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Play – Theory and Practice
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Play is defined in Article 31 of the UNCRC, it suggests that children’s play is any activity, behaviour or process initiated, controlled and structured by children themselves. It takes place whenever and wherever opportunities arise (Waters-Davies, 2022, p. 4) and in 2002, the Welsh Government published its ‘play policy’. The policy was founded on the principle that every child has the right to play, and it is essential for their growth and development (Play Wales 2022).
Creative play ranges from activities such as sand, water and sensory play to role play, dancing and dressing up. All types of creative play aid in children’s holistic development as they allow children to be creative, use their imagination and explore the world around them as well as develop useful skills they will use throughout their life (Levos 2023).
Types of sensory play including finger painting, sand and water play, playing with food and sensory bins help to stimulate each of the children’s five senses which has cognitive and educational benefits. By engaging in regular sensory play, children refine their sensory information and improve their cognitive development. Children’s growing brains create stronger connections as they learn to process and respond to different stimuli (Twinkl no date). 
Allowing children to express themselves through creative play helps to improve their self-confidence and well-being it gives them the freedom to use their imagination in whichever way they want, be creative and express their emotions/feelings through their play. Activities such as role play or dressing up encourages cognitive development. For example, children who are role playing doctors and nurses will face challenges during this activity that encourage them to use their problem solving and critical thinking skills when there are opportunities for decision making. Children need to feel comfortable and safe within their environment in order for them to grow and develop. They need to feel confident that they can change this environment and the objects within the environment without the fear of being judged. This, and allowing children to choose what happens while playing nurtures emotional health, fosters independence and promotes all round holistic development (Waters-Davies, 2022, p. 18).
Risky play or deep play is a type of play that encourages children to push boundaries and explore challenges where they are trusted to explore the risks involved.  It focuses on testing children’s limits with fun and interesting activities with the small element of risk that expects children to challenge themselves (Twinkl no date). Activities/actions that can be included in risky play are climbing trees, jumping off high surfaces, swinging from ropes, rough and tumble play and playing with dangerous tools or items which encourage the development of their fine and gross motor skills. Deep play, or risky play has a variety of benefits and can support a range of different developmental aims in children. It often involves fun and memorable activities that give children a rush of adrenaline and bring a whole new level to their play. It encourages children to develop their critical thinking skills as they consider actions, consequences and how to navigate a risk safely. Encouraging risky play in an environment where they are safe with a caregiver allows them to learn specific skills of risk management as they work on these skills in an emotionally safe space. They build a strong foundation for assessing and managing risks as they grow up where they may not have that trusted adult to turn to. It supports children’s natural curiosity, promoting independence and allowing children to gain self confidence and self-esteem (Twinkl no date). Although risky play may usually be associated with older children, younger children are often drawn to it. However risky play cannot always be possible and is usually limited as allowing children to participate in risky play challenges adults’ instincts to protect them. Despite the benefits that are a result of risky play, many early years settings struggle to encourage this type of play due to restrictions and regulations (Waters-Davies, 2022, p. 19). Risky play can also be a struggle for some children as they may encounter some physical pain but also emotional pain. These types of activities promote fear which can make them exciting and thrilling to certain children, however other children can find this feeling of fear or anxiety too overwhelming as their brains are still developing and they are still learning to control their emotions (Twinkl no date). Risky play and creative play can be supported by Bruners theory which states that children construct their own learning through organising, categorising and coding information and that the most effective way to do this is for children to discover the information themselves instead of being told it by a caregiver/parent. He believed that development does not consist of discrete stages but is a continuous process. Suggesting that children having independence and having the freedom to use their imagination and play and learn in their own way promotes holistic development (WJEC no date).


Self-directed play is a type of play where children have the freedom and the autonomy to control their own play activities without direct guidance from adults. They play in their own way, for their own reasons, exploring their own interests and ideas (Goally no date). Children need time and space to delve into play where they can be focused and absorbed in their own learning. They need play that enriches and enables and play that creates parameters for children to exercise their bodies and their brains (Bottrill, 2018, p. 33). Encouraging and facilitating self-directed play is a valuable investment into a child’s future and well-being, leading to increased creativity, problem solving skills and self-confidence. By exploring on their own, children realise there is so much they can do for themselves, they make their own games with their own rules, become independent and use their imagination (Ledendecker 2020).
