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1 - The importance of play on the overall development of children from birth
Catherine Sewell Play Specialist defines that play is not superficial in the development of a child, but play "is" the development of the child. When children play, they build connections within the brain and with people around them. They experience internal "joy" and share in the joy the play brings to others (Raising Children Network, 2019). While a child is playing, they are improving their “image of self” because playing is accompanied by “frustration” and enjoyment. (Robinson, M., 2008).  
 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the Welsh Government’s overarching strategy document Rights to Action (2004) demonstrates that it is a practitioner's job to ensure that each child has an education that “develops personality and talent” and improves “personal and cultural identity” (Welsh Government, 2015). 
 
The “ideological framework” and “principles” that were developed after the works of Piaget, Vygotsky and Montessori and more in the 19th and early 20th centuries showed the need for “child centred” learning. These are sometimes referred to as “common law” ideas that shape education today (Neville, 1997). This work has continued to develop and is evident in the foundation phase framework in Wales today which states “Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity is at the heart of the Foundation Phase” (Welsh Government, 2015) which is also supported by the Welsh Governments 2002 Play Policy which States that playing is the "process" of learning.  
A young baby develops awareness of their own body movements before being able to understand the body language of others and spoken language. Play that is combined with repetition of “nouns” related to parts of the body and movements can develop language, cognitive and physical abilities (Archer and Siraj, 2015). Photo by Valeria Zoncoll on Unsplash
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A journal published by the U.S National Library of Medicine National Institute of Health in 2012 relates playing to "early maturation" or "pretending" of a situation before it becomes necessary for survival (Wang and Aamodt, 2012) this means the children are practicing for maturity when they play and could be considered alongside Montessori's ideas about “child sized” furniture that could aid a children's perception of reality rather than fantasy (Neville, 1997). 
 
When a baby is 1-2 months old, he/she begins to giggle and make coo noises this can be imitated by the parents in a game of “sound copy”. This could help develop the muscle structure or tone in vocal area that is needed for the next stage of development between 6 and 12 months called “babbling” which shows play helps the baby transition from one stage of child development to another. (Boyd, D.R., Bee, D.R. & Bee, Helen L., 2014).  
When introducing new sounds, movements, and stimulus to young children it is important to remember that babbling is practice and prerequisite to speech and inner speech. According to Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory “inner speach” is what the child will use to direct their behaviour and to develop thinking skills (Mcleod, 2018). Parents are the “more knowledgeable other” or (MKO) in the relationship so, by introducing our babies to new experiences Vygotsky believes we could be putting our youngest children unknowingly into the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) where they are trying to recreate what they hear and see. 
 
Jean Piaget’s constructivism theory on the other hand states of the stages of development of the child are due to nature rather than nurture which he calls “maturation” (Mcleod, 2018a). His theory seems to disagree that exposure to a greater range of stimulus would increase cognitive abilities at a younger age and that “nurturing” is not beneficial for child development. Further development of study since reveals that play aids development of language, increased thinking abilities, ability to move and control bodily function (Robinson, M., 2008). 
The UK's Chief Medical Officers Report (2009) of Physical Activity does not use the word “play” where it could be linked to physical activity. The guidance states that each baby under 1yrs should receive 30 mins of "tummy time" per day and should experience floor-based activities like "crawling" but does not suggest activities or play that might include water games, tickling or bouncing or any information about how or what other varied stimulus could be or how it could aid overall development (Department of Health and Social Care, 2019).  
 
Further information could benefit parents who are unsure of how best to incorporate play into physical activity but best outcomes for development are believed to be within an environment where the child's parents (or teachers) are "supportive" and the child has access to a multitude of "stimuli". (Boyd, D.R., Bee, D.R. & Bee, Helen L., 2014). 

If a child is not stimulated through play, they miss opportunity to develop emotional skills, thinking skills, full range of movement, and social abilities (Cooper, L., Doherty, J., 2011). Photo by Nathan Dumlao on Unsplash
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Genetics are a rough explanation of the DNA passed from one generation to another rather than the DNA that connects us as humanity (Plomin and Petrill, 1997).  

Both "genetics" and the environment in which our children live are understood to shape the development of our children (Turkheimer, 2000) and it is believed that genes are responsible for 50 percent of the difference in intelligence (Medline Plus, n.d.). Theoretical history shows that the “social history” of explaining how a child develops has roots within biological maturation theories and environmental learning theories (Lindon, 2012). However, if for example the child has the “specific instructions” or genotype at conception to have a high IQ or large size this can still be affected by other factors like alcohol intake or smoking which could affect the Unborn's “nervous system” which can be caused by the behaviour of the child’s mother (Boyd, D.R., Bee, D.R. & Bee, Helen L., 2014). 
Biological maturation theories are “based on pattern’s” in which a human develops via “instructions” within their genes which are initiated by “messages” within the brain that are a result of human nature and as part of the mammal species. On the other hand, Environmental learning theories are focused on what can be learned through “experience” and “consequences” and is sometimes called “behaviourism” (Lindon, 2012).  
 
