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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice 
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Section 1
Play is a fundamental aspect in a child’s life. Play Wales (2022) demonstrate that each child no matter their culture, ability or background has the right to play. This element is important as play is vital for the health and well-being of a child, and it also encourages the holistic development of an individual according to UNCRC (2013). There a multitude of different types of play a child can benefit from such as physical play, explorative play, socio-dramatic play, mastery play and so on. Each type of play holds their own sets of positive and negative factors which can affect the child in certain ways, depending on the child’s interests and preferences. Bottrill (2018) highlights the fact that children do not think the same as an adult, they think outside of the box. This statement reinforces the fact that a child needs the freedom to explore and be curious in their own time and not when a professional tells them too. 

Social 	play is a type of play that involves a child interacting with others, which will develop a child’s communication and listening skills and enable them to respond to social cues in an acceptable manner. Veraksa et al. (2024)  explains that for a child to engage in meaningful role play activity they are asked to have an understanding of the world around them, have knowledge of characters to create  situations and be able to develop a plot for the story line to follow, they also need to be able to take on a specific role, organise the area they choose to play in and cooperate with peers. This statement links closely to Vgotsky’s theory as he believed that a child learns through play and interaction. Cherry (2025) tells us that human development depends on social interactions and that our cognitive skills are shaped by the interactions with those around us. Role play can support these objectives as this type of play uses interaction and communication to enlighten a child on social cues and develop problem solving skills. In practice, professionals can support role play by ensuring the play spaces are well-equipped with costumes and accessories to help with specific roles and are also arranged in a way that can be helpful towards a child’s play yet open ended to encourage their imagination and creativity. Twinkl (no date) highlights the way that role play can develop more than just communication skills by stating that role play is an opportunity for children to engage in activities that refine their fine and gross motor skills whether they are running to score a goal for their football team or taking someone’s order in a coffee shop; these types of activities will strengthen a child’s muscles and joints whilst they enjoy with peers. 

Exploration play involves children using all their senses to explore and make sense of the world around them. It encourages curiosity and problem solving but allowing children to experiment and investigate using all five senses. This type of play can be supported by Piaget’s theory by allowing children to explore their environments and developing their knowledge by taking part in hands on experiences. Examples of exploratory play include physical and object exploration as well as sensory play sessions like messy play, textured fabrics, sensory bottles, etc. Gascoyne (2018) explains that messy play is important for children as the chaos that comes from a messy play activity can provide an opportunity for children to explore containment, boundaries and control. Professionals can support exploratory play by ensuring that children have a safe and inviting environment which contains a multitude of different resources such as, natural materials, textured objects, sand, water, etc. When children have the freedom to explore in their own time, it provides professionals an opportunity to understand the ways in which the child wishes to learn and grow. Part of this freedom should be allowing children to take risks and set boundaries. With the supervision of a practitioner, children should be able to take some level of risk to build confidence and for children to set their own personal boundaries. Guldberg (2009) believes that overprotecting children could be seen to higher the risks a child may face when they experience the world outside of their own. This relates to the fact that children in modern society are restricted from playing freely, meaning they are not receiving the opportunities previous generations have had. This makes it even more necessary for professionals in early years ensure that the curiosity of children has a strong embodiment within the settings and to provide the opportunity for individuals in their care to experience new adventures through the means of play. 

Section 2 
Child-led play is vital to a child’s holistic development however it is even more important that an adult does not direct the child when playing. Gripton (2017) implies that planning activities is considered as the adult’s activity and that there is an aspect of control and responsibility for the practitioner to provide activities that suit and benefit each child. It is a professional’s duty to guide learning experiences however there must be an element of freedom for children to explore their own natural curiosity in an appropriate and safe environment. Practitioners have a role during a child’s play to support, facilitate and observe; these are the basic needs for a child to be able to learn whilst experiencing new opportunities. This is where an understanding of the play cycle is necessary as the adult is aware of where a child or children may be within a play cycle and are able to understand why it is important to not interrupt. 

