direct children into talking about a topic or learning something new while being level with the children (Taylor, 2015). During play anything is achievable and often fantasy and free flow thinking takes over, disregarding reality and imagination takes the lead within the child’s thinking (Moyles, 2013).
Play allows a child to have opportunities for challenges that they have chosen themselves, it should be open-ended and have no limits within the fantasy world they are interpreting. Play should be limitless, it is creativity. The meaning of play is infinite, it is a combination of many aspects including interpretation, reinterpretation and also risk (Bottril, 2018).
Professor Graham Donaldson (2015) supports the inclusion of play that enables children to engage in creativity, problem solving and critical thinking, in line with the four purposes that will be integral to the new curriculum in 2022. He wants to give children the opportunity to become creative critical thinkers.
For children, play is serious and requires their concentrated attention. Play has many aspects including learning through perseverance, concentration and attention to detail, these characteristics are often associated with an adult’s work therefore portraying the importance to a child (Foundation phase framework, 2015). Play is not just play, it is fundamental to a child’s holistic development. Children use play as a vehicle to learn first-hand through experimental activity.
Using play as a vehicle is then supported by Froebel (Early Education, No date), he also mentioned that practitioners understanding and observing was important and enables them to help take into consideration the environment and potential barriers whilst offering guidance and freedom to the children through play. 
There are many different types of play, one of which being treasure baskets, this type of play was influenced by Froebel (Quinn, 2013). Treasure baskets support sensory p0lay for babies aged between six to eighteen months and is a selection of objects and everyday items. A treasure basket is not specifically toys, it is just a selection of everyday items that you could find in the house, also natural objects found outdoors. These objects should be interesting for a baby to investigate and explore through every sense (Montessori Family, 2018). By smelling, touching, listening, tasting and seeing a baby will be exploring and developing in multiple ways (Montessori Family, 2018). Moyles (2010), supports this by saying that if a baby is sat with a treasure basket they will create and feel pleasure for exploring the natural and real objects physically which will consequently develop their own conceptual understanding of each item. This type of play encourages holistic development as it encourages curiosity through all the five senses, it works by developing stimulation and exploration through multi-sensory abilities and heuristic play (Sensory Treasures, No date). Also suggested by Montessori (1897), treasure basket play supports holistic development of the young child.  The role of the adult within this type of play is to be nearby and attentive yet unobtrusive, allow the baby to make their own decisions about what they would like to play with and how they will play with each item without interference (Yorkshire Montessori Nursey Company, No date).
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (No date), further supported the importance of play when Article 31 of the rights was released stating that “every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities” (UNCRC, No Date, p. 1).  It is a child’s right to learn and develop through the creation of play in whichever aspect they desire.
Parallel play is a form of play that usually occurs after a child’s first birthday. This type of play is when children are beginning to gain social skills but are not ready to engage in play together (What to expect, 2019). Therefore children begin to play alongside each other, they play parallel to one another but do not attempt to influence one another with what they’re doing or their behaviour, although they are beginning to take an interest in what other children are doing (What to expect, 2019).
There are many types of play that link together, for example, social, communication and fantasy play all follow similar lines. These types of play are where children interact directly and share together (NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde, 2017). This often consists of a make-believe world that takes over into a game that also may coincide with role play. Playing mums and dads, or teachers, are examples of how the social play of playing together and interacting directly together links in with role play and communication play.
Piaget and Bruner both agree that learning actively and by doing is important. They agree that copying someone is not useful but being able to recreate a situation in your own way is. They both say that children are able to do this by using the visual images in your memory to recreate these visions (Bruce, 2011). Vygotsky adds to this but pointing out the use of props as a way or representing objects, animals or people through play. These props are when social play then often becomes role play, anything can become anything when a child’s imagination is opened, this play is open-ended and self-directed (Bruce, 2011). 

Section 2
Children of every age are naturally inquisitive; they have a need for exploring and experiencing in order to learn and understand (Gill, No date). A child learns to move from their familiar comfort zone to something more challenging that they are more uncertain about. This experience is more powerful when the child learns from their own experiences as it does in child-initiated play and free play (Gill, No date).
New challenges bring a certain degree of risk, often this degree of risk is unable to be avoided without the task being completed, for example a child learning to walk or riding a bike (Gill, No date). Adults can underestimate a child’s ability to assess risk, nonetheless when children play and learn mistakes will be made and accidents will occur especially in challenging or adventurous situations. (Gill, No date). Children will make a full recovery from minor injuries and accidents and they are not a problem, they allow children to develop holistically and help them to manage a situation.