It is important for a practitioner to remember when thinking about a child's natural development there could be contributing factors including developmental abnormalities during prenatal development. It is accepted that normal foetal growth is an important factor in determining a baby’s well-being or present illness or developmental problems and abnormality in growth is linked to “perinatal morbidity and mortality, and long-term adverse health outcomes” (Workalemahu et al., 2018). Also, there is several other “factor’s” named “teratogens” that can have a negative effect on an unborn child these include the “health” and overall condition of the mother from conception and during pregnancy, drug and alcohol consumption and environmental pollutants. The effects of which can vary dependant on the child/mother situation but can result in “cognitive, emotional and behavioural” issues in childhood (Crowley, 2017). 
Other maternal factors of child development such as the mother experiencing “stress” when carrying a foetus could be detrimental to the health of the child as the stress hormones within the mother can “redirect nutrients” from the foetus risking malnutrition (Crowley, 2017). Stress is also connected to Pre-Term Birth or PTB and research shows that women who “experience” “major life events” or significant stress when carrying a child in the womb are 1.4 to 1.8 times more likely to give birth before full term is achieved (Dunkel Schetter and Tanner, 2012). 
 
 
In the embryonic stage of development, the foetus forms all the internal organs between weeks 6-8 which are later “defined” in the stages between 8 weeks and birth because they are vital for “life outside the womb” (Boyd, D.R., Bee, D.R. & Bee, Helen L., 2014). However, genes influence development of body size aid production of the growth hormone (GH) in the pituitary gland which is vital for the development of all bodily tissues apart from “the central nervous system and the genitals”. If a child lacks the GH they can be smaller in size another contributing factor which might affect the development of a child is a lack of the “thyroid stimulating hormone (TSH) which is essential to “prompt” the thyroid gland to produce “thyroxin” which is vital for “brain development” and for the full effects of the GH on the size of the child. If a child is born with a “thyroxine deficiency” and without early detection and treatment can “suffer from severe mental impairment (Crowley, 2017). 
B.F. Skinner the psychologist who was impacted by the work of Pavlov (1849-1936) had the idea of “learning through direct experience” where exposure to the environment also has an effect the child after birth (Lindon, 2012). This can be compared to the social genetic effects or SGE that can have an impact on individual development and means the effect a person's constitution or phenotype could have on another person's composition (Moore AJ, Brodie ED III, 1997). One interesting way to put this into context is a study called The Spread of Obesity in a Large Social Network which revealed that a person can be 57% more likely to gain weight if a person from their social group does (Christakis and Fowler, 2007) meaning, that we can be influenced aside of our genetics to differing outcomes according to our family members, friends, and social contact with others. 
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Malnutrition according to the Cambridge dictionary is defined as "physical weakness and bad health caused by having too little food, or too little of the types of food necessary for good health (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). 

Nutrition plays a huge "factor" in "prenatal" well-being in the role of development of the “nervous system” so if the mother does not intake enough protein at the prenatal stage this negatively impacts the development of the brain. To what degree is dependent “largely on its timing in relation to various developmental events in the brain and, to a lesser extent, on the type and severity of the deprivation” (Morgan’e et al, 1993). 
Three deficiencies in the prenatal stage of development can have “detrimental effects” on a child's “behavior and learning” that can be “permanent” these deficiencies are “protein-energy, iron, and iodine” (Scrimshaw, 1998). 
 
The World Health Organisation divides malnutrition into 4 subcategories that include “wasting, stunting, underweight, and deficiencies in vitamins and minerals”. They also state that if “inadequate” “micro-nutrients” are of “particular threat” to “children and pregnant women in low-income" Countries.  
Where the WHO state people “low-income countries” to describe the effect that poverty has on malnutrition there could be a better term used because even though the United Kingdom in 2015 was ranked as having the 26th best annual income in the world at -

42,220 ($) - (WorldData.info, 2015) 
 
this does not reflect the actual population of the U.K considered to be on or below the poverty lines and between 2018/19 and U.K Parliament figures show that: 
 
 
· “11.0 million people were in relative low income - (17% of the population), at a similar level to the year before”. 
 
· “14.5 million were in relative low income - (22%), also at a similar level to the year before” (Francis-Devine, 2021). 
 
Therefor it is important for practitioner’s to be aware that some children are at significant risk of malnutrition today and know the effects this has on child development.  
One of the most crucial factors of development at the prenatal stage is the adequate iron intake of the mother and deficiencies of this nutrient are linked to “intrauterine growth retardation” or abnormalities in growth within the gestational sac and prematurity. Similarly, the mother can experience symptoms which include “perinatal infection, pre-eclampsia, and bleeding” as reactions to low iron intake. 
 
Good nutrition during pregnancy is linked to positive health outcomes in development, at birth and in later life as from the very beginning of the pregnancy “nutrients from body stores” are “liberated” (Scientific Advisory Committee, 2011). 
After birth, a child’s growth can be determined by “nutritional intake” and breast milk is believed to be the “best source” for the child and the benefits “extend beyond nutritional value” and consumption has positive effects on the child’s ability to “fight disease” (Crowley, 2017). 
 
