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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice

Section 1
What is play?
Play is the work of children (Piaget, 1951). It is a fun, spontaneous and satisfying part of a child’s life and crucial to fostering growth and development. It is the intrinsic practise of later-on life-essential skills without planned purpose. A child can enjoy playing on their own or with others.
Bottrill (2018) believes that play is invention; it is recklessness. It involves taking risks, teamwork, interpretation, and reinvention. Its significance cannot and must not be overlooked, and its meaning is endless.

The importance of play for learning and development is a foundation of early education (Hirsh-Pasek et al. 2009). To support a child’s healthy growth, play is crucial. The fact that the United Nations (1992) has acknowledged play in Article 31 as a fundamental human right of every child is significant. A significant fundamental desire for play exists in children (Welsh Government, 2020). Children’s cognitive, social, physical, and emotional development is aided by play. Children can enhance their physical bodies and brains via play by using their imagination and creativity. Children get to perform adult roles during playtime, such as playing family or running a business. Additionally, they receive the chance to face their challenges and face their fears. Additionally, it aids in the development of resilience and problem-solving abilities that will serve them well in adulthood.

2 examples of play
Water play:
One of the basic resources for purposeful play is water. Children can use water in many ways and encourages curiosity, imagination, and experimentation. Water can act as a catalyst for the development of concepts, language, and social skills in an early years setting. Regardless of a child's physical condition, age, language, gender, culture, or exceptionality, water play is developmentally appropriate (Bredekamp, 1987). A water area, whether indoors or outdoors, can improve physical abilities, create social learning and cooperative effort, and enhance communication experiences. It can also teach mathematics and science principles and foster cognitive development. According to current cognitive psychology, young people want to understand how the world works (Piaget 1954). When given many opportunities to interact with the environment's resources, children create mental frameworks or maps for understanding concepts.
Children continuously improve their fine motor skills and hand-eye coordination as they scoop, pour, fill, and empty containers in a variety of ways. Children being encouraged to handle and pour larger and heavier pots and buckets of water, helps them to improve their gross motor abilities and their large muscular strength.
Water play can be done alone, in pairs, associatively, or in a small group cooperatively. The type of play is determined by the perceived needs of the children participating at the time. Children frequently get the chance to observe the effects of material and idea sharing. Even when playing alone, they must take other people's wants into account (Crosser, 2012).

Role play:
Role play has always been an important part of children’s play and development. Role play can help children develop their imagination, storytelling abilities, problem-solving abilities, and comprehension of mathematical ideas.
It enhances their speaking and communication skills, and their vocabulary. As children agree on the roles and rules of play, self-regulation is developed through negotiation, cooperation, and conflict resolution. Their gross and fine motor skills are also well-developed during role play. It is crucial for a child's social and emotional development. It also gives children the chance to take any risks in a secure setting, express their emotions, learn about various cultures, and continually engage in cooperative thinking (Goddard, 2019).
Role play can take many different forms; occupational such as doctors, police, teachers, and even builders are some play roles that foster empathy in children. Fantasy, because of their incredible powers, superheroes, and other fantasy characters such as unicorns, dinosaurs, princess stories, and even Superman captivate children. They learn to distinguish between right and wrong and are inspired to be brave when they are wearing capes or princess dresses. Real Situations, as children can learn about their actual surroundings by simulating activities like camping or construction, which helps them improve their physical demeanour and communication skills.

Section 2
Self-directed play
Self-directed play is also known as open-ended play. Self-directed play is when a child is playing imaginatively with simple toys without parental guidance or adult-led purpose (Ledendecker, 2020). Children engage in self-directed play when they choose the surroundings, tools, and method for their own learning (Collective Learning, no date). 
The benefits of self-directed play:
· Boosts self-esteem. Children learn there is so much they can do for themselves by exploring by themselves. They feel successful because they create their own games and set their own rules.
· It promotes independence. Self-directed play gives children early exposure to independence in a prepared, safe environment.
· It encourages creative thinking. Self-directed play enables children to express their creativity. As they play, they will create their own storylines and find possibilities no one else has.
· Children can learn at their own pace. There is no deadline and no academic standard to achieve with self-directed play. Every day, children have the chance to add to their own knowledge in ways that make sense to them.
· It encourages self-motivation. Children will be encouraged to discover the natural pleasure in their play if adults don't determine what constitutes success in an activity. They will automatically challenge themselves to try out innovative, creative ideas, and they will enjoy it personally.
· It teaches problem solving, which comes effortlessly from creating one's own rules. Children will have to learn how to adapt something so that it functions as desired. They will be able to express their views to others and collaborate with others who may hold differing views (Housley Juster, 2015).

