Children’s play: Theory and Practice. 
Section one
Two types of play:
There are many different types of play which can be supported for early years children. The two types of play which I think are crucial types of play for children are physical play and self-directed play. 
Physical play
According to McGrew, (2009) active play is critical for children’s physical development. Physical play helps develop children’s coordination, gross motor skills, fine motor skills and balance, these are all crucial to children’s development. As the child grows these connections develop. Children have so much energy therefore, children need the opportunity daily to do some sort of physical activity. As child practitioners during school children get the opportunity to do this, PE is taken part once a week and children get break and lunch time to go outside. There are often after school clubs available for the children to take part in for example, rugby, netball. Physical play is crucial for children as this helps make their bones strong. Parents or carers should also give their children the opportunity to play outside, go to the park. Physical play is also often freely chosen by children therefore, this is a great way for children to keep fit and healthy as they are doing it through play. According to The Government, (2022) physical play can also help with children’s social skills with others, this is by children listening to others and playing as teams, learning how to share. This also helps children explore their feelings, develop self-discipline, learning how to express themselves and work out emotional aspects of life. Active play is often encouraged by adults as it is a great way for children to do exercise, for children to play and keep them fit and healthy. Physical play is also a good opportunity for children to go outdoors, to go to the park and run around. In some schools they provide forests schools for the children to go and explore. According to Gesell (no date found) Gesell’s theory relates to physical development of children. For Gesell’s theory he observed hundreds of children and came up with the physical developmental agenorms. He recognised the normal age of when children could do certain things such as sitting up, rolling over, crawling, walking and grabbing different objects. Gesell’s theory is still used today by professionals, these age norms give the professional practitioners a standard by which to monitor a child’s development. There are six main stages which are included in Gesell’s theory which are: smooth, break up, sorting out, inwardzing, expansion and fitting together. According to Gesell “children progress through the same stages, although at different times, and that both internal and external forces impact this development”. 

Self-directed play 
According to Sukenik, (2021) self-directed play is the concept of allowing children to play without a framework, without being told what to do. This is without any adult interference. The type of play is chosen by the children by determining and controlling the content and intent of their play. Self-directed play is a great way to see what the child enjoys playing with and a great way for the practitioner to see what the child is interested in for the practitioner to get to know the child. According to Montessori School (no date found) Montessori is a method of education which is based on self-directed play, this encourages children to play by themselves. This is hands-on learning and collaborative play. According to Lopez (2009) “Montessori teachers encourage children to learn by placing the pupils, rather than the teacher, at the centre of the experience. They provide learning materials appropriate to each child after close observation in the specially prepared learning environment.” According to Child Adventures, (2022) the best ways to encourage self-directed play is to get a few basic toys which the child possibly already knows. Stop yourself from interacting with the child just sit back and observe what they are doing, learn about the child. When observing a child be patient when the child plays give the child time to figure out what to use and do not step in. According to Seattle Children (2022) Child directed play is an important type of play between the parent and the child as this is the time the child is showing the parent what they enjoy, it is child lead play, and the parent should just go with it. From theorist doing research and work shows that doing child directed play with your child shows many benefits which are: build a sense of self-direction and self-confidence in your child, social development, strengths the bond between the parent and the child and help you practice parenting skills. 


Section two 
It is crucial to let children choose their own play. Free play encourages cognitive development, this means how children think, how children figure things out. Cognitive development is the development of knowledge. According to Zaman (no date found) play is at the core of development of a child. Children explore their physical environment, express their emotions and build their vocabulary through playful moments, children learn and experience through play. For children play is a very natural thing, play is a really important tool for children’s cognitive, physical, social and emotional development and their imagination and creativity.  Children can solve problems by themselves and need the opportunity to do so. Children have amazing creativity and invent different ways of solving their problems. When children play alone this teaches them to be creative and imaginative. If a child is new in a setting perhaps a school, as a teacher a practitioner would observe the child to see what toys they go for and what they are interested in doing. This gives the practitioner a good clear understanding of what the child likes. Independent play is still supervised play, it is an important type of play where the child gets to know themselves and develop. Parents and practitioners should never feel guilty to let the children play freely. According to the National Literacy Trust, (2017) adults always support play by giving the child the opportunity to do so and for the adult to know when to interfere and when not to. As an adult you may not think what the child is doing is correct although, the child is playing as they want and using the toys how they want. This is when you do not interfere because the child is using their imagination and learning through play. If there are a few options for the child to play with this is where the child is expressing themselves to the practitioner with self-directed play. According to Zaman (no date found) free play is the opportunity for children to have full freedom with playing with whatever they choose. During free play children get the chance to select their play materials and interest area. During free play children can express themselves in the way that they choose however they decide to. Free play is an opportunity every child should receive from a practitioner. Every child is different and has unique ways of expressing themselves. Some children enjoy playing with others, whereas other children enjoy that time alone, even during this they are expressing themselves and their creativity. According to Michigan State University (2015) to be able to help a child learn you need to learn to know you child which can be done by supporting play. Adults can extend and support a child’s play by just engaging with the child during their play. By getting involved when children are playing shows the children that the adult/practitioner is invested in them and respect their decision of play. When adults join in with children’s play this can extend upon a child’s current knowledge and provide new connections, this can be done by modelling positive behaviours or interactions. Even when a child has free play this is still supervised by an adult, and this can help prevent any problems. Whether this is an interpersonal conflict or a health and safety issue. It is crucial to remember that children need the opportunity to practice problem solving on their own when certain problems arise and for the adult to only intervene if necessary. According to Montessori (2015) “Play is children’s work”. Therefore, as adults and practitioners where do we come in. While play could be the work of children the work does not get done one hundred percent individually. Quality play experiences are created and nurtured when adults are involved during the process. Therefore, for adults it is hard to know when to intervene and when not to. Although every child should get that opportunity to play freely without any interruptions unless if necessary. 

