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Children's play theory and practice.

Section 1-

Play is a bond that connects children across different cultures, allowing them to express themselves and communicate their thoughts and feelings without the need to use speech. It allows children to interact with the world around them and helps them to understand one another to make sense of the environment around them. Through play, children engage in observation, testing, and trying, imitating all whilst enjoying their surroundings and the people involved within them. When a child is given the freedom, time, and space, a child then finds play a natural activity. Children follow their own play patterns and communicate their play ideas in so many ways. Play Scotland (2025) states that play is defined as being freely chosen by a child, where a child will play without a goal or reward. Commonly, their play will be linked with likes and interests.
Physical play is a vital component of early childhood development, encompassing a wide range of activities that encourage children to move freely and explore their surroundings. This type of play includes essential skills such as running, jumping, and climbing, all of which contribute significantly to the development of gross motor skills while promoting overall health and fitness. However, physical play is not solely about large movements; it also encompasses activities that involve smaller motions, such as painting and drawing. These activities are just as critical in the early stages of a child's life, as they help develop fine motor skills and enhance creativity. Engaging in diverse forms of physical play encourages children to interact with their environment and build confidence and social skills through cooperative play with peers. By incorporating both large and small movements into their daily routines, children not only strengthen their bodies but also lay a solid foundation for future learning and development, making physical play an essential aspect of their growth and well-being. The Sector (2022).
Imaginary play is considered a vital part of children's development, as highlighted by Vygotsky, who viewed it as a “leading factor in development.” This type of play creates a unique area of learning where children can explore various challenging skills. Vygotsky (1933) believes that one of the most significant outcomes of imaginative play is the enhancement of self-regulation.
Vygotsky identified two key aspects of make-believe play that contribute to this development. First, when children create imaginary scenarios using different objects, they learn to tell the difference between their own ideas and the world around them. For example, when a child uses a cup as a hat or a block as a phone, they change the usual meaning of those objects, which helps them to develop their imaginary play. This play encourages children to rely more on their thoughts rather than impulses when making decisions. Vygotsky pointed out that pretend play involves following rules. In these imaginary situations, children often impose limits on their own actions, such as when they pretend to serve dinner or look after a poorly doll. By separating mental symbols from reality, children enhance their ability to regulate their actions. Engaging in rule-based play also helps them respond to social expectations and act in ways that are considered acceptable.

Vygotsky believed that imaginative play offers young children the best opportunity to develop self-regulation and a sense of responsibility, making it a vital aspect of their growth and learning. Often, adults believe that imaginative play is only for children, but it is something everyone can enjoy. During imaginative play, you can become anyone and anything you like, wherever and whenever you like.
For children, imaginative play is vital for developing critical thinking skills, following simple directions, and enhancing both expressive and receptive language. It also boosts social skills and teaches them how to manage their emotions. This type of play is not just about having fun; it’s crucial for learning important life skills that will benefit them well as they grow. Spivey, M. (2024).
Section 2-

Observing children in childcare settings includes a range of different strategies, such as ensuring the staff member is always present during an observation, paying attention to the children's actions as well as listening to their conversations, and recording what you see and hear to understand their play patterns and their learning and development through play. By watching each individual child’s physical movements, expressions, and interactions, you can gain understanding into their developmental progress, interests, and preferred learning styles. This also helps practitioners understand how they engage with both peers and adults.

Through careful observation, carers can determine if a child's growth is on track for their age range, assess whether the available resources and environment (like toys or equipment) are supporting their developmental needs, and identify any additional support the child might need to develop new skills and interests.

Observation is an ongoing process that requires regular monitoring and reviewing of evidence to ensure children are reaching key developmental milestones. If any concerns arise, observations can help identify specific areas where a child may need extra support, allowing for timely interventions.
This process also includes keeping track of these observations. The more childcare practitioners record, the deeper their understanding and analysis of the child will be. It's essential to concentrate on what a child has accomplished rather than on what they haven't. Effective observations should be factual, detailed, and accurate, capturing everything observed and heard. It’s best to note these observations in real-time throughout the day instead of trying to recall them later, as some details may be missed. Azilo Training (No date).
The Leuven scale is a simple yet effective way to assess how children feel emotionally and how involved they are within their play. It has five levels. 1. Extremely Low: The child shows clear signs of being very dysregulated, for example, crying or being extremely upset. 2. Low: The child seems unhappy, showing shyness, finding it difficult to engage, or getting outbursts of upsetness.
3. Moderate: The child is neutral, neither happy or sad, and participates in activities without much interest. This level can be overlooked, but with support, children can improve their emotional well-being.

This scale gives carers a clear understanding to be able to support children's emotional needs better. Learning journals (2024).
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