When children undertake self-directed play, it is important that adults take a step back and allow children to take the lead, within safe boundaries. Adults often have a natural want to instruct children in the "proper way" to achieve outcomes. By taking a step back, adults can examine the process from a new angle when we watch how children discover their own outcomes.
Howard and McInnes (2010), and Rogers and Evans (2008) state that adults must abandon their established adult definitions of play in order to comprehend play from the viewpoint of children. By doing this, they may take advantage of the indicators that children use to define play, provide an experience where adults give children a choice and a voice through language, and jointly develop a curriculum based on play. Practitioners can increase children' experiences of playfulness, which transcend beyond the kinds of activities they provide.
Children are more likely to perceive an activity as play if an adult is not there or not actively involved, according to McInnes et al. (2013). Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2004) agrees; however, the most effective settings include a balance of child- and adult-directed activities. To enhance and encourage children’s learning, the practitioners would effectively extend self-directed play through adult interactions of critical and reflective thought.
Since children learn through their social exchanges with adults and other children, the responsibility of a practitioner is crucial to a child's development within a setting. Learning and growth are intertwined from a child's first day of existence, according to Vygotsky (1980). The biological and social aspects, which are the two main factors that affect a child's organic growth, also influence development. 
Vygotsky's zone of proximal development, which states that an adult may assist a child in communicating and learning within the confines of what they now understand, is a crucial contribution to the introduction of the idea of the role of the practitioner in children's learning. It is also the basis of modern pedagogy, in which practitioners monitor children in small groups order to make future plans for the children in their care and choose how and when to interact with them and use open questions while they play and engage in other activities.
These strategies are implemented to guarantee that each child's requirements are met and that their development is promoted. Practitioners can determine the developmental stage of a child through these observations and how best to support them in enhancing their skills.
‘The concept of teaching is no longer taboo in early childhood philosophy’, states Cullen (1994). Early years practitioners need to be knowledgeable about pedagogical approaches as well as aware of their role in supporting and extending children's learning. Additionally, they must be capable of reflecting on their teaching and be eager to learn, including a willingness to expand their own understanding. To maximise children's learning in early childhood education, practitioners might use social constructivist teaching and learning strategies such as scaffolding, guided participation, and co-construction by balancing ‘learning through play’ with ‘teaching through play’.

Section 3
Observation
The best method we have for determining if and how children are learning is observation, by watching and listening to what children are doing and saying (Smidt, 2009). It is also important to use within a setting to enable practitioners to get to know the children in their care. Play is crucial because it enables adults to witness children at their best, providing them with insight into their thoughts, interests, and progress while also highlighting any potential problem areas (Pound, 2005). 

Foundation Phase Framework in Wales is a developmental curriculum for children ages three to seven that emphasises play-based learning. In order to track and evaluate children's learning throughout their time in the Foundation Phase, the Welsh Government developed the Foundation Phase Profile, which functions within the Welsh Governments Early Years Development and Assessment Framework. This was done in recognition of the significance and vitality of play. The goal is to provide a comprehensive picture of a child’s growth and learning while also allowing for early detection of any potential developmental delay, special educational needs (SEN), or additional learning needs (ALN), and to ensure any support needed is given early on (Welsh Government, 2019).
There are two sets of skill ladders in the profile. The compact profile and the full profile. Several skill ladders for use at the baseline are included in the compact profile, and the full profile enabling end of foundation phase teacher assessments is also included. The profile offers a nationally uniform approach for assessing the Foundation Phase outcomes and progress data in addition to enabling summative assessments at statutory stages. The Full Profile has more skill ladders to track the level of skills obtained during and at the conclusion of the Foundation Phase, whereas the Compact Profile only includes the four skill ladders for each area of learning and is used as a baseline evaluation. Both profiles generate an outcome score for more accuracy and simple measurements (Evans, 2015).
Children's skills are evaluated by the profile utilising formative assessments and observations, and the results are expressed in four areas of learning. All of the Foundation Phase Areas of Learning and a wide range of experiences should be used to observe skills. The profiles areas of learning are as follows:
· Personal and social development, well-being, and cultural diversity 
· Language, literacy, and communication skills
· Mathematical Development
· Physical Development
(Welsh Government, 2017)
The Foundation Phase Outcomes list the many types and levels of results that differentiate Foundation Phase children. Which description best describes the child's performance should be considered by teachers when determining a child's result at the end of the Foundation Phase. Each description needs to be considered with the descriptions for related outcomes (Welsh Government, 2015).
Unobtrusive observations should be done within the first six weeks after a child enters Reception class to establish a baseline assessment, keeping in mind that young children need time to adjust to a new environment and building relationships with the practitioners. Practitioners must evaluate children using the Compact Profile in order to complete a baseline evaluation. The reason that the skill ladders were chosen for the baseline assessment is because they are simple to observe throughout the first half of the school year and because they provide important information about children for promoting their early development. An observational baseline offers a wide range of evidence on which to make evaluation decisions rather than a series of tests. This method aids the Foundation Phase pedagogy by assisting teachers in comprehending the learning preferences and interests of children as well as their developmental stages. The Welsh Government will receive reports on the results obtained using the Compact Profile (Welsh Government, 2017). 
Foundation Phase Profile can be used to assess all children, which has been created to help identify any potential special educational needs (SEN) or additional learning needs (ALN).
The profile will not, however, have enough information to evaluate SEN or ALN children in its whole. While supporting extremely early phases of children's development, the lower levels also show developmental norms and emerging abilities.
With the help and consent of the parents and carers, practitioners may need to use appropriate assessments made for specific purposes as well as seek guidance from additional learning needs coordinators (ALNCo) or appropriate authorities (WG, 2017). 
It is crucial to account for the fact that children may behave and learn in a different way while they are outside and taking part in self-directed play during the evaluation process. As skill ladders have been developed to represent what can typically be observed through a mixture of child-led and practitioner-led activities and across continuous, enhanced, and focused provision, indoors and outdoors, observing particular skills won't typically require the setup of specific activities.
Age has a considerable impact on development, consequently some of the children in the class may have just turned four, while others may have just turned five. Every child in the Foundation Phase will be examined upon entry to Reception class within the first six weeks. Children who are almost a year younger than their peers may display various developmental phases; this is one issue that is not taken into account in the Compact Profile but is a reality that practitioners should take into consideration when setting expectations.
Everyone involved in a child's learning and development will benefit from the assessments received as part of the profile, which will facilitate the child's transition between settings and schools (WG, 2017).