This desire for challenge and adventure is supported by McMillan, she argued that children should ‘play bravely and adventurously’ in ‘a provocative environment’ (McMillan1930: 78). Risk was not a reason to stop a child from learning but as a challenge to build on their development. The health and safety executive also supports this (Health and Safety Executive 2012). Froebel further suggests that everything isn’t as it seems if you look from above, if an adult were to think back and remember their childhood that perhaps they would not be so quick and insensitive in telling a child to be careful but to look further than the limits of our immediate surroundings and remember the joy (Froebel, in Lilley 1967:126). Froebel continues to say that those who experience more challenges through play are safer than those who have not taken part in play and have been protected from it, as they have been given the opportunity to gather a better ability to assess risk for themselves and gain awareness of their own abilities (Maynard and Waters, 2014, p.24). 
Managing and assessing risk is a skill that is essential and needs to be developed in children. It needs to be refined and practised if a child is not to surrender to anxiety or recklessness (Tovey 2007: 103). In order to learn experimentally it is the responsibility of the practitioner to allow children the opportunity to take risks that are appropriate. Being able to risks safely is a skill, whether it be climbing a tree or just running around outside, it is a skill that enables children to prepare for adulthood and risks in adulthood can be far more critical. Therefore, it is essential that this skill is learnt to build a child’s holistic development to prepare for such risks (Moyles, 2010).
Holistic development in the building up of resilience, flexibility, creativity and adaptability in people. These different aspects allow all adults and children to positively manage unexpected challenges that will certainly occur during everyone of our lives (Bazley, 2018). Bazley (2018) also says that children need to discover risk, it’s a natural part of the development and a way for them to learn how to live in this world. If risk isn’t discovered and experienced through opportunities that practitioners can provide in a play setting, then children are more like to find and look for risk and thrill in places that are potentially more dangerous and less appropriate to gain the sense of achievement found in overcoming fear.
This is further supported by Lavrysen et al. (2017) who say that all children naturally search to test their own boundaries and take part in risky play. Risk in play should focus on finding thrill and exciting ways to play that include an acceptable level of risk of physical injury (Sandseter, 2009). Risky play is now well accepted to be necessary for every child in order for their risk-taking skills to develop and to teach them how to cope with these risky situations (Brussoni et al. 2012). This then links back to Donaldson (2015) and his focus on enabling children to, through play, become effective problem solvers.

Section 3
There are a variety of ways to do and take notes of observations when looking at play and children and each variety can tell you different things (Brodie, 2020). Brodie (2020) also adds that observing children in play is an important role of any early year practitioner, these observations can help you to tune into the child’s creativity and interests. There are many ways in which observation can be carried out and a variety of observational techniques that if used effectively can be useful. For example, looking into a child’s ability in numeracy will require a different technique to discovering a child’s social circle (Teach Early Years, 2020). Before embarking on an observation, you should always ensure you have the child’s legal guardians’ permission to do so and must also ensure you are respectful to the child’s wants and needs (Teach Early Years, 2020). 
A time sample is a form of observation that is used to look at different behaviour or events that happen very frequently. It is adaptable and can be used in all different types of settings and with a variety of activities that can focus on both pupil and teacher behaviour (Complex needs, No date). Time Sampling is frequently used when there is concern about a specific aspect of a child’s behaviour and works observing the child for a long period of time. It is a record that lasts for a prearranged length of time, for example thirty seconds or a minute, about what a specific child is doing (Heyde, 2014). Heyde (2014) also says that it is a technique that is useful to discover what the child does and doesn’t do over the course of the day, looking at a particular part of their behaviour to see the frequency of it and also looking at the relevance of a resource to see how involved the child is.
The Welsh Assembly Government (2008) say that by listening and observing children, evidence can be collected by practitioners before and after a child has been taught a skill and over a longer period of time. This allows practitioners to see how the child has made progress and whether their learning could be enhanced by further opportunities. By using an array of teaching methods practitioners are able to discover the preferred learning style of each individual child and be able to see the success of particular activities and opportunities (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). They also add that the main purpose of these child observations is to discover where each child is on the learning continuum so that they can progress and also to find and misunderstandings or difficulties the child may have. Piaget supports this as he developed his cognitive theory by observing children, he observed a child’s train of thought and believed that spontaneous comments made by the child were valuable clues in aiding to understand a child’s mind and thinking (English made in Brazil, No date). This then links back to what Howard and McInnes (2012) say when children need to see play as play as this is where this type of spontaneous development.