The benefits of self-directed play when it comes to supporting a child’s holistic development are substantial. It improves cognitive, social, physical and emotional wellbeing while allowing children to learn about the world around them. This type of play is a powerful stimulant for holistic development because it naturally involves all areas of development. As children play and explore on their own terms they engage their bodies, interact socially, express and manage emotions, reflect on their experiences and use critical thinking skills. This comprehensive engagement ensures that their development is not only well-rounded but also connected to their individual interests and experiences (Connect childcare 2024).
Froebels theory of play emphasises that play is the highest expression of human development in childhood. He believed that play is the principle means of learning in early childhood. Froebel states that 
The child is free to determine his own actions according to the laws and demands of the play he is involved in. through and in his play, he is able to feel himself to be independent and autonomous (Froebel Trust no date).
Self-directed play encourages children to learn how things work through purposeful activities which are active, hands-on and of interest to the individual child. It respects each child’s individual learning pace and allows them to develop and their own rate (Twinkl no date).
For effective self-directed play to be possible, adults play certain roles to help create opportunities and experiences for children. Organising the environment, providing the resources and adapting the opportunities so that there is differentiation for each child are all the adult’s responsibility as well as being on hand to respond to the needs of the child. A well planned and enabling learning environment both indoors and outdoors, provides the conditions needed for healthy growth, learning and development. The stimulating opportunities that come from good resources and an enabling environment foster independence and confidence and support all aspects of their holistic development (Whalley 2021). 
According to Whalley (2021), Vygotsky encourages adults to recognise and respond to the ‘zone of proximal development’. By observing a child struggle to complete a task, to then have the child complete it with help, to finally observing the child complete the task independently, adults are focusing on the development of emerging skills. This form of supporting self-directed play can also be referred to as ‘scaffolding’ which includes techniques such as offering help, modelling and prompting. The role of the adult here is to still promote independence, however when required, engage in their play to help support their development and learning through problem solving, asking open ended questions, evaluate activities and suggest subtle techniques (Whalley 2021). 
Supporting self-directed play can be as simple as watching and waiting as children invent, discover and explore. Offering a safe environment where children have the freedom to explore and follow their play urges supports their holistic development and encourages them to be independent. Letting the child search and engage with an object/activity of their interest, you are still able to provide a great amount of support without interrupting their learning experience. The exhilaration of discovery is something even adults can identify with. In order for children to discover the taste or feeling of an object or how to climb or run, adults need to take a step back to let them discover for themselves. When a child feels like exploring such opportunity, it is their curiosity that is driving their wonder and learning. They develop creativity, an imagination and attention span that they take with them to adulthood. Taking that step back and spending more time observing the child’s deep play concentration, increases their independent play ability (Caro 2012). 
However, even after all the research suggesting that self-directed play is crucial to supporting children’s holistic development, some adults struggle to promote it especially in early years settings. When adults control, lead or take over a child’s play they are violating the basic principles of play being self-chosen and self-directed by the child. When a child loses the freedom to explore and discover independently the experience loses its meaning (Rymanowicz 2015). Balancing safety with freedom can be challenging within early years settings. Providing a safe yet enabling environment with opportunities that meet each child’s individuals needs and promotes learning and development as well as encouraging self-directed play can be difficult especially when staff have a poor understanding due to lack of training or being unable to provide resources. However, when adults encourage this approach it builds confidence, supports emotional well-being, enhances creativity, builds social skills and promotes independence in children (Care Learning 2024). 



Observation is a method used by educators to understand a child’s behaviour and track physical, emotional, social and cognitive development. It involves observing, reflecting, planning, assessing and documenting a child’s behaviour, interactions, development and activities over a period of time. Observations also allow educators to identify patterns, plan age-appropriate activities, gain insight into the child’s thinking and provide opportunities to change the learning environment to help promote growth and development (Storychanges.com 2024).  
