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Every child has the right to play (UNICEF UK, 2019). Play helps children learn and grow through having different experiences that help them make sense of the world around them. There are many different types of play that encourage and support children’s holistic development (Hargraves, 2019).
One type of play that is important for children’s holistic development is physical play. Research by Play Wales (2023) suggests that physical play and it is a type of play that encourages children to move around and explore the environment through movement such as running, walking, climbing, cycling, dancing and jumping. In practice, physical play is supported by practitioners providing children many opportunities to move freely and explore the environment. For example, providing outdoor spaces for running and games like tag or stuck in the mud, climbing equipment that encourages balance, strength and resilience and loose parts with natural materials like tyres, crates and logs or planks that children can lift, roll and build with. Hargraves (2019) highlights that physical play helps children understand what is safe and when to risk take, supporting children’s confidence and decision-making skills. Physical play is important for children to start understanding what abilities they have, it encourages children to practice social, emotional, cognitive and physical skills in a fun way and gain confidence in what they can do.
Physical play benefits children’s health, well-being, coordination and fitness, helping support children’s basic needs and gain the skills to grow into the best version of themselves. It also supports children’s social and emotional growth. Through having fun, engaging and exciting experiences without adult intervention, physical play gives children opportunities to have social interactions, turn taking, learn how to regulate emotions, make bonds and friendships, collaborate, problem solve and build resilience, supporting children’s holistic development (Play Wales, 2023).
Physical play links strongly to the Curriculum of Wales. The Welsh Government (n.d.) emphasises in the Health and Well-Being area of learning and experience that children should develop physical skills, confidence and an understanding of how movement supports their wellbeing. Opportunities for movement such as running, dancing, jumping, chasing and exploring the outdoor environment help children become capable, confident and ambitious learners. 
Exploratory play is another important form of play, as it allows children to use all their senses to investigate new objects, environments, and materials. Through this type of play, children test ideas, discover how things work, and build early problem‑solving skills. Early Education (2021) suggests that it is important for practitioners to provide rich sensory opportunities such as clay, loose parts, playdough, blocks, water trays, sand trays, nature walks, and sensory tuff trays across both indoor and outdoor environments. In practice, this means creating a stimulating and holistic learning space that offers open‑ended materials and a range of challenges so that all children can explore, take risks, and thrive. This aligns with Article 3 of the UNCRC, which states that practitioners must always act in the best interests of the child (UNICEF UK, 2019).
Exploratory play also links to the Curriculum for Wales, as it supports active, hands‑on learning across multiple Areas of Learning and Experience, especially in Health and Well‑being and Science and Technology. Because exploratory play is open‑ended and accessible at different developmental stages, it enables children to follow their natural curiosity and learn through trial and error. This type of play strengthens cognitive development through problem‑solving and resilience, enhances fine motor skills, supports creativity and understanding of cause and effect, and encourages communication as children excitedly share findings with friends and practitioners (Welsh Government, n.d.).
Exploratory play is especially valuable for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), as it provides sensory‑rich experiences that can be adapted to individual needs. These activities support emotional regulation, offer opportunities for children to communicate—verbally or through communication boards—and help practitioners gain deeper understanding of each individual child’s interests. Exploratory play also promotes engagement, strengthens fine motor development, and builds trusting relationships through shared experiences and play. Sensory and exploratory activities ensure every child is included, supported, and able to participate in the setting meaningfully (PlayBoard Northern Ireland, 2020)
According to Explorations Early Learning (2020) Parten’s stages of play show how children become more social as they grow, beginning with unaccompanied play from birth, moving up stages to eventually play together in groups. Early stages like solitary play, onlooker play and parallel play help children explore materials and develop confidence. As they move into associative and cooperative play, they start sharing ideas, taking turns, and working towards shared goals. This links well with Piaget’s theory, which explains how children’s thinking develops through different types of play. For example, symbolic play is shown as through these stages children begin to use imagination, emotions, create rules for games and start to become more logical about how they play. Together, these theories show that through different types of play children become more social, confident and their thinking also becomes more advanced and complex (Saracho, 2017).
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