

Children’s play:
Theory and practice 
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Shridhar, M states that one of life's most crucial phases is the early years, when play can easily establish holistic child development abilities. This is done in order for the child to start enjoying the education. The Scottish government describes play as a children’s behaviour that is freely selected, self-directed, and internally motivated which is included in play. It is done for no other reason than to benefit the child and the society in which they live in, and it is a necessary and important component of healthy growth. 
Jona, k 2010 explains that Children can express their creativity through play as they grow in their own imaginations. It is crucial for the healthy development of the brain. every child's first chance to learn about the world they live in is through play. Through play, a child can learn skills that will aid in the development of self-confidence and the capacity to bounce back swiftly from failures. By talking to, playing with, and taking care of their child, parents and other carers can promote healthy brain development. When parents play and converse with their children in turns and focus on their strengths and interests, children learn best.(cdc.gov 2022)
The best type of development for a child is holistic development. Holistic development focuses on the child as a whole. It looks of the social, emotional, physical, language and intellectual development of the child, not leaving any development aspects out. Holistic development does not look at one specific type of development, by looking at the child as a whole there is less chance of any skills or development being missed out. 
There are many types of play that support holistic development. Two of these types of play are, solitary and role play. 
Solitary play 
Solitary play also known as independent play occurs between 3 to 18 months, this is when the baby will spend a lot of their time playing by themselves and have less interaction with other babies playing next to or near them during this time period. Jona, K says that it is important for children to have time to play by themselves and children in this age range often play by themselves due to limited social, cognitive and physical skills.  It is important for children to play by themselves as it allows them to explore their surroundings, environment and themselves on their own. 
Arora, M (2018) describes the benefits of solitary play are, imaginative play, by them playing on their own allows them to use their imagination more. Another benefit is social independence, Arora, M states that this prepares them for the future as children are learning how to enjoy their own company and not as dependent on anyone else, this also links in with problem solving. Solitary play is about children playing and learning independently, this will help children find out new ways to solve an issue, puzzle, toy or new situation/ environment in their later stages of life. 
Role play 
Role play is when a child learns through different characters and acting out the role of that person/ role. This allows the child to see the world and their environment different and learn new things, the roles that children often act are real like roles that they have previously seen such as, parents, siblings, parents’ jobs or roles on television. It allows the children to use their imagination and develop their social skills, communication, and empathy. Role play can also improve their problem solving by being in different situation. Role play allows children to experience real life ‘’hands-on’’ situation. (Yohana 2022)
Bonilla-Sanchez, M.D.R et al (2022) describes role play as the primary activity in the toddlerhood is role play, which helps the children develop in all facets of their psychic life. Working in the proximal growth stage with children is possible because of the significance of role play. Elkonin (2010) states that role play develops children’s psychological processes which are affective-emotional relationships, formation of a child’s personality, symbolic function and imagination. Role play develops many different skills for children, 

Children often learn best when play is self-directed, it can also be called real play , Peng, K.S (2018) states that people are biologically curious to explore and discover from birth, this is many reason why children learn through play. Self-directed play is one type of play that children tend to learn the most when doing, self- directed play is when a child chooses their own activities/ play but is still facilitated by an adult. According to Lim-yang (2018) self-directed play is more affected than adult-led play, she says that it allows the children to feel like they are in control as they choose the roles, stories, what to play with, how they play and who they play with.  
Fiechtner, J. (2019) suggests that all teachers should get to know all children as a individual for self-directed play to be able to take place affectively. This is due to every child having their own way of learning and playing suggested by McInnes (2018). Fiechtner, J. (2019) says that many children do not like face to face interactions while others do, self-directed play allows the children who do not learn the way that they are being taught as it allows the children to do the activities the way they find is best suits them and their learning abilities. This allows the children to learn through their play without realising increasing the chances of them to observe and develop. 
Another way self-directed play can be supported is by allowing the child to have uninterrupted time to be able to explore their environment, ideas and playing with others around them. This allows the child to have time to problem solve by themselves 
McInnes (2011) states that children tell the difference between what is and not play is by cues. Cues are when a child invites an adult or another child into their play or activity. The role of the adult in these situations is to recognise these cues when they are given. If there is no cue given by the child and the adults intervene this can often be a result of the child seeing the difference between what they think is play and learning.
McInnes (2013) states that children that are given more choice and control throughout their own play and learning are more likely to be more independent and less likely to use cue for adults presences than children who are more likely to experience adult-led play and are more likely to need to presence of an adult and be more depended on these cues. McInnes (2013) also states that for adults and practitioners to support a child’s play is to move away from adult-led play and more towards self-directed play to give children less opportunities to develop cues and be more independent. A better understanding and knowledge on self-directed play is needed for practitioners to be able to do this successfully for every child in their care, this will ensure that every child is getting a fair chance to develop. It also allows the practitioner to understand more about self-directed play and how it is beneficial for children. McInnes, K.(2013) results from their research shows that the setting with the least amount of knowledge on self-directed play are unsure of the adults role during this type of play and are often using adult-led play due to the poor knowledge the nursery has.

