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Children’s play: principles and practice


Section 1:

Creative play

Creative play is any kind of child's play, like building blocks or drawing, that helps them express themselves. Children have fun in lots of different ways when they play and when they use their imagination. Creative play, like arts and crafts, or just messing around with everyday things, is a great way to get children involved. Everyday things that people use like fabrics, recycled items, or any other sense materials, are the best ones to use. Children can use and make up their own ideas with whatever things and tools they have on hand when they play creatively (Play Wales, 2017).

Children can easily convey their feelings, thoughts, and viewpoints by means of creative activities. This helps children to become more self-conscious and more confident in their communication skills. Children gain vital skills with creative play that will help them to build relationships in their daily life. Moreover, creative play encourages hands-on learning and allows children to study their surroundings in a meaningful way. This promotes their language and intellectual growth as well as their global awareness. Young children naturally grow and learn via creative play. It becomes crucial for their holistic growth and helps them for lifelong learning (Red, monkey).
Children communicate emotions, improve problem-solving, and develop skills by means of activities such as Lego. Building with Lego bits is a great way to improve your hand-eye coordination because children improve their agility, hand strength, and fine motor skills by moving the small pieces around. These are skills they need to do things like write and use tools (Children’s museum, 2024).

Practitioners can provide open-ended resources to encourage children’s creativity like fabric scraps or wallpaper samples. These resources will encourage flexible thinking and let children have different options of play.  Art displays and multi-sensory encounters can encourage curiosity and inquiry. The creative process is more important than then result, and recognising children's individual responses, particularly the unexpected ones, encourages creativity (naeyc, 2022).
Practitioners should allow children to play at their own speed to keep the play self-directed and natural. Practitioners can learn about each child's interests and growth by observing and facilitating their interactions. This insight helps create meaningful, open-ended activities that support and expand individual learning journeys. This technique fosters creativity, cognitive, social, and emotional growth (Department for Education,).


Vygotsky supports this by saying children's play created creative imagination. Play creates new realities by reconstructing, appropriating, and transforming human experience. Imagined play is part of seeing the world from fresh angles. 
The creative process is strongly linked to real and imagined experience, according to Vygotsky. Richer experiences inspire creativity. The more a child sees, hears, and experiences, the more they learn and integrate, and the more active their imagination becomes (Vygotsky, 1930:15). Divergent learning requires rich sensory experiences for children (Penfold, L (2019).




Imaginative play
Children play imaginatively, which is also sometimes called "make-believe," when they use their toys to act out fun situations, like playing "school." children can play imaginatively by themselves or with others. A child needs to use their imagination to grow and learn. It helps with both small and large motor skills. For example, dressing dolls (putting on buttons, shoelaces, and adjusting small accessories) improves hand-eye coordination, agility, and finger strength (North Shore Paediatric Therapy, 2024) or galloping on play horses makes leg muscles stronger, balance better, and coordination better (active for life, 2025). In terms of social skills, it improves language and speech skills because children get to know each other better when they work together and learn how to negotiate and say what they think. Sharing parts in play also helps children learn how to control their feelings when they disagree with someone and helps them learn how to solve problems and keep themselves in check (Therapy Focus, 2021).


Young children need imaginative play to establish character and help adults understand how they see the world. Carers can help children better when they grasp their perspective. Important because imaginative play lets children be anybody, anything, and anywhere and experience life outside of reality. Children can be free during imaginative play. Children develop critical thinking, following simple directions, expressive and receptive language, social skills, and emotion management through imaginative play. 
Children can explore imaginative play alone with their thoughts and experiences, but carers can assist them develop (Spivey, M, 2024).


One kind of creative play is doll role-playing. Practitioners could ask questions like, "What should we do if the baby is hungry?" by doing this it prompts problem-solving and decision-making, this cooperative play improves cognitive development. This helps children to improve their critical thinking abilities by letting them explore several situations and outcomes. Additionally, Theodora Girls (2024) says play helps children explore, think, and grow. Children use information, skills, problem-solving, and dispositions to help them to understand the world. Playing with dolls helps children build their own stories and solve their own issues, therefore enhancing their cognitive capacity.

Children's holistic growth depends on play. Society should inspire and provide surroundings that support play. Every level of government should take into account how actions limit the play options for children. Since play first and mostly involves children's self-directed learning, it is a good teaching tool for every age. Denying children access to varied surroundings and play areas can impede their good growth. Because of its freedom and child-centeredness, play is an efficient and complete learning tool (Welsh assembly Government Play Policy, 2002). 
All play types are essential to all ages according to Parten’s theory as children develop through play (Thomas, 2023). 





Section 2:
What is self-directed play?
Self-directed play is when the child drives and directs their own play. Inspired by something, usually an object in their surroundings, the child starts to play. The child is free to develop their own rules and imaginary world, their drive to play should come from inside them. Often during child-initiated play, the child will be totally in the moment and thoroughly absorbed in what they are doing. True self-directed play cannot take place until the child leads the play instead of the adult (The Steiner connection, 2022).                                                                                                                                

Self-directed play lets children explore ideas, the freedom to follow their interests and the freedom to choose what they want to play, how they want to play and who they want to play with (Ledendecker, 2020).
 
