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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice
Contents- 
· The importance of a variety of play types.
· The importance of children choosing their own play and the role of the adult.
· Observation method for young children.
· The effect on the role of play when undertaking observations and assessment. 
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Section 1- 
Hutt (2002) proposed a new policy that highlights the importance of play and the influence it has on children and their development. The ‘Play Policy’ encourages that children should be provided with plenty of opportunities and engaging environments to explore and play effectively. Play Wales (2022) underline that children have a fundamental right to play. They explain that play provides enjoyment in a child’s life and therefore improves their wellbeing. UNICEF (2024) support this point and declare that play is an essential requirement for every child. Indicating that playing is not a luxury for children, it is a necessity. Play Wales (2022) emphasise that play is necessary for development in children’s mental, physical, social and emotional health and wellbeing. Conveying that play provides holistic development for children. (Bottrill, 2018, p.26) confess that play should be open-ended whilst providing opportunity for self-chosen challenges and infinite possibilities. Implying that play should encourage exploration and not be limited or repetitive. 
There are numerous forms of play, and all are beneficial in different ways to a child’s development. Exploratory play is a type of play that involves children making use of all their senses to investigate and establish the world they live in according to (Play Wales, 2017). This could suggest that exploratory play supports holistic development as it encourages the use of all the child’s functions. Play Wales (2017) emphasise that examples of exploratory play involve nature walks, sand play, water play and messy play. They add that this specific form of play is beneficial for building curiosity in the environment they are in and the world around them. NHS (no date) agree that sensory or messy play can provide meaningful learning and plays a significant role in a child’s holistic development. Another form of play involves creative play which consists of children expressing themselves through an activity. Examples of this include painting, modelling and dancing. The benefits of this involves critical thinking skills, problem solving and enhancing the child’s confidence. Thompson (2023) believes that activities such as painting are more than just an activity and are significant for holistic development in children. 
Hutt (2002) declares that it is essential that early year settings provide a range of engaging environments and opportunities for children to thrive and complete different forms of play. It is stated that these environments should be free from unnecessary hazards whilst still offering plenty of challenge for the children to effectively explore and adapt. Community playthings (2009) express that a range of open-ended and stimulating materials should be provided for adventure and play. 
Brodie (2024) conveys Mildred Parten Newhall’s six stages of play. The first stage concerns ‘unoccupied play’ which discusses how early casual movements, and the examination of environments assist infants to achieve body control which is essential for development. The second stage refers to ‘solitary play’ which involves playing independently and showing little interest in peers and how it encourages concentration and independence. The following stage is ‘onlooker play’. This is when children watch others play and develop social cues from observation rather than participation. The fourth stage is ‘parallel play’ and refers to children playing next to each other with similar objects acknowledging each other but not completing any direct interaction. The next stage is ‘associate play’ which is when children interact during play, sharing resources and communicating but without any objective. The final stage concerns ‘cooperative play’ which is when children participate in organised tasks with shared goals, completing particular roles and enhancing their social skills. It is explicit that there are numerous stages of play that are typically experienced at different stages of a child’s life and each element assists them in their holistic development. 
Berg (2025) stress that the Reggio Emilia’s approach suggests that play and learning should be child-led as children are curious individuals and this will enable them to reach their full potential. Therefore, the Reggio Emilia approach advises that children should be encouraged to develop and progress on their own accord. Little Sunshine’s Playhouse and Preschool (2023) depicts that most of Reggio Emilia’s principles are supported by play-based learning. One principle confesses that children can construct their own learning, which is usually achieved through play. Another principle highlights that children learn through interactions with peers and building relationships, which often occurs during play and activities. 
Mathias (no date) discusses that it is likely that Vygotsky was the initial modern theorist to consider the value of play in children’s lives and how important it is to their development. It is suggested that Vygotsky agreed that the environment the child is in, along with the objects used and the people present contribute to the participation in play and the influence it has. Mathias (no date) emphasise that whilst playing children typically act more mature and advanced than their actual age. Portraying that Vygotsky believes that the participation in play brings out a different and more advanced side of a child. Vygotsky highlights the importance of acknowledging and accepting the individuality of children and providing different and individual attention. Vygotsky debated that children should not only be assessed based on what they know in that current moment but also the potential they have to progress when provided with a beneficial environment state (Mathias, no date). Vygotsky added to this point by suggesting that childcare practitioners are accountable for identifying potential in children and using this information to organise and create what is required to support this. Indicating that Vygotsky agrees that children should always be encouraged and supported to develop further and reach their full potential. 















