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Children’s Play: theory and practice.

Section 1.

For the purpose of this assignment, play can be difficult to define, it can appear complex, and conflicting. It is usually associated with children and is essential for a child’s holistic learning and development.
According to Welsh Government (2014) play can be defined as an encompass of children’s behaviour. This can be freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. Similarly, as seen in the general comment 17 on Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), ‘Children’s play is any behaviour, activity or process, controlled and structured by children themselves; it takes place whenever and wherever opportunities arise.’ (Play Wales, 2021). However, Bottril (2016, p.26) discusses play as creativity. It’s meaning is infinite, it includes risk, collaboration and reinterpretation It should offer limitless possibilities and endless interpretations.
Susan Isaac (as quoted in Spring journal 2018, Birth to 5 Matters) believes that when Early Years provisions provide generous play opportunities this allows children to go further in their discovery and learning. 
She also defined play as allowing children to rehearse ways of dealing with a range of emotions in a safe environment. Within a safe environment play also allows children to feel at ease in their level of development, allowing them to make discoveries for themselves and engage in active learning.
In Conclusion, Play Wales (2020) along with other organisations and governments, have adopted an agreed definition by NHS, 2017 that ‘play is freely chosen, personally directed, intrinsically motivated and without external goal or reward’.
There are many different types of play, some merge into a similar type. Mildred Parten (1929) developed a theory for six stages of play from her observations of children’s behaviours. Additionally, psychologist Sara Smilansky, who worked with Piaget, agreed with his theory of play but disagreed with Parten and Piaget, that play developed in stages.
From research over the years, focusing on a child’s holistic development has become more apparent. This led to the importance for Early Years Practitioners understanding different types of play. Cohen, 2018 agreed that it allows practitioners to better support children's holistic development. 
Play can be categorized into different types; this is thought to promote different areas of a child’s development. Play can be categorized into; physical play; creative play; social play; role-play or socio-dramatic play; exploratory play and fantasy play.
‘Exploratory play’ can also be defined as ‘messy play’. It is one of the first types of play a child will experience. Exploratory play promotes a children’s natural curiosity to find out the properties of objects, while manipulating them within their environment. This type of play involves all a child’s senses. For example, when playing with water, children look, touch, with hands and/or their mouths, listen to the water running when its being poured and to enhance the play in water, smelly ingredients can be added to use a child’s sense of smell.
Exploratory play involves trial and error which stimulates a child’s cognitive development. This can take place indoors with sand, water, jelly or other messy play objects, or outdoors with leaves, stones and other foliage. Exploring the outdoors enables children to become more active, engrossed in their surroundings and connect with the natural environment.
Role-Play is considered to be an important part of a child’s development, as it is where a child imitates people who are familiar to them or people in a profession, for example, police officer. It is how a child makes sense of the world around them, acting out experiences, ideas or stories. Role-Play develops a child’s language and communication skills as they take on the role of someone else and may even develop a different tone, accent to their voice or facial expressions. They may even exaggerate a person’s features while they are playing their role. Role-Play also develops many other skills including personal, social and emotional development. It enhances a child’s ability to manage their feelings and behaviour and make relationships with staff and their peers. During her studies and observations, Susan Isaacs identified the importance of providing opportunities for imaginative creativity and rehearsing life-skills also helped to develop children’s independence and social skills through fantasy play as less experienced learners. Albert Einstein also agreed that imagination is more important than knowledge. ‘For knowledge is limited, whereas imagination embraces the entire world’. (Hulatt, 2018). This type of play is usually child-led although adults may be invited, this could decrease the likelihood of a child promoting their skills further. 

