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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice

Section 1 -  Understanding of the importance of a variety of play types.
There is believed to be a wide range of different play types, these terms of play can help provide a reoccurring language for practitioners to share knowledge and understanding of the play they may observe (Oxfordshire Council, no date). Play Scotland (2024) listed sixteen different play types that were developed by Bob Hughes for the purpose of facilitating play and give guidance and support to the adults providing play opportunities.
One play type that children often begin to use is physical play. Babies will squirm and move their arms while in the womb and continue this after they are born while then progressing on to rocking their bodies regularly. Once they develop the control of their bodies they may begin crawling and develop further until they are able to walk, run, climb and so on (National Institute of Play, 2023). The National Institute of Play also believe physical play is a factor needed to develop a child’s physical, cognitive and social-emotional development. Physical play can encourage children to become more sociable when they enter environments that prompts this type of play, such as playgrounds, which in turn develops the motor skills needed to use the equipment at the environment while also assessing each area and understanding the risks that come with each part of the process. Yogman (2023) also believes that physical pay can support the development of motor skills for children as they explore a variety of environments. He also believes this type of play can give a child the opportunities to experience risks and make judgments independently on those risks in a safe environment. Playing a range of school yard games such as duck-duck-goose gives the children the experiences to develop the ability to begin to show empathy towards others, giving the children the opportunity to understand the feelings of their peers and being careful not to hurt others when tapping their heads (Yogman, 2023). Physical play encourages children to develop a wide range of skills during their play, this helps to look at the child as a whole and not focusing on single areas or skills. PlayWorld (no date) have looked at the various skills physical play can develop during these activities, encouraging practitioners to consider all needs of the child and their ability to develop their skills. Swift and Hewson (2022) supports this, stating the various skills physical play can develop such as emotional, social and cognitive development. 
Creative play is a visual type of play, allowing a child to access loose parts, arts and craft materials. This type of play can develop the ability to transform information, develop awareness of new connections and allows a new response to various activities and experiences (Play Scotland, 2024). The Whole Child (no date) believes experiences children have during their early years of life can enhance the development of their creativity. Play like Mum (2022) supports this with their idea of what is creative play, stating creative play is using various materials and imagination to create worlds and scenarios through role-play. Creative types of play can have a positive impact on the development of a child (Play like Mums, 2022), developing a range of skills such as growth in confidence, developing emotional awareness, developing their social skills. These can develop within a fun and supportive environment in order to encourage children to learn and experiment independently. Guo (2022) also states how creative play can support the development of a child as they participate in these types of play. She believes this play type can give children an emotional release. Children may find themselves in stressful situations that come with big feelings that they find difficult to deal with, such as parents’ divorce or bereavements within the family. Participating in dramatic and creative play can give children a way to act out or retell their experiences which can give them the outlet they need or access appropriate support (Guo, 2022). When a child-centred approach is used within settings and environments, which include the child and make them an active agent within the activity, the play can lead to deeper learning (Zosh et al., 2022). Giving the opportunity to the children to participate in creative play can help the child become a more rounded learner and use a wide range of skills in order to build on their skills and knowledge (Zosh et al., 2022).

Section 2 -  Why is it important for children to choose their own play and what is the importance of the role of the adult in play?
Freely chosen play gives the child control and ability to decide their own play by following their instincts, imagination and interests. The play is carried out without an adult leading or influencing the play (NIDirect, no date). Fiechtner and Albrecht (2019) state play becomes more sophisticated as the child becomes preschool and early school age which requires less involvement from an adult. Play design and plan-making begins to emerge within the play, the adult provides time and space for the child to explore and experiment with their play. Practitioners using effective child-centred pedagogy supports the planning and creation of a curriculum by ensuring the learning environment provides play and play-based learning, outdoor experiences, authentic and purposeful learning and physical literacy (Education Wales, 2022). Auror Early Education (2022) states adult support during play can have a positive effect of the development they can make during play. The practitioner should engage with the child by avoiding leading or controlling the play. The basic principle of play is to be self-directed by the child themselves, intervention can alter the significance and experience of the child as a result children may lose the motivation to explore play freely (Auror Early Education, 2022). Self-directed play uses a holistic approach to the development and learning of children, fostering the development of the whole child and taking into account many skills children develop through play (Juster, 2015). 