A play cycle consists of six stages which formulate a way in which a child can initiate interactions through play. Allowing a child to pursue a play cycle without interruptions enable a child to play in a state of deep concentration which fosters cognitive development and emotional self-control. Montessori Academy (2021) believes that children learn through unstructured play and experimental activities. Through this type of play, children can become resilient, confident and independent. Although adult involvement in needed at certain points, allowing children to play with freedom will benefit them overall. 

An adult’s role in child-led play is fundamentally to support, empower and create opportunities that foster a child’s potential is how Sheridan (1999) defines the role of an adult in spontaneous play. Professionals have different roles within child-led play, these include an observer, a partner and a facilitator. An observer should watch play scenarios without intervention, document behaviours, language and interactions. By documenting these aspects, a practitioner can build a picture of how an individual child communicates and responds to peers. This also aids evidencing certain behaviours or when looking out for additional learning needs. Pacey Cymru (2025) implies that by observing a child, their needs, preferences, behaviours and interests can be fully understood. 
Within play, there may be a partnership role where an adult is asked by the child to join in whilst following the child’s lead. Amin (2022) suggests that due to the fast-paced environment of child’s play, an adult can offer an element of structure which can improve the flow of play by modelling what is expected and provide a way in which a child and leave the play cycle when they have completed what they desired.  This role can enable children to develop through play as the adult can offer new knowledge and experiences however, it is important that the professional does not dominate the play.

 Lastly, the facilitator role should be creating an environment which offers routine as well as freedom of choice. These play rich environments will encourage a child to develop the independence and confidence needed to thrive whilst growing. Rymanowicz (2015) emphasises that planning a child’s play by paying attention to their strengths, abilities and needs, there is an opportunity to enhance play to aid them becoming more confident and self-sufficient. Building an environment which involves a child’s interests can encourage engagement and motivation towards the activity, making it more likely for the child to be focussed for the during of the experience maximising the benefits of their session. 

As a basic, necessary part of childhood, each child has the right to play. This holds the same value and importance as the right to an education and health services. Article 31 embodies that children have the right to rest and leisure, and to engage in play and age-appropriate recreational activities as Unicef UK (2010) states. Homan (2016) explains that allowing children to choose which resources they use to learn enables them to develop a sense of who they are, develop problem solving skills, and create a safe space for children to use their imagination to build an understanding of how the world works. Creating an environment that supports freedom of choice and having practitioners that understand the play cycle will aid children to enhance their holistic development but also their understanding of who they are and explore their interests. 

Section 3
Observation within the early years is very important as it allows adults to understand and support the children in their care properly.  By using observation techniques effectively, professionals can plan activities that engage children and develop skills, reflect on their own practice and to identify concerns regarding a developmental delay or safeguarding related. Tallent and Thompson (2022) suggests that setting aside time to carefully watch and listen to young individuals is the most effective way to discover a developmental delay and notice a change in behaviour. A change in behaviour can mask a multitude of different concerns such as, safeguarding and emotional difficulties but it may be something as simple as a child being unable to express their feelings as they do not have the vocabulary to do so. Being able to effectively observe a child will enable these concerns to significantly stand out and for a child’s interests and skills to be seen on a regular basis. 

Photography and video observations may be one of the newest techniques, however it is arguably one of the most accurate as it enables a professional to relive the moment whenever necessary. Describe this type of observation as a powerful tool which can be used to capture significant points in time which may be hard to explain in words. It entails a practitioner using a device to record or take a snapshot of what a child is doing to take notes and rewind the footage to remind themselves of the scenario, providing accurate visual evidence of development, behaviours and interactions which can be used to record a child’s milestones and progress according to Welsh Assembly Government (2008). This is also a way of sharing moments from a child’s session with parents and carers. 