Section 2- 
Play Adventures (2019) define self-directed play as the concept of letting children play without interference, allowing them to be personally directed to freely choose an activity. Implying that self-directed play involves a child being able to play how, where and when they want to with minimal adult in-put. Ledendecker (2020) stress that self-directed play should be natural, freely chosen, child-led, intrinsically determined and with no specific aim. Self-directed play is key for child development as it enables the child to take control of their learning, be creative and problem solve, whilst gaining independence states (The Steiner Connection, 2022). The Steiner Connection (2022) also confess that self-directed play is a natural pathway to accomplishing goals of holistic play. Suggesting that self-directed play helps assist holistic development. Ledendecker (2020) confirms that self-directed play provides children with the freedom to follow their personal interests and explore their own ideas. It is also stated that this form of play can help children to enhance their confidence, encourage independence and stimulate their imagination whilst allowing them to develop at their own pace. Edmentum (2024) highlight that freedom and curiosity are the bases of achieving a love for learning. Therefore, it is argued that it makes sense that self-led play encourages children to develop a love for learning by providing them with ownership over their own development. Edmentum (2024) declares that self-directed play offers a chance for children to satisfy their curiosity through their own interest and seeing where it takes them. Connect Childcare (2024) claim that child-led play successfully stimulates holistic development as it typically involves all five areas of development. They go onto discuss that when children play, they investigate on their own terms, engage their bodies, socialise with others, vent and deal with emotions, think about their actions and problem solve. Conveying that self-directed play supports physical, emotional, social, emotional and cognitive development and therefore provides holistic development for the child. 
(Andrews, 2017) declares that the role of the adult during play is to be supportive, to facilitate, to observe and to provide freedom to explore. Indicating that adults should not take over when children are playing but be there to help and support if required. (Andrews, 2017) underlines that the further responsibilities of the adult during play involve making play meaningful and extending learning. However, this may interfere when it comes to self-directed play as this should be more relaxed with no adult in-put. Ledendecker (2020) also confesses the importance of the adult providing freedom to explore as self-directed play should enable children to choose what, how and with who they want to play. McLean et al. (2023) declare that adults may scaffold children’s play through playful interactions and by organising engaging activities to assist the child’s involvement in ways they may fail to do so independently. It is added that enabling adults can practise ‘guided participation’ in everyday activities such as cooking to provide meaningful learning for the child. Portraying that during complex activities adults may provide further support and assistance to guide and keep the child safe. Howard and McInnes (2012) discuss the importance of ensuring an activity will be considered as playful by the children it is provided for. This is because of the impact play based activities have on children’s emotional well-being in comparison to those activities that are not play based. Therefore, it is important that training about the significance of play is provided for childcare practitioner’s state (Howard and McInnes, 2012). 













Section 3- 
Cambridge Dictionary (no date) defines observation as the ‘act of observing something or someone’. Suggesting that it is keeping a close eye on something or someone’s behaviours. Azilo Training (2025) states that observation in childcare settings is the process of viewing, listening to, recording and examining children as they explore, play and learn. An observation enables practitioners to achieve better understanding of the child to provide efficient support encourages (Azilo Training, 2025). They express that observing physical actions, expressions, gestures and behaviours whilst acknowledging how they interact with peers will display their interests, dislikes and the way in which they learn. Implying that observations in early years setting provides a better understanding of the individual and how they can be supported in order to develop. It is also declared by Azilo Training (2025) that observation is important in early years settings as it examines children in the early phases of their childhood development. This is beneficial as it means that if there are any concerns they can be addressed early on. This leads Azilo Training (2025) on to discuss how observations can quickly identify any issues and the area or areas in which the child is struggling with. They encourage that this makes it easier to address and to provide the correct support for the child. They confess that the main intention of an observation is to provide practitioners with accurate information for them to organise and deliver suitable lessons and activities that stimulate the child whilst enabling them to learn and progress. It is added that there are multiple categories of learning that observations are usually separated into. These involve physical, emotional, social, cognitive and language. However, additional elements may be considered if the child is particularly struggling. The Open University (2015) highlight the issue that the ‘Hawthorne Effect’ causes when trying to complete observations. It is confirmed that the ‘Hawthorne Effect’ is when the individual being observed has noticed that there is an observation taking place and therefore changes their behaviour. This will be an issue as the evidence and information received will not be a true account. 
