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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice

Section 1
Hughes (2012) cites that different play types provide children with a range of life experiences and the development of flexibility in both the child’s brain and the child’s behaviour. Although there may be more, currently there are sixteen types of play and before these play types, an umbrella term of ‘play’ was used to describe all types of play. However, due to research and the understanding that play is more complex than what has been previously thought, it has been broken down and placed into different sub-headings, which are what are used today. The different play types are creative play, communication play, mastery play, object play, role play, fantasy play, rough and tumble play, symbolic play, social play, imaginative play, exploratory play, locomotive play, deep play, dramatic play, socio dramatic play and recapitulative play. Each of these play types has a unique behavioural signature and benefits the child's development. 
Mastery play is when children interact with the natural environment, and by trying to master different aspects of it they learn the different affects and effects about mastering the elements. During mastery play children learn about how and what can be controlled in the natural world. It allows children to take risks, teaches them about trial and error, observation and reflection, and encourages them to ask questions. As children engage with the world around them, they build knowledge based on engineering, science and construction. An example of mastery play is using materials from the environment to build a camp, this gives children the knowledge that the natural world can be used for different things. Mastery play is important for child’s holistic development as children develop many skills whilst engaging in it and it also supports good mental health. Children should be given opportunities to engage in mastery play, although, unless there is a large indoor space it is very difficult to provide indoors (Hughes, 2012). 
[bookmark: _Int_hHIkGHCZ]According to VIC.GOV (2023) Sociodramatic play is when children share imaginative or dramatic play with others. Durning sociodramatic play children act out stories or situations, they may pretend to be a different character or that they are in a different place. Sociodramatic play gives children the opportunity to explore new worlds that they create, which aids in the child’s holistic development. Children will develop roles, create storylines and dialogues, which will build their creativity skills. They will also interact with others and play directly with others, which will help develop their language and social skills. Children will develop these skills by practicing taking turns, sharing and by joining in with others and they learn to interact through different relationships, such as a doctor and a patient. 
Additionally, Brodrova and Leong (2015) state that Vygotsky defined play as make-believe play, specifically sociodramatic play and did not include any of the other play types in his theories. Vygotsky recognised three key features that children do during sociodramatic play, which are: create imaginary situations, choose roles and act them out, and create and follow rules. These key features aid in the development of the child’s higher mental functions, which Vygotsky defined as internal behaviours that are intentional. Vygotsky believed that play creates the zone of proximal development as it is the main source of a child’s holistic development and contributes to a child’s internal behaviour. During play children will develop their emotions by acting out different roles in a range of situations, they will learn to follow rules and not to act on immediate impulses, which will help them think situations through before acting on them.  
Mastery play can be offered to children in the form of digging holes, building dams and changing the course of a stream, growing things in a garden, constructing things and demolishing. Early years settings can provide mastery play during science and technology lessons, through eco and school grounds projects and during play times. Sociodramatic play can be offered to children in early years settings by giving them opportunities to make song and dance routines, making plays, re-enacting different social events and miming. Early years settings can provide sociodramatic play by offering children drama and dance sessions, this can be provided in the classroom or in an environment where children have access to the use of a stage or platform (Scott-McKie and Casey, 2017).
Section 2
Colliver et al. (2021) discuss that early self-regulation impacts on health educational achievement, parenting styles, substance addiction, criminal behaviour and finance management. It is thought that play during early childhood improves self-regulation and executive function skills. Free play, or self-directed play, has an important role in self-regulation. During instructed free play, children engage in behavioural and attentional self-regulation. Additionally, the social nature of play can also impact self-regulation as when children interact and negotiate with other children, it helps develop it. 