Ensuring an enabling environment can support the development of the child, the environment can impact their experiences, choices and relationships with other people and the environment itself (Play Scotland, 2024). Early Years Alliance (2019) supports Play Scotland by stating the environment should provide a range of activities that can support the development of the children. These environments should give the opportunity for children to become independent learners, providing resources and activities that are accessible to children whenever they chose to participate in the activities. Creating an effective environment can enable children to become responsible for their play and learning, but also provides the opportunity for practitioners to observe the interactions of children within these environments giving them the information needed to meet the needs of the individual child. Practitioners can use these observations to develop self evaluation and improve their knowledge to support the development and opportunities to play (Oxfordshire County Council, no date).
Mansio Montessori of Geneva (2022) looked at the Montessori approach to play, stating this approach is learning skills that have practical and real-life situations through play-like activities. This approach can provide the children of the environment opportunity to carry out real life activities that are fun also increasing the knowledge of the children and develop their independence further. Shaw (2015) agrees with the approach of Montessori, stating pretend play does not foster development of children to increase creativity, problem-solving or increased intelligence. Free play provides children the opportunity to develop these skills further and independently, Shaw (2015) believes guided play does not provide the same benefits to the children or their development. 
Te Whāriki is an approach to early childhood education used in New Zealand, looking at five principles to support the development of the children. Te Whāriki symoblises the start of the journey a child undertakes during their early years (Ministry of Education, 2017). The five principles indicated in the curriculum is child-centred, making the development of the child a focus for the learning. Similar to the Te Whāriki approach, Reggio Emilia believe children should be the centre of their education (nido Early Years, 2023). The theory of Reggio Emilia approach states children should be apart of their education and have control over their development. Nido Early Years (2023) states the environment becomes the third educator, providing opportunity for the children to develop their learning further.

Section 3 -  Understanding the observation method for young children.
The foundation phase profile is an assessment tool created by the Welsh Government, these assessments can give practitioners a understanding of the baseline of children within their settings (Welsh Government, 2015). The foundation phase profile gives practitioners a baseline that is consistent nationally, supporting the outcomes and milestones children may achieve at the end of phases. These assessments give practitioners the information needed to create appropriate holistic curriculum meeting the needs of individuals (Welsh Government, 2015). The foundation phase profile uses the observation method to determine the outcomes and abilities of children, using observation to create a baseline for a variety of subjects such as literacy, numeracy, social development and physical development (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, no date). Observation can be used as a flexible approach to collect information to support children and their development. This can be a low impact approach to collecting data, the practitioner has a minor effect on the play they are observing giving the most accurate insight to the children and their learning (NSW Education, 2021). 
West Sussex Council (2021) believe practitioners need to observe play in order to assess the development of learning. Completing regular observations gives a whole view of the progress each individual child makes over time, also know as an assessment cycle. During and assessment cycle a practitioner follows simple steps, which are observation, planning, assessment and then the cycle begins again (Castle, 2022). Birth to 5 Matters (no date) also believes formative assessment can be beneficial to understanding the progress children make during the early years of education. An effective assessment begins with observation, building knowledge of their interests in order to begin to create relationships with the children. Children should be involved in the planning process of activities, including the parents in the information collected by the observations. Welsh Government (2022) suggests observing children in a variety of environments, activities and situations. Observing children throughout the day in indoor and outdoor environments, during collaborative and solitary play, during daily routines such as mealtime and interactions with parents. 