Section 2.
‘Children learn through play. They learn to communicate, be friends, to think and change their mind. Play comes naturally to children. It’s instinctive and therapeutic.’ (Kart, 2021). 
The concept of self-directed play, also known as open-ended play or freely chosen play is where children are encouraged to engage in play they have guided and initiated themselves. For example, if a child uses toys in a creative way with no adult-directed outcome, the child is engaging themselves in self-directed play. Many toys, especially plastic items and objects have a specific purpose, this is where children begin to develop imaginative play through freely chosen play. However, by leaving a cardboard tube within the play setting, the possibilities are endless! The child could choose to use it as a megaphone, telescope or a hole for something else to travel through for example. This is an example of child-directed play. (Ledendecker, 2020). According, to Maria Montessori, ‘loose parts play’ is a great example of giving children the opportunity of self-directed play. It supports invention, divergent thinking, problem solving and gives children a sense of wonder. However, according to an article from Brodie (n.d), the term ‘loose parts’ was coined by architect Simon Nicholson in 1971. He wanted to develop an environment that was rich in items that could be moved, combined, lined up and put together in multiple ways. (Nicholson, 1971). Loose parts play involves providing children with a collection of natural or man-made materials that can be used in multiple ways including carried, combined, lined up, taken apart and put back together. (Kart, 2021). There are no instructions, the play possibilities are infinite. Loose parts may include pinecones, sticks, buttons, shells, wooden shapes or outdoor objects such as planks, pegs, fabric, crates and pallets. (Montessori Apprentice Academy, 2025). 
‘Play is the work of the child’ (Montessori, n.d). There are many benefits when children engage in self-directed play. It enhances a child wholly by developing their physical, emotional, social and cognitive skills. It helps them develop a sense of the world around them and process any difficulties they may encounter. From observation by Steiner Connection (2022), they compare a child’s self-directed play to an adult in mediation. It encourages child-led play every day due to this comparison to encourage reduce stress levels and better mental health. Children can develop their self-confidence, when exploring objects and environments for their selves they realise they are able to do so much by their self. In a safe and prepared environment children can develop independence from a young age. It provides them with experiences to choose what and how they play within the environment. During self-directed play children can be creative and challenge themselves by developing their internal motivation. (Ledendecker, 2020). 
According to Rudolf Steiner, ‘Our highest endeavour must be to develop free human beings who are able of themselves to impact purpose and direction to their lives. The need for imagination, a sense of truth, and a feeling of responsibility – these three forces are the very nerve of education.’ (Kart, 2021).
Since the 18th century, great philosophers have tried to ensure a balance between adult-led and child-led learning. It is still an issue in the 21st century which still needs to be addressed to ensure children can enjoy developmentally appropriate experiences to enable and boost motivation to learning. (Fisher, 2018). As an Early Years Practitioner, it is recognised that time is precious and there never seems to be enough of it. However, giving children the time to play and the practitioner becomes a facilitator to their play will enable children to develop their decision-making skills, work things out and explore their own ideas. (Amin, 2022). The role of facilitator includes ensuring children are provided with a safe learning environment, allow children to follow their own play urges, support them without interrupting and watch and wait whilst the child discovers, invents and explores. (Caro, 2012,) Through observation and experience Amin, (2022) has discovered the importance of the practitioner assisting in making thinking explicit. This allows children to reflect, think aloud and give feedback which in turn enables children to learn how to learn. An example of making thinking explicit Amin provides is whilst a child was trying to connect water channels together to allow the water to fill a bucket but couldn’t connect the channels correctly, the practitioner got down to the child’s level and asked them how they were getting on? Asking a child to explain the issue, watch, wait and repeat their thoughts gives the child the practitioners engagement in the activity and provides the child with the motivation to problem solve any issues that arise. (Amin, 2022). As well as the Early Years Practitioner providing opportunities by being a facilitator, they can also act as a partner by modelling what is expected or provide ways for a child to stop play when they are ready.  They can often change roles within an activity too. They can become a communicator, caregiver, play partner or observer. The need to develop positive relationships with the children in their care plays a major role in children’s development. It develops trust, helps to over difficulties and build meaningful relationships between children and practitioners. 

Section 3.
There are several types of observation methods when observing children in the Early Years. For example, Narrative Observation, Time Tracker and a rating scale called Leuven Scale, that rates a child’s wellbeing and involvement. For the purpose of this assignment Schedule of Growing Skills (SoGS) will be discussed. This developmental screening is based on the developmental sequences designed by Dr Mary Sheridan (Sheridan, 1985). The assessment includes practitioners facilitating an engaging environment that includes building blocks, a doll, pegs and shapes. This allows practitioners to observe and assess which a child ‘plays.’ Each record form allows for up to 4 assessments of one child which provides a clear indication of progress over time. (Bellman, et al.,1996). This type of assessment allows professional practitioners to establish the developmental levels of children, including areas of strength and potential delay from birth to 5 years. (NHS, 2021). According to Shropshire Community Health, NHS Trust, (n.d) SoGS enables practitioners to assess eight key developmental areas. However, the GL Assessment booklet identifies nine key areas of assessment which excludes the developmental area cognitive and expands the areas to cover a wider range of developmental skills. SoGS is used as part of a child’s health surveillance to enable early detection of developmental delay. If a child scores lower than expected they are referred to a multi-disciplinary assessment to enable a planned intervention. The nine areas as identified in GL Assessment booklet are Passive Posture, Active Posture, Locomotor, Manipulative, Visual, Hearing and Language, Speech and Language, Interactive Social and Self-Care Social. According Fowzee (2020) the areas of SoGS cover a child’s holistic development as it assesses the whole child: physically, intellectually, emotionally and socially. Although there are criticisms that the assessment focusses too highly on stage and not the age of a child. The Welsh Government reviewed their observation assessments including SoGS in 2018 and stated in its finding point 4.31 ‘that a minority of Flying Start practitioners decreased the use of SoGS. The assessment should be undertaken on a targeted basis when a child is 15 and 27 months rather than being done routinely at 24 months.’ (KilBride et al., 2018).
Health visitors within the review described SoGS as a robust but easy to use assessment tool, based around play. The informal style was thought to put parents at ease and make it easier to discuss any concerns or delays in their child’s development. (KilBride et al., 2018). A pilot study by the Early Intervention centre of Bangor University identified one of the main limitations of SoGS is the breadth of the age bands on the profile form. This consists of two-month screening during the first year of a child’s life but at 18 months the screening increases to six months and increases again at 36 months of age to every 12 months. This may cause results to be inaccurate due to developmental changes as children grow older particularly when the scores are between the two age bands. (Williams, et al., 2013)
Jean Piaget (1896-1980) was a constructivist theorist. He believed that children developed by constructing their thoughts and understanding of the world around them on their experiences. He called learning an ongoing process ‘schema’ to construct learning. Piaget’s theory influences the importance of observations to understand each child’s level of achievement and interest when suitable opportunities are provided. (PACEY, 2016). The GL assessment tool includes cognitive development with a child’s language development. Lev Vygotsky’s (1836-1934) social constructivist theory is based on the idea that language and cognitive development go hand-in-hand. (PACEY, 2016). In relation to observations in Wales ‘In the Foundation Phase by observing children while they are involved in activities, practitioners will find out how the children’s skills are developing and what they are able to do. Practitioners will also be able to gather information on what the children know and understand, as well as their personal preferences. (Welsh Government, 2008).