Welsh Government (2024) acknowledge that methods of observation relate to the curriculum for Wales. Azilo Training (2025) propose that there are different methods of observation to provide appropriate and in-depth information of children in different situations. This enables practitioners to observe and recognise the child’s individuality such as their learning style, relationship with their peers, interests, mannerisms and specific behaviours. One method of observation is time samples. Azilo Training (2025) express that time samples involves maintaining a record of a child’s behaviour or actions at specific times and should be completed regularly. This method of observation is usually used to recognise any negative behaviours a child displays by acknowledging the influencing features. Depicting that time samples review negative behaviours but also take into consideration the cause for the reaction. Brodie (2025) adds to this by affirming that time samples typically involve observing a child every five minutes over an established period which is usually an hour. Brodie (2025) confirms that these observations are only brief and involve the activity the child is participating in. It is proposed that this form of observation is particularly beneficial for monitoring a child’s level of interest in an activity as well as their temperament. Care Learning (2024) discuss that an advantage of time samples is that they provide a specific and detailed account which is beneficial for obtaining directed interventions. However, it is also acknowledged by Care Learning (2024) that it is likely that key information may be overlooked during this method of observation and therefore is not practical for portraying the complete development. Exposing that due to the fact that time samples are only recorded for a brief period, it may miss key and beneficial information. Sage Advices (2020) support this point when declaring that a major disadvantage of times samples is that a child’s behaviour can be underestimated. This is because negative behaviour may be exhibited during an interval of the observation and therefore will not be recorded. Consequently, Sage Advices (2020) reports that time sampling does not acquire a appropriate estimate of the occurrence of the negative behaviour. Due to the fact that time samples only focus on specific behaviours during different periods it could be argued that it does not provide an holistic view of the child.





Section 4-
Welsh Government (2024) states that observing play directly assists development across different Areas of Learning. Welsh Government (2022) confirms that observing play supports the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales. The initial purpose involves children being ‘ambitious, capable learners’. Play supports this purpose as participating in play enhances a child’s confidence and makes them more motivated. The second purpose encourages that children should be enterprising and creative contributors. Taking part in play promotes these factors as play is open-ended, imaginative and encourages creativity. The following purpose concerns ethical and informed citizens. Play can support this as it displays how to effectively build relationships and get along with others. The final purpose states that children should be ‘healthy and confident individuals’. Play can improve and support this purpose as previously discussed participation in play improves a child’s wellbeing and enhances their confidence. Welsh Government (2024) confirm that care providers can collect and record relevant information and evidence when observing play. This information will reveal a better understanding of the child and what support can be provided. The records can also be used to organise future activities that assist the child’s development.  
Azilo Training (2025) depict that observing children whilst they investigate, and play enables practitioners to inspect whether the child’s development is at the expected stage. It also allows practitioners to acknowledge whether the environment and resources provided are stimulating the child’s development and what future support is required for the child to improve. Indicating that observing whilst children play allows childcare practitioners to establish whether the child requires any additional support. Early Years Careers (2018) state that observation of children’s play provides the observer a collection of important evidence. It offers information about the child in respect of them as an individual to better understand their needs and how to support them efficiently. Observations form part of the early year’s foundation stage assessment and planning cycle and is useful implement to use as a foundation for reflection. Portraying that observations can be used to look back on in the future to acknowledge and appreciate the progress the child has made. Brodie (2025) declares that the most important role as an early year’s practitioner is to observe the children when they play. Brodie (2025) admits that this is because careful observations allow practitioners to get to know the children on a deeper level and be aware of any interests or dislikes. Implying that observations assist practitioners by making them aware of likes and dislikes which will help them better support the individual and build a better relationship with them. Brodie (2025) reveals that there are numerous forms of observation and before completing one it is important to consider the reasons for the observation so the best method can be selected. This is beneficial as it will allow the practitioner to achieve as much valuable information as possible from the observation. 
[bookmark: _Hlk191229968]Open educational resources collective (no date) reveal that by assessing children whilst they play, it allows early years practitioners to important evidence and information. This information displays how the child views and understands the world says (Open educational resources collective, no date). Open educational resources collective (no date) adds that the evidence and information also convey how the child interacts with others, how they make sense of things and their cognitive understanding. Exposing that when children are assessed during the participation in play it displays their social skills, how they form relationships and their knowledge and views. 
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