Why is self-directed play important?

According to (Ledendecker, 2020) self-directed play is important because it boosts self-confidence. By investigating, children realise they can accomplish so much for themselves. They Make their own games with their own rules and feel successful, this Promotes independence. They learn independence early on through self-directed play in a safe, fun, prepared environment as it provides them with chances to discover new possibilities and create their own stories when they play. It also teaches problem-solving because self-made rules naturally lead to problem solutions as children must configure something to their liking. Self-direction lets children learn at their own speed and has no deadline, no specific goal or academic standards so children can expand their knowledge daily in meaningful ways through play.
It motivates inside without adults defining achievement and children will find joy in play. They will automatically challenge themselves to explore new, innovative ideas and enjoy doing so (Ledendecker, 2020). 


According to Juster (2015) children that engage in this kind of play learn things for themselves and discover how to embrace reasonable risks. Based on their own self-led and personally motivated interests, children discover a creative approach to see the world and how it functions. They practise required skills including conquering challenges and creative problem solving on their own or with other children, effectively expressing their emotions with others, and working with individuals who might have different points of view, this will help build social skills.
They will discover the delight of self-awareness, the excitement of being able to follow their own creative ideas free from the fear of failure which can come when there is a predetermined path to be "right" or to "win" (Juster, 2015).
Extensive research demonstrates that child-directed play promotes the holistic development of children (Juster, 2015).




How can adults support self-directed play?

When caring for children practitioners need to remember that there are two roles in the child's play: supporting and leading or controlling. This is important because only one of these roles is good for self-directed play. When adults adulterate, they are going against the basic idea of self-directed play. Children lose the meaning of an event when they are not allowed to explore freely. As an alternative, adults can support a child's self-directed play by being present and involved without taking over. This way children can grow and learn, and adults can give them chances to expand and stretch their experiences (Rymanowicz, 2015).

To encourage self-directed play, adults can provide children with a range of open-ended things to interact with in their environment. These could be things that are found in nature, such as twigs and pinecones, or repurposed material. Children are allowed to use these materials in any way they want when playing because they do not have a specific purpose or intended effect. Having a variety of materials at children's eye level increases the likelihood that they may discover and play with an object. Instead of starting activities, observing during free play time lets children take responsibility of their play. Saying yes can support self-directed play as Children typically ask to play with certain toys, read a book, or go outside during the day. Say yes whenever possible! This is an easy method to follow the child’s lead (ECE Theory & Philosophy, 2024).                                                                                                           
Adults could spend some time throughout the day watching and listening to the children while they play and knowing the play cycle. By knowing the play cycle, the adult will know the cue’s, recognising when to step in whilst avoiding adulteration (The kids club, 2020).  Pay attention to the kinds of resources, ideas, and concepts they find appealing so they could be included into the curriculum and setting. If a child finds it especially interesting to roll balls around the room, for instance, adults might think about adding additional objects that roll, or various kinds of hoops. Alternatively, if children enjoy building with wooden blocks, provide additional objects that might be used as construction components, such as sized cardboard boxes. Adults can involve children in meaningful play and learning by presenting objects that complement and extend upon their natural interests (ECE Theory & Philosophy, 2024).                              





Section 3:
Narrative observations
Observation is the process of tracking children’s behaviour over a period of time. Through meaningful and detailed documentation, educators are able to see patterns and plan age-appropriate activities, gain insight into how a child thinks about the world, and provide opportunities to change the learning environment to promote growth and development (Brodie, K 2025).
When an educator sits back and observes a child within their care, they can then better understand the children’s strengths or weaknesses. Through observations, educators’ programming can help make improvements to the environment and facilitate learning. Observation of a child can help an educator have better understanding on why a child maybe having challenging behaviour, identify special needs, understand the child better, allow the adult to seek further support if needed (Spreeuwenberg, R 2022).
A written account of an activity is known as a narrative observation, or "long" observation. This kind of observation allows the adult to record a great deal of information. caregivers might wish to record a narrative observation for every child in a group for optimal outcomes. Some examples of narrative observations in early years include a blank sheet of paper or a blank document. This could include the child’s name, the date, the activity the child is doing, the location of the activity and any further notes that could be helpful (Twinkl, no date).

According to (Connect childcare, 20204) writing a thorough, detailed description of a child's actions during a certain activity or over a certain amount of time is an important way of narrative observation because it clearly shows the child's behaviour, interactions, and learning processes while capturing the chronology of events. A child's interests, thought processes, and progress can all be customised using narrative observations. It is also important as parents can also be given a better insight of their child's learning by using this strategy as caregivers can report this information to them.  This strategy can also be used to keep other members of staff up to date with children’s progress as it is easy to access so they can continue to support children when other members of staff are absent (Connect childcare, 2024).