Section 4.
Within Early Years, play is central to teaching and learning but is considered difficult to define, as mentioned in section 1. Many researchers have tried to define their opinion of play after completing children’s play observations. (McInnes, et al., 2013). ‘Friedrich Frobel (1782-1852) learned much from observing children when playing alone, with other children or with parents and families.’ (Louis, 2022). He used observations to understand a child’s learning and development, he also believed by adults observing children’s play they are able to understand what children are thinking, their interests and ideas and enables practitioners to support children’s learning. A Froebelian approach to observation can be described as ‘internally active, externally passive’ (Kalliala, 2006: pg124). There are a variety of ways in which practitioners can observe children at play and reflect on its meaning. The way this may be performed could be by the practitioner watching a child play quietly or from a distance and gather thoughts through writing or taking photographs whilst thinking about what the child is doing and why. (Louis, 2022). Using a variety of observation methods when observing children in play allows practitioners to better understand how children engage in play, their behaviour, progress of development and social interactions. Whilst playing children are likely to express themselves and communicate their needs, emotions and ideas. Observations and assessments allow practitioners to recognise a child’s individual needs and support in a non-intrusive way. For example, if a child is observed withdrawn from play or during an activity, the practitioner may step in and provide reassurance or offer a different activity to engage the child’s interest. When completing regular observations of a child’s needs, a practitioner can adapt or adjust the play environment to ensure it remains inclusive and stimulating to a range of abilities and needs. (Care Learning, 2025). 
According to Smidt, 2015, ‘observing children carefully and thoughtfully can give practitioners an insight to a child’s development and richness of learning’ Within Early Years, practitioners are able to adapt practice to allow children to learn with their support. This is possible by practitioners completing observation, planning and enriching learning experiences and environments. (Smidt, 2015). Similarly, ‘observations should be conducted during play in a naturalistic environment of children, focusing on child-initiated play rather than it being adult-led’, according to Besio et al., 2018. When completing observations, they should be accurate and factual and should include details of what was observed and heard. They should include the name of the child being observed, date and time of the observation, the context for example, adult-led or during free play, clear detailed observation notes and any comments or opinions from the child. It is important to ensure practitioners are aware that each practitioners observations will differ due to personal perspectives and individual views. These will vary when completing a representation of a child’s behaviour or development and the different contexts and situations in which observations are being undertaken. These may include observations indoors or outdoors, in a play setting, at home, with other children or whilst playing alone. (Azilo training, 2019). There are many benefits to Early Years practitioners observing, assessing and planning opportunities for children. Some of the benefits may include, highlighting patterns in behaviour, monitoring levels of engagement, supporting behaviour management, improve classroom organisation and allows for reflection to mention a few examples. As identified by Mildred Parten in her 1932 publication ‘Social Participation among Preschool Children’ one of her stages of play is ’onlooker play’. During observations this may be interpreted as a child being passive, however it is a crucial part of learning. When children engage in onlooker play, they are taking in information from their surroundings without actively participating. By nurturing and respecting onlooker play within an Early Years provision, it allows children to lay strong foundations for future social interactions and enables them to build self-confidence. (Woodbury, 2024). As well identifying the benefits of observation and assessment there are many limitations that a practitioner may face whilst trying to undertake their duty. Observation and assessment can be time consuming, provide limited context, difficulty in tracking children as an individual or as part of a group and children may alter their behaviour if they know they are being observed. This change in behaviour is known as the ’Hawthorne Effect’. In 1958 whilst evaluating a series of studies in Western Electric’s Hawthorne Works plant, near Chicago, Henry A. Landsberger coined the term ‘Hawthorne Effect’. Although the term originates from the plant during the 1920’s where a psychologist, two sociologists and a company representatives conducted their own studies. (Perera, 2024). When participating in observations of children it is recommended to do this from a distance, this would ensure children are not aware they are being observed. ‘The Hawthorne effect refers to a tendency in some individuals to alter their behaviour in response to their awareness of being observed.’ (Fox et al., 2007).
 Although there are benefits and limitations, the power of observations and assessments in Early Years provision outweighs to ensure settings are providing a high quality, safe inclusive environment.