Disadvantages of time sampling are that you are tied to watching the clock and limited to only taking notes of the events that occur during the prearranged time period, therefore important information may be missed (Observation Methods, No date). Observation methods (No Date) also state that the context of the behaviour is not noted, and that this method of observation does not look at the consequences and causes of the child’s behaviour. Rare behaviour may also be important but missed through this method.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Neaum (2016) states that we can become aware of what children can and cannot do through observation and assessment and that by using this information practitioners can ensure that the children’s needs and abilities are catered for. Our understanding and knowledge of development can be enhanced by observation. Detailed observation can allow practitioners to discover how children use and develop language skills, how they make sense of their own world and also the development of their emotions and morals during self-directed free play (Neaum, 2016).
The observations in time sampling are brief although they do include the information of which activities the child has taken part it, where in the setting they have played in and how involved and engaged they were at that point in time (Teach Early Years 2020). Teach Early Years (2020) adds that time sampling can be a challenge for practitioners in a free flow setting as practitioner needs to be able to make regular observations even though each observation will only take a minute to write down. Time sampling can be very useful for taking record of a child’s choice in activities and their level of interest in each one. From these observations it may become clear that a child has spent an hour always doing a construction style of activity but in different areas of the setting, or that writing activities were completely avoided even though there were multiple opportunities for the child to participate in writing (Heyde, 2014).

Section 4
Howard and McInnes (2012) talk about the importance of play and its location and where the adult is in relation to this, as this will all effect whether the children view the activity as play. Research often tends to look at how adults perceive play from their perspective, for example, the materials that might be being used or whether the adult decide the children look like they’re having fun, rather than focusing on what children associate with the characteristics of play and play activities (Takhvar, 1988; Howard et al. 2003). 
The role of the adult is something to be considered, keeping in the background may allow for better natural observation, stay out of the way and ensure you do not obstruct or hinder the play that is taking place (Podmore and Luff, 2012).Be inconspicuous if following the children around becomes necessary and be ready for times when the child or teacher may object and if the children to ask questions then answer briefly in a friendly manner and try not to attract the child’s attention. The observer should though step in if danger occurs and there is nobody else around (Gordon and Browne, 2010).
The importance of play has been recognised in child development and as a result, play policies have been put in place to ensure appropriate play is accessible from an educational, health and social care perspective across the UK (Powell and Wellard, 2008).
Detailed observation showed that there is an increase in emotional well-being through behavioural indicators when a child is participating in play and perceiving an activity as play. These observations and findings show that play can be portrayed as an observable act of behaviour but also an observation of mental state (Howard and McInnes, 2012). It has been seen that whether children see an activity as play or not can be determined by cues such as whether the adult is present, the location of the activity and choice. Studies have repeatedly shown that by approaching an activity as play a child’s cognitive ability is improved alongside their ability to problem solve. Crucially though, when the activity was perceived as play, their performance in the task that was presented to them was significantly improved (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Howard and McInnes (2012) also add that during the activities perceived as play the children’s emotional well-being was increased as oppose to those activities perceived as not like play, the children were more deeply engaged and focused in the activity and smiled and moved more freely. Perceiving the activity as play guides to superior developmental effect as children can partake in different play activities with minimal chance of failure and use a large range of behaviours (Howard and McInnes, 2012).
These benefits are further supported by Montessori who says that it was discovered that education is something that a person develops spontaneously through a natural process and is not something that a teacher does (Montessori Services, 2020). This then links back to Piaget and how he said that the spontaneous comments of children were valuable in observation (English made in Brazil, No date). Montessori services (2020) supports that the children themselves are most important and the ultimate education on what matters the most is observation; it enables you to have the understanding necessary to guide the children down their own unique path. 
Bruce (2011) further supports by saying that through using a variety of lenses and understanding the child’s holistic development and learning needs, observation is the basis for our knowledge. It aids practitioners in planning effectively for individual children in ways that make sure the children have that sense of belonging and inclusion. The child’s response to the opportunities provided helps practitioners to evaluate if the opportunities that were offered were appropriate, which then leads to more planning (Bruce, 2011). Children are unique individuals and each child needs to have their true potential discovered, we can help then in a worthwhile way to deepen their interests and give them what they need with the help of observation. The more effective and accurate the observation, the more information we acquire in inform and enable us to help in the child’s development and learning so that a more specific and useful plan is made to support their next steps (Bruce, 2011).
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