Section 4
Observing children during play
When children are observed at play, practitioners learn a lot about:
· their interests and preferences
· their levels of cognitive and social development 
· their strategies for creating desired effects 
· their skills and accomplishments 
· their personalities and temperaments (Forman and Hall, 2005)
In order for professionals to deliver an effective and supportive experience, observations also help them reflect on their own practises and identify areas where they may make improvements to benefit the children.
Observing children’s play and learning is an excellent way of enhancing professional knowledge. Children are endlessly surprising. If we limit our observation to collecting information to assess children against developmental norms and prescribed criteria we will miss so much of the richness of their play (Neaum, 2016).
Children perceive an activity as being ‘like play’ when they have a choice whether to participate, when the activity is taking place in a familiar setting, and when an adult is nearby. In contrast, children perceive an activity as being ‘not like play’ when an adult is present in person and has explicitly asked the child to take part. According to studies and reports, when children see an activity as work rather than play, their emotional wellbeing is lower than when they perceive the task as play, when it is higher. This is a crucial factor to consider when experts evaluate and monitor children. The report's findings also show that children were more involved when they thought of the action as play, giving the observer a greater holistic view of their progress (Howard and McInnes, 2010).

Practitioners can use the ‘Play cycle’ to understand play better and how practitioners can support play better. The cycle shows how adult interference with play can affect or obstruct it. Practitioners can better understand the language of play if they understand the play cycle and can identify its stages. Sands (2013) states that the cycle supports practitioners in considering how to fully understand children's play and how to improve children's learning if the opportunity occurs without interrupting the cycle. Play drive, play cue, play return, play flow, play frame, play annihilation, and play adulteration are the stages of the play cycle. Understanding the cycle will help practitioners better facilitate their play and observe. It enables them to observe how play begins, how it can be initiated, returned, continued, and finally terminated. This information enables us adults to watch children more effectively at play. Then, we can decide whether to interact with it in order to best support the Play Cycles we observe.

The experiences provided to children, how these are provided, and how practitioners engage with children appear to have an impact on how children perceive play. The types of play activities that are provided to children, whether practitioners interact with children as they play, and the language they use when doing so can all have an impact on how children pick up cues and affordances related to play. Children may be less likely to use the cue of adult presence to distinguish between play and non-play activities in environments where practitioners interact in a variety of activities and provide children choice and control. Children may be more likely to use the cue of adult presence to distinguish between play and non-play activities in environments where professionals concentrate on adult-led activities and give children little choice and control (McInnes et al, 2011).
Children's learning and development may benefit from teaching that employs a framing style that is neither strong nor weak and co-constructing activities with children that give them choice and control. As a result, children may be less likely to learn and apply the cue of an adult's presence to distinguish between play and non-play activities. If children can do this, they would probably approach more activities in a playful way, which can enhance performance and lead to actions that promote learning.
Adults need to ignore the conventional adult conceptions of play and consider it from a child's point of view. By doing this, they may take advantage of the clues that children use to define play, provide an experience where adults give children a choice and a speak through language, and jointly develop a curriculum based on play. By doing this, parents can increase children's sentiments of playfulness, which extend beyond the kinds of activities they provide Howard and McInnes 2010; Rogers and Evans 2008).
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