Section three 
Schedule of growing skills. 
Observations are put into place in Early years therefore, the practitioner starts when the child is young to see what the child can do with their reading and listening, to see what the child’s interests are. Observations are key to a good program planning, it helps the adult to get a clear understanding of the child, as every child is different and has different needs. According to Churchill (2018) “Early Childhood Educators observe children to get to know them better and get a sense of their knowledge, needs, interests, skills and how they learn best’s interests are, to get to know the child just by observing”. The purpose of schedule growing skills is to provide practitioners a reliable and an accurate method of developmental screening. This is for practitioners to use as part of child health surveillance programmes. This is also put in place for practitioners who need to establish the developmental levels of children. This assessment can be taken any time during the child’s age from birth to five years of age, this enables practitioners to assess the child when they think it is convenient. According to GL Assessments (No date found) “The Schedule of Growing Skills provides a rapid and reliable measure of child development through the assessment of nine key areas: Passive Posture, Active Posture, Locomotor, Manipulative, Visual, Hearing and Language, Speech and Language, Interactive Social and Self-Care Social”.  According to West Sussex City Council (2021) to observe a child involves a few skills. There are three main skills you need to do whilst observing a child. Whilst observing a child you must watch what the child is doing, see what the child enjoys doing. As a practitioner it is important to have a good understanding of child’s development. It also helps if you have good communication with the child’s parents or carers as you can have more information about the child. You must listen to what the child is saying and pay attention to the interactions of the individual child with different adults and between different children. It is also important to take recordings of the child’s behaviour, responses, learning and development accurately. Although some observations you would take notes not all observations you take will be written. According to GL Assessments (no date found) how the schedule of growing skills can help you. If you are observing a child if you put out appealing toys which the child is interested in it would be a more successful observation. Schedule of growing’s skills are rapid and reliable for knowledge on the child’s development. If you are a practitioner and you use schedule of growing skills it is a positive, by using schedule of growing skills it ensures that all children are assessed in a consistent way. Only the children who need it are referred for a more detailed investigation. The notes the practitioner takes would be on the child’s profile therefore, this gives you a accessible basis for discussion with other child professionals and other parents perhaps.  According to West Sussex County (2015) “We can discover what new skills and abilities emerge over time through observation. For example, when a baby can sit up steadily, or a young child can pour their own drink, think about somebody else's feelings, assign meanings to the marks they have made on paper, or ride a bicycle without stabilisers”.




Section four 
When taking observations as professional practitioners should know when to interfere and when not to. When observations are taking place there are different rules for different observations. Sometimes the child will get free play and be observed, when this is taken place, the adult does not interfere unless if necessary. According to Brown, (2020) observations are not just for teachers or professional practitioners they are also put in place for parents to observe the child. It is good for the practitioner and the parent to have good communication as it has a good and positive impact on the child as they can both help and provide as much as possible. By watching and without influencing or interfering the child’s play can gain an insight into the child’s motives and behaviours. If the child is in a setting the practitioner would be observing the child as they explore new things, play with new objects and learn new skills practitioners can, therefore, make sure that the child’s development is at the expected age and is going correctly. Sometimes the resources can impact their development which the practitioners would pick up on and therefore be able to change them to adapt to the child for the child’s development to be more successful. According to Azilo (no date found) observation is a long-term process, consistent monitoring and reviewing documented observations. It is good that observations are put into place because if there is an issue observation quickly identify that and things can be changed. When a child has free play and is not interrupted by an adult, an adult may think what the child is doing is wrong, whereas children have amazing imaginations and are just being creative. Sometimes it is good to ask what they are doing although it can disrupt their play and the child could not continue. Therefore, it is good to leave the child play. According to Azilo (no date found) although it is important for practitioners to observe it is also important that other adults are included such as the child’s parents and other workers in the setting. It helps to have other people’s perspectives as it offers an alternative view. “The most in-depth records obtain observations for each child in different contexts and situations, such as inside and outside, in the nursery and at home, with other children and by themselves, during play and during mealtime”.  According to The Hub Education (2021) with careful observation practitioners are able to learn how each child communicates. Where they are developmentally, what the child is curious and passionate about, how the child engages with other children and adults and to gain a deeper understanding of what the child does, how the child does it and why they do it. Therefore, it is good for practitioners to observe children as they get a clear understanding of the child without influencing the child to do something different. When an adult interfere, it can change the child’s play when it should not. 
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