Observation is important to understand children and their development from different types of play and how the learn best.  Observing a child allows you to see the child’s strengths and setbacks in their development, this will allow the adult to see what aspects of development the child is not meeting in e their age range, this will then help both caregiver and practitioner an inside to what needs to be put into place to help the child. Observation in a setting may not just be about the child’s development and skills, Neasum, S. (2016) discusses how observation is always taking place in a setting. Practitioners are observing children through the care to care for their needs, if they fall and many different reasons, another was observing other adults to improve their own or advise for others on their practice to improve the overall care of each child.
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Welsh government (2022) states that the child should always be at the centre of the assessment, this ensures that the correct information and observation type for the child is being used, this allows the practitioner to get useful information on the child which will help further planning. It also helps the practitioner see if any interventions for the child needs to be put into place. 
Neaum, S. (2016) states that assessments require a good knowledge and understanding of childcare, development and different types of observation types. This knowledge needs to be applied to the observation and analysis for it to be successful and useful for both the child, practitioner and caregiver. 
Neaum, S. (2016) says observing children is not just beneficial for the child development, it can help develop a deeper knowledge on how each child learns and develops differently. There are many types of observation assessments such as, interaction assessment and movement tracker. Both of these types if assessment focus on the child and what the child is doing throughout the day of the assessment. 
A tracking observation is a affective way to see how children learn and interact with their surroundings ( larger family life, 2021) both of these assessment are trackers. This is when the observer tracks the children throughout the day, how they interact with their peers, what they play with, how they deal with different situations. 
Interaction tracker, is a brief overview of what the child has done throughout the day. This is split into times, activities that the child has done at different times of the day, what that interaction was whether its eye contact, cues, interaction with a child, toy or different situation, with the assessors expression/ reaction of what they have observed. This is not a time consuming observation like many other assessments are which is beneficial for both the observer and the child, the child is not being observed by someone they may not know for a long period of time. The observation is a holistic observation, this can be both positive and negative as it will force on the child as a whole but does not focus of each development stage which may be overlooked as underdeveloped or a skill that needs to be worked on in the holistic view of the observation, this may cause the child’s development to fall behind as the issue was not notices earlier on due to the holistic view. Laser systems(2016) states that the recordings are limited due to times, anything that is important sign or skills the child may do outside of the times recorded will be misses. 

The movement tracker is similar to interaction tracker whereas the movement tracker logs where the child has the most interactions in what part of the setting and where they spend the most time. This is done by a lay out of the setting and a ranking scale for the interaction they may or may not have with children or adults in that area. This type of observation focuses on where the child is more comfortable, these area are most likely for the children to develop and play the most.
The movement trackers can be difficult to understand of the adult who is seeing the observation results are not familiar with the settings layout. It also does not look at what the child had done in that area or have a detailed description of their development or outcome of the assessment. It will be difficult to know what to do next this the diagram unless the child focused more in one area or type of play than another or did not interact with children in that area. (laser systems, 2016) 
The movement tracker only follows where the child has been and does not interact with the child, this is a disadvantage as the Welsh assembly government (2008) states that talking to the children allows practitioners to obtain more information by listening and talking to the child rather than they can by observing. 

Play hold a big importance in observation and assessments for children. As children learn best when playing and doing activities, this will show the child’s real development and skills during the assessment. Every type of play involves a skill for the child to demonstrate during the assessment, these are mainly fine motor skills, gross motor skills, hand-eye co-ordination, problem solving, cognitive, langue, emotional and physical development. These can be seen in activities such as, building blocks, painting, role play, musical play, reading, sensory play and outdoor activities.
 According to The Welsh assembly government (2003) children do best when they are playing and interacting with activities that they enjoy, when a child is playing during the observation it is earlier for the practitioner to see what the child is capable of, their strengths and delays in their development. Kelly (2016) states that the responsibility of the practitioner is to observe the child’s play. As children play in their setting, this is when the child feels the most comfortable, if the child is comfortable during the observation the practitioner is more likely to see what stages of development the child is either above development for their age range, on target for their development age or in a delay for their development. It also increases the chance of the child interacting with the observer, this helps the observer get more information on the child as they talk and show their emotional development during these interactions. 
McInnes, K. and Howard, J. (2012) states that when children are playing and it is seen by them as play, their emotional well- being is increased, these assessments have shown that children’s emotional development is higher. This is easier to see when the assessment is associated and done through play as the assessor can see how the children react to children plying around, near or with the child. During play children are often faced with many problems such as children taking or watching a the another child has. During the observation when it is done through play, it may give the observer a chance to see how the individual child reacts and retaliates to these situation. 
Neaum, S. (2016) says that by assessing and comparing the child to normative data during their time in the setting, it is likely to miss any important aspects of the child’s development when playing. Missing any important cues, skills or any other aspects can affect the child and the outcome of the child’s analysis. This can affect the outcome as the observer could miss out on a development delay the child may have. A child being compared to normative data can also have a negative outcome as every child learns and develops at different rates. By doing this, the child observation analysis may say that the child has a delay compared to others when the child is just developing at a different rate to children the same age ( Gill, K. 2020) This puts pressure on the child, their family and practitioners for the child to improve and develop at a faster rate to catch up with their peers, the child may become overwhelmed which can cause the development process to slow down for the child.
The adults role in supporting the child during the observation is to know when to interact with the child during the assessment as they play (Welsh assembly government, 2008) This is due to the cues, when there is more adult interaction children are more likely to see it as learning and not show what they have learnt and developed which can affect the observation analysis which can affected the analysis outcome. The assessment analysis is the more useful to the practitioner, this is when interventions are created if needed. The main focus during this time is to improve the outcome for the child’s development and provide any guidance for the child’s caregivers if it is needs at any time as the practitioners role is also to support the family if there are any development delays in the child, by helping and guiding the caregivers it increased the positive outcome for the child to thrive and develop.
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