The pros of narrative observation is that is an effective way of gathering information about a child in several curriculum areas. Narrative observations offer a more holistic picture of the child's learning at the time of observation and can give the practitioner useful information about what is interesting and motivating the child (Drake,J 2006).
It shows the whole picture. Narrative observation gives a comprehensive knowledge of a person's behaviours and learning process since it catches rich information.
It emphasises strengths, unlike conventional tests, this one is a more optimistic and helpful tool since it shows a child’s abilities, interests, and strengths. Additionally reflecting on their own skills helps observers such as teachers or caregivers develop better techniques and closer bonds with children they help. It also contains Different Points of View, narrative observations might include family and even personal comments, therefore providing a more comprehensive and accurate picture of their progress. Finaly it is flexible and Natural, can be done at any time with no preparation, just a pen and paper, unlike rating scales or checklists, this method lets viewers record relevant and spontaneous events, therefore enhancing the accuracy of the observations (Escamilla,I, 2021).
The cons of narrative observation are that writing in detail about observations takes a lot of time, which can be a problem for teachers who have a lot of children to watch. It's Difficult to track progress as most narrative notes are descriptive, which means they don't give clear numbers or measurable data. This makes it hard to see how a child is improving over time. Children May Act differently when they know someone is watching, which could lead to behaviour that does not match how they usually act. It's hard to keep up because writing everything down at the same time is hard, and you might miss or forget important information. It can also be biased because the observer is making sense of what they see, their own thoughts and ideas can affect how the data is recorded (Assessment Resourses, 2014).
Overall, narrative notes are useful, but they are most useful when used with other methods to get a fuller picture of how a child is growing up.






Section 4:
One of the most important skills that early childhood educators have at their disposal is the ability to observe children. Watching children play allow practitioners to gain an understanding of how each child learns, what interests them, and how they react to various situations because of this. This allows practitioners to perfect their teaching methods, adjust the curriculum, and create a classroom climate that is smoother and more supportive. By paying close attention to the behaviour, interactions, and routines of the children, practitioners may accomplish these things to support children (Louis, A, 2020).
Watching children at play can help practitioners figure out how well their teaching methods are working. For instance, if a child consistently has trouble with a certain task, it could mean that they need a different way of learning or more help. On the other hand, seeing a child enjoy and do well with certain activities can show that present methods are working and point out best practices that should be shared among coworkers. This kind of observational practice helps practitioners keep learning and makes sure that the way they teach always meets the needs of the children ( Petitpas,D, Buchanan,T,K, 2022)

Practitioners working with children must understand their growth and requirements. Practitioners can tailor a curriculum to individual requirements by closely assessing children whilst playing to assess growth, involvement, and enjoyment, while also focussing on preset targets. By monitoring children throughout activities, practitioners can assess their skill development and abilities. Practitioners can gather information on children's knowledge, understanding, and personal preferences (Gov Wales, 2008).
Children can be monitored regularly during their activities. Both indoor and outdoor observation of children yields valuable insights. While not required to record all observations, it is crucial to use relevant information and judgements about children's development and noteworthy achievements for future planning. Gathering data and information from observing children is crucial for a thorough understanding of them. Observation and assessment help practitioners understand each child's strengths, interests, and needs, develop a progress plan, and provide targeted support for those on the special education continuum (SEN Code of Practice for Wales).

According to Piaget, watching children play is one of the finest ways to assess their development. Play is a natural place for children to express themselves and demonstrate their mental, social, emotional, and physical skills, making observations more accurate (Johnson, Christie, Wardle, 2005). When playing, children show what they like and are skilled at. This authenticity allows practitioners and parents to notice relationships and actions that may not appear in structured settings. A child working with bricks may demonstrate problem-solving and awareness of their surroundings, while a child role-playing may demonstrate social skills and emotional regulation (Peterson, J, 2022).


These findings are very important for making sure that the way children are taught fits their specific needs. Play-based observations not only get children more involved, but they also help teachers be more accurate in their ratings. Children are more likely to show their natural behaviours and skills when they are doing things they enjoy. This higher level of interest makes it easier for practitioners to see how the child is developing. According to research, play-based learning settings get children more involved, which leads to more accurate and thorough tests (Zanzinger,K, 2024).


Play observation assessments should help practitioners identify and document a learner's growth over time and in diverse ways. This includes comprehending how and what a child has learnt and demonstrated. By doing this practitioners can provide feedback and plan a child's future learning including any interventions, assistance, or challenges, by reflecting on their progress. This information can let practitioners take the next steps for long-term goals to assist the child's progress. It's also useful for talking to parents and carers so they can continue support if needed (Gov Wales, 2024).

In conclusion understanding children's development requires practitioners to watch them play. It enables teachers and carers to pinpoint their areas of strength, passion, and areas of possible need for help. Observations also enable early identification of any development issues, so guaranteeing quick response. Observing children's social skills, communication, and problem-solving capacity also helps to understand them. Through observation and contemplation of these events, practitioners can design better educational opportunities and a conducive environment promoting personal development. Frequent observation guarantees that every child receives the direction required for their best development (Peterson, G, Elam, E, 2020).
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