There have been some studies that have shown that physical activity in play contributes to self-regulation as physical activity was found to have an association to executive function, especially if the activity is structed by the child and not influenced by an adult. Studies have also shown that children who were supported to play self-directedly and challenge themselves were more likely to self-regulate themselves than those who had influence from an adult. Research suggests that children’s self-regulation was promoted when children had more autonomy and had choices in the activities they were doing and what decisions were being made. Self-regulation is defined as the capability to control impulses, to plan and to regulate emotions. Therefore, the ability to self-regulate can predict success during life as it is vital to have self-regulation in many areas of daily life (Colliver et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, Brown and Patte (2013) add that free play has been shown to help children to be more attentive and productive during a lesson as it increases their cognitive focus and that a child’s ability to refocus after free play was increased more by the time they had for free play rather than what activity they were participating in during that time. Free play also offers children time to manage and relieve stress built up during the day. During free play children are provided with unstructured environments where they have many exploratory experiences. These experiences help children to develop their creativity and imagination as they create and develop games and rules. It also helps children to develop problem solving and leadership skills. It also gives children the opportunity to engage in social interactions, which offers children social-emotional learning opportunities, as they cooperate, negotiate, problem solve and share with other children. Lastly, free play also offers children with the opportunity to be active, this allows children to practice their motor skills and movement, as well as providing them with health benefits such as gaining muscle strength, aerobic endurance, motor coordination and attentiveness. 
According to Howard and McInnes (2012), there has been recognition that play has an important role in a child’s development, as there has been a link made between play and a child’s well-being. Well-being is generally defined as physical, social and emotional health. It is important for children to have good emotional well-being as it can protect them later in life against many problems such as emotional problems, behavioural problems, teenage pregnancy and violence and crime. There has been research that focuses on an adult's perspective of what they perceive play to be. It looked at whether the children looked like they were enjoying the activity and at what materials were being used, rather than looking at what children themselves relate to what play is. It is important to understand a child’s perspective of play when using play for an activity, as children are more likely to engage if the activity is perceived as play by the child.   
Howard and McInnes (2012) discuss further research that has been made that focuses on how children approach an activity and if their well-being is affected based on if they perceive the activity to be play or not play. The findings from this research showed that when children perceived the activity as play, they had increased emotional well-being over the children that perceived the activity to be not like play. It also showed that the children in the group where the activity was perceived as play were more engaged and focused on it, they also smiled more and moved about more freely. Whereas children that were in the group where the activity was not perceived as play were more easily distracted during the activity, they also vocalised more negatively and even though they had the option to move around they mostly stayed in their seats. Providing children with activities that they perceive as play will lead to holistic development. This is due to children being able to control and direct their own actions which gives them autonomy and builds their confidence and self-esteem, which aids in promoting their well-being.
Lendendecker (2020) suggests, when providing children with self-directed play, toys should be avoided if possible. This is because toys tend to have a specific purpose and it limits what the child can do with them, for example, a toy train will always be a toy train. Materials for self-directed play must be simple and have many possibilities such as cardboard tubes, playdough, sticks, boxes and natural materials, as a cardboard tube, for example, can be used as many things such as a telescope or a tunnel. Loose parts trays are also suggested for self-directed play, as they can be filled with items that children will find interesting and will explore, such as pebbles, shells, tree bark or buttons. Adults must ensure that children have a safe environment that is an open space to play and ensure that there is flexibility for children to move around freely. Adults miust also allow the child to lead the play and allow them to explore their world themselves while the adult observes. 
Section 3
Pacey (2016) states that observations support early years practitioners to understand children’s individual needs. Early years practitioners must observe children and then analyse the observation to be able to support children to progress in their learning and development, as during observations the practitioners can learn about what a child’s needs are, what they like and dislike and where they are in relation to their learning and development. The observations made, which show where a child is in their learning and development, should be made accessible for everyone, including the child so they are able to see how they are progressing. During an observation a practitioner will observe children’s interactions, behaviours, actions and expressions. This can help to determine if the child is at the expected level of their development. If there are any concerns, then they can be recognised early on and then shared with the child’s parents to discuss and agree an action to support the child to get to the expected level. If a child has passed the expected level of development practitioners can use these observations to identify what areas the child needs support in to ensure they stay motivated and interested in their learning.