A narrative observation is an extended account of an activity giving more details of a child’s speech or actions, including specific quotes. It may also include the level of involvement and other children that they play with as well as a photo. These types of observations usually take between twenty to thirty minutes to complete, making them a longer activity, more likely focusing on a specific task or skill (Twinkl no date). Narrative observations being longer and a more detailed observation method, encourage educators to gain a holistic understanding of the child. This type of observing allows for educators to see the whole picture of the child’s actions, rather than certain parts. One of the main benefits of narrative observations is that it gives educators the opportunity to document the child’s behaviour, actions, speech and language more deeply. It helps to identify certain patterns the child makes when completing an activity as well as capture detailed behaviour and gain an understanding to their growth and development which helps educators decide which is the correct way to support the child and how best to change their learning environment to benefit their development (Study prism 2025). 
However, while useful for understanding and documenting behaviours, there are some limitations to this observation method. Observing a child’s behaviour, recording it accurately and analysing the information takes a significant amount of time, which in some cases can reduce the amount of time available for direct interaction with the children. Especially for educators with a high workload or high ratios of children to adults, balancing time spent on observations and time spent supporting and interacting with the children can become particularly difficult. Observations are not always subjective, they are often influenced by the practitioner’s personal opinion, interpretations and perspectives which can unintentionally influence the way they interpret behaviours and affect how they record findings. While observing children is meant to be unobstructive, it may sometimes interfere with their natural behaviour and play. A child who notices they are being watched may behave differently affecting the accuracy of the results (Care learning 2025). This is also referred to as the ‘Hawthorne effect’ in which individuals alter their behaviour as a result of their awareness of them being observed (Perea 2024).
Narrative observations offer a more holistic picture of the child’s learning and can give practitioners useful insights. A narrative observation being a description allows practitioners to talk about the ‘whole child’ and give a complete holistic view of them. By recording the child’s actions, behaviour, language, skills and actions it helps practitioners to highlight developmental milestones and areas that need extra support and how best to then support them. it encourages the observer to look at all areas of development and growth when watching them and recording them doing an activity (Aspiring youths 2025). 


According to Moyles (2010), Play is, without a doubt, the most natural way children learn all over the world. Play provides endless opportunities for children to learn and explore, it benefits their well-being and supports their holistic development (National literacy trust 2024). Observing children who are engaged in play that they are interested in helps to better understand their needs, knowledge and skills. Children express themselves and communicate their emotions, needs and ideas through play which allows practitioners to gather valuable information that can better help their growth and development. Play also allows for a better understanding of children’s behaviours, developmental progress and social interactions. According to Early Years Careers (2018), child-initiated play supports children in having ideas and being in control of their learning. It enables them to learn through first hand experiences, allowing them to choose how to use the resources to do so. Children engaged in a type of play that they have chosen and where they have the freedom to play how they want, fosters confidence and allows for the observer to gain a better understanding of their holistic development. Observation helps practitioners to get a better understanding of where children lie in terms of their physical, cognitive, emotional and social development. Different ages and stages of development bring different behaviours and ways of playing. For example, a child who is aged one to three years may engage in sensory or exploratory play whereas a child who is aged four to six years may engage in climbing, running or adventurous play. When practitioners observe these stages in action, they can spot any unusual changes or delays in their development which can then be shared with parents and carers and the appropriate professionals in order for the best care and support to be given that meets each child’s individual needs and promotes their holistic development. By observing children engaging in different styles and types of play, practitioners gain a better understanding of each child’s interests. Practitioners can then create opportunities that encourage exploration and independence across a variety of play types, providing a balanced play experience for all children. Positive relationships between the practitioner and the child can be built through play. Spending time observing children’s play fosters understanding and trust between the child and the adult. Through observing their play and showing interest in the child chosen activity, practitioners can better relate to the children and strengthens the relationship. Recognising and supporting these interests helps children to feel valued and promotes confidence while allowing the observer to recognise where the child is at developmentally, provide better planning and equal opportunities. Observation is the cornerstone of good quality practice. Learning how best to support their individual and collective needs, while providing an inclusive, stimulating and safe environment where children feel they can express themselves freely, allows for a more accurate reflections who where each child is developmentally (Care learning 2024). 
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