Photographic observations can be useful for many professionals but especially ALN practitioners as their environment focuses on children learning through physically completing a task rather than producing a piece of work, which is how Twinkl (2022) describes photo and video observations. One of the main benefits of this method is its ability to produce accurate and reliable evidence that can strengthen reflective practice meaning that professionals are able to adapt their planning accordingly. This is particularly important for practitioners working with additional learning needs children as they can monitor progress over a period, provide evidence to outside agencies as to the ways in which they interact, communicate and go about their day to day lives and identifies the child’s preferences and needs. Department of Education (2021) explains that not all specific needs will be long term however it is vital that a child receives the support early on through planned activities. 
To stay in line with safeguarding policies and procedures of the setting, parents or carers need to provide permission for their child to be photographed or recorded. It is also important to ensure that the device used for staring this media is secure and that no one has access to the device who is not permitted. Professionals should obtain consent from parents or carers before using this observation method and should keep a record of written consent and any additional consent that may be required if any media is being shared online. NSPCC (2025) conveys the importance of consent and data protection by telling us that as photos and videos are seen as ‘personal data’ according to the Data Protection Act 2018, ensuring that the settings policies comply with the requirements of the act is crucial. 
However, a lot of children tend to become very timid and shy when a camera is present which may affect the result of the observation. Although technology plays a large role in a child’s life, many children are unsure of how to act whilst being recorded. Shyness can be caused by several reasons, such as a child’s personality, learned behaviours, lack of social interaction, harsh criticism or even the fear of failure explains Better Health Channel (2012). Children may feel they need to reach a certain target whilst being photographed or recorded therefore leaving the child anxious and nervous when a camera is put in front of them. Observations are taken at moments, when a child is playing, attempting something new or developing already learned skills but these moments may make the child feel vulnerable or scared and when a practitioner tried to record that point in time, the child may freeze, therefore affecting an observation. 
In conclusion, photographic and video observations have many benefits which will help a child’s holistic development however, some children may prefer another method as they associate cameras with negative experiences.

Section 4 

Play is the main way in which a child communicates, learns and understand the world. Birth to five matters (2020) highlights that children immerse themselves in play to discover what most interests them, learn about the world around them as well as themselves. Allowing a child to play freely and identify their preferences will enable a professional to step back and observe the ways in which the child communicates, interacts and learns. Although, observing a child whilst they are playing may not represent the individual they are truly. This display of behaviour is referred to at the Hawthorne effect which is described by Catalogue of Bias (no date) as individuals who behave in an alternative way because they are aware that they are being watched. Therefore, observing children during play may not always provide an accurate assessment as the Hawthorne effect can interfere with how an individual reacts, interacts and communicate. 
Professionals can help eliminate the risk of the Hawthorne effect by observing from a distance to avoid the child feeling pressured and educate themselves on the ways in which children respond to being watched and the ways the individual child responds to other children and professionals. Louis (no date) holds the view that quietly watching or taking a series of pictures while processing what the children are doing and why could be some of the most successful ways to get an accurate observation of a child in the most natural state. This reinforces the fact that children need space to explore and grow in their own time, and that professionals must allow children to have the freedom to do so. 
Montessori’s theory revolves around the idea that children are naturally motivated to learn who thrive in environments that are prepared to promote independence and curiosity. The role of the adult is just as important as practitioners should act as a guide rather than a director of play and must always carefully watch children to assess readiness for learning, understand a child’s personal needs and recognise their developmental stages. However, Matte (2022) highlights that observations are an important factor that contribute to guides which help to assess an individual’s understanding, learning and development. This statement allows for discussion of are the standard observations enough to aid a child’s development. Professionals may need to use another strategy alongside observations to have a clear plan for each individual child. 
Another aspect to Montessori’s theory that can contribute to the role of the adult is assessing the readiness of a child. Practitioners need to understand when a child is ready to move to the next stage of development. This should be done through assessments which the Department of Education (2024) describe as noticing what children known and what they are able to do. Observing a child during child-led play can enlighten on the confidence of a child, how curious the child is and how they overcome challenges. By creating these observations, a professional can clearly monitor a child’s developmental milestones to ensure steady progress is present. During these observations, a child may display particular interest in certain methods of play or toys, these patterns of interest can be used as strong indicators of developmental readiness. HFL Education (2024) believes that being in a state of interest can promote learning and motivation which is evident in early years. 
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