 
In the case of children born with malnutrition “supplementation with adequate protein and calories during the first two years of life improves the cognitive performance of poorly nourished children” (Scrimshaw, 1998) 
 
In recent years figures related to children claiming free school meals as a result of a low income that falls below national minimal standards in “Britain” increased from 38% in 2013-14 to 80% in 2015-16 (History & Policy, 2019) showing a 42% increase in those considered to be living below national standards therefor, an increase in children living in poverty. 
Highlighting this point further with current information is the fact that since the start of Corona-virus “200,000” children miss meals regularly or “daily” according to the results of a poll (The Food Foundation, 2020) which states that currently “five million people” have felt “food-insecurity” (Keith, 2020). This information as a practitioner is relevant today because of the variety of socio-economic backgrounds the children we that we teach and is relevant to how poverty and malnutrition will continue to affect future generations and how frequently we can expect children to be affected developmentally by malnutrition. To put it simply, children who have or are experiencing malnutrition are “less likely to achieve their developmental goals on time, or to achieve their potential at school (Keith, 2020). 
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Imitation is believed to be important for the development of speech but cannot explain a child’s use of “self-created” word grouping or phrases (Lindon, 2012). Some attempts were made by B. F. Skinner (1957) to explain the development of speech with the thought that a positive response to a child’s attempts at communication can help a child “flourish” but he believed parents did not “reward mistakes”. This is now contrary to widely held belief as many parent's “reward” differing attempts at communication from their children if correct or not. Correction of “most” of a child’s attempts at communication can impede the child’s language development (Lindon, 2012).
B.F. Skinners ideas were heavily criticised by Noam Chomsky during the 1950’s who believed that children “cannot” acquire the “tools” needed to understand an “infinite number of sentences” from language “input alone” (Lemetyinen, 2012) therefor, within the brain he believed was the ability to form a “recipe” of words or use a program of "innate Universal Grammar” to build an “infinite” number of unique sentences. He thought that language development is dependent on “innate biological maturation” of a child’s “readiness for language” which is pre-programmed by the genetic code (Lindon, 2012). This is a naturalistic approach to learning language.
However, it is now believed that babies and toddlers who experience “infant directed speech” or “nurture” of speech from parents and caregivers can help develop aspects of speech “slightly” quicker (Lindon, 2012).  
 
Steve Pinker cognitive psychologist, linguist, and author was influenced by Chomsky’s ideas believes that children acquire language skills “in-part” because they “learned some grammar” from the “community” (Pinker, 2009). Pinker was excited by the development of “cognitive science” which encompasses “tools” from “psychology, linguistics, computer science, philosophy and neurobiology” to explain “human intelligence” and believed that language is a skill and is unprompted or an instinctive behavior that needed “no conscious effort” to develop meaning that biological maturation is responsible (Pinker, 1995). 
Inside the womb a baby “listens” to the voices and music that surround them (Magagna, 2013) and can “react” to the mother’s “vocalisation” which lends itself to some principles of theories by Skinner (1957) and Pinker (2009) in the way that the must baby have some “innate” listening skills. When using this “skill” information and sounds can be interpreted cognitively by the baby and can produce a physical reaction even before birth (Magagna, 2013). This means development of language skills starts during the pre-natal stage and is connected to the development of physical skills and cognitive skills in comprehensive or holistic way.  
 
After birth infants “appear” to be “social” and give attention to the voice of others so the “quality of adult communication” is of paramount importance (Lindon, 2012) as too is the importance of the “responses” from the baby to engagement with their carer or mother after birth because “unresponsiveness can be a “first sign” of developmental issues or disabilities that can affect a child's “social skills”.  
Infants without concerns can generally communicate with “gestures” and “sounds” between the ages of 0-10 months dependent on the individual rate of development per child and should utter first words around 11-18 months. This period slightly overlaps the phase called “the naming explosion” where words are added rapidly between the ages of 16-24 months (Lindon, 2012).  
 
When thinking about the children we teach, and language development is important not to forget from around 5 months a baby might use “hand gestures” to indicate “requests” or use “limbs and full body gestures” and facial expression to show “refusal” of compliance. When these “signs” are taken seriously by caregivers or parents in a way that “tries to give meaning” to the “signs” produced by the child it will “encourage the development of spoken language” (Lindon, 2012).  
It is important as a practitioner to remember that “observations” of “depressed mother’s” has shown the “mother” maybe “less likely” to use baby talk however, the child would still learn to speak but the language may lack “richness” and “conversational” qualities. It is important that the mother receives “support” from others that is “non-judgemental" (Lindon, 2012). 
 
A study conducted to examine how “parental verbal and gesture input” can shape an infant's ideas about the “communicative functions of words and gestures” shows how we all develop individual meaning to language and that it is dependent on experiences and personal interpretation. The study shows that babies or infants initially accept both words and gestures as symbols because parents often produce both verbal labels and gestures but that these symbols and gestures can differ from child to child (Acredolo, Goodwyn and Namy, 2000). However, when considering this evidence, we do not teach a New-born baby to cry or frown when it needs something which lends itself to the idea of “innate biological” or in-built natural ability within all children to communicate from birth. 
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