Research shows children develop and progress further when given first-hand experiences through play and activities (Welsh Government, 2022). During first-hand experiences and play children progress their learning, as practitioners observe these interactions, they begin to build a view of the whole child looking at their progress and development holistically. Practitioners may consider the five W as they observe and assess the play of the children in their settings, answering questions like why assess these skills, what is the purpose of the assessment, when is an appropriate time to assess, where is the right environment to assess these skills, and who is involved int the assessment and the process (PACEY, 2016). PACEY (2016) also states that by assessing children in play practitioners can stimulate their interests and motivate their curiosity which can encourage children to explore and learn through play more independently. After observing children in free and self-directed play, practitioners are expected to use this information collected with their professional judgement and knowledge to build a profile of each child, looking at the needs of each individual in order to support them further as they continue to learn and develop their skills through play and real-life experience (Department of Education, 2021). 

Section 4 -  Understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and how this affects the child’s engagement and the accuracy of the observation.
As practitioners observe children they watch carefully and sensitively which gives the opportunity to see the learning and help the practitioners to support that learning further. Approaching an observation with an open mind allows professionals to see the play and interactions between the child and others (Neaum, 2016). West Sussex Council (2021) state practitioners can analyse these observations and decide what information they give them in order to assess the progress of each child. Observations can be planned, looking at specific skills and aspects of learning helping practitioners to see a child’s understanding and progress of these skills, making these more formal. Practitioners also make observations daily that are more spontaneous, these types of observations are usually made as the child is engrossed in various types of play (West Sussex Council, 2021). Observation allows practitioners to begin to understand the interests of the child and how to support their learning. (Louis, 2020). Louis also states the knowledge she gathered from her observations helped to further develop the learning of the children in her care. Louis (2022) states an effective observation method could be through watching the play as a quiet by stander, gathering thoughts with writing or a sequence of photos that help understand and enable a practitioner to think about what the children are doing and the reasons behind these actions. Observing children in a play situation can give the practitioner the information they need to support each child individually, enabling the practitioner to use this knowledge to support and develop the children’s learning and skills while also keeping the interest of the child helping them to stay engrossed in the learning and various activities available to them (Early Years Matters, 2022). Early Years Matters (2022) links these observations with the daily assessments carried out by practitioners daily. Practitioners may use these observations while conducting on-going assessments within the environment, observing the play and identify what a child may already know and support the learning with these understandings. 
PACEY (2016) believes a good observation is carried out when a child is engaging in free play that was chosen by the child. This observation types can help the practitioner become aware of the interests of the child, understand their learning characteristics, and see their abilities as they engage in a freely chosen activity. McInnes and Howard (2012) supports PACEY, while conducting a study of the impact of children’s perception of play the result show a difference in the level of emotion well-being the children in the activities displayed. During the study children participated in two different activity sessions, children participating in the like play activities showing increased behavioural indicator that relate to emotional well-being. The conclusion of the study indicates that children respond to activities they perceive as play. McInnes and Howard (2012) view observation of these types of activities effective as they demonstrate and provide information on behaviours as well as mental state. 
Loizou (2017) believes practitioners should use and understand the theory of Vygotsky when looking at the role of an adult during observations and supporting the play of children. Vygotsky looked at play as a social process, splitting the process into three parts. The inner circle would represent what the child already knows and looks at the knowledge they have before engaging in varies environments and activities. The next part of the process is referred to as the Zone of Proximal Development, making the aim of the practitioner would be what the child can learn with the support and scaffolding of the adult, moving to the outer circle which Vygotsky states as the knowledge or skill that are out of the read of the child (Gowrie New South Wales, no date). McInnes et al. (2011) looked at the link between a practitioner understanding of the different types of play to the learning it gives a child in their article ‘Differences in practitioners’ understanding of play and how this influences pedagogy and children’s perceptions of play’. They state in the article practitioners understanding of play does not always reflect in the practice. The lack of knowledge relating to the different play types and how an adult can affect these play types while also having an understanding of the role of the adult. McInnes et al. (2011) view the role of the adult as a multi-faceted that include observation, resourcing, modelling, questioning and playing with the children within the environment. They believe that knowing when to intervene in play can be difficult and needed expertise and skill to join in the play effectively and not interrupt or change the play. 
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