There are many different methods of observation and most of them that are carried out in early years settings are called ‘participant observations’, which are carried out while the while the practitioner is working or playing with the child. Other observations are spontaneous, as these would be noticed as significant, they must be noted down. Practitioners can make notes in a variety of ways such as, sticky notes, photographs and video recordings, some observations require the practitioner to record the observation on a standard form, which links to the Early Years Foundation Stage framework (West Sussex County Council, 2021). 
According to Emotionally Healthy Schools (2019), The Leuven Scale was developed for educational settings to focus on two key indicators for children in their planning, these indicators being, well-being and involvement. Well-being is an important factor in a child’s development as it helps to secure good mental health and involvement is important as it is necessary for children to help them have a deep level of learning and development. The Leuven Scale has a 5-point scale which is used to measure a child’s well-being and involvement. If the levels of the child’s well-being and involvement are high, then the child is achieving deep levels of learning and development. However, if the levels are low, the child’s development may be at risk. The scale of well-being and involvement both are rated from 1 to 5, with 1 being extremely low, 2 being low, 3 being moderate, 4 being high and 5 being extremely high. It is recognised that children will not peak at the levels of 4 or 5 all day and that these levels can vary throughout the day. This type of observation can be beneficial for the practitioner as it can be used for an individual child or for a group of children.
Furthermore, MacRae and Jones (2020) add that the Leuven Scale focuses on a child’s experiences, therefore offers different visions of early years childhood education to that of outcomes-based and future-oriented visions. The scale gives early years practitioners the knowledge and understanding that a child’s involvement gives the child a deeper and richer experience, as they are more engaged and can absorb more and therefore their thinking is more complex. When early years practitioners apply the scale to an observation, they must base their judgements on an ‘act of empathy’, meaning the practitioner must view the experience as if they were the child. The idea behind this is for the practitioner to recognise and understand the purity of how children view the world for them to understand their holistic development. It is important to note that the Leuven Scale can have a negative effect if it appears to the practitioner that a child is on the low end of the scale when in fact, they are higher up. This could lead to the practitioner creating interventions for a child that may not need them. It is also important to note that a vertically ordered scale used to analyse a child’s behaviour may be problematic, as it may impose assumptions that are not completely accurate and therefore may lead to an inaccurate view of the child’s development. 
Section 4
Louis (2022) stated that Frobel believed that early years practitioners could attain a better insight into a child’s development when observing them during self-directed play. This also allows early years practitioners to understand the child and create opportunities to help the child explore and acquire new skills. When children play, they always have a reason, purpose or a goal in their mind, it has been recognised that children tend to develop better when their autonomy is encouraged. Therefore, by observing children during play a practitioner can capture the child as an individual and will gain a better insight to how they are developing holistically. To ensure early years practitioners are supporting children and their observations they must be knowledgeable and nurturing, guide children and provide them with rich experiences and observe children carefully. Early years practitioners must provide enabling learning environments for children to explore during their observations and understand the individual child to ensure equity, equality and diversity. Lastly, early years practitioners must have the knowledge and understanding of child development to ensure they are able to reflect on their observations to then know what to provide for each individual child to promote better learning outcomes. 
Additionally, Forman and Hall (no date) state that to understand children's development, practitioners must start by observing children during play. When practitioners observe children closely during play, they can learn a minimum of five attributes of the child, these are interests and preferences, their cognitive and social development level, their strategies, their skills and accomplishments, and their personalities and temperament. All of which are relevant for a practitioner to learn about the child holistically. By knowing and understanding these aspects of a child, practitioners can prepare the environment in a way that will interest the child and know what games to set up to help develop known skills further. Practitioners are also able to develop meaningful conversation with children based on what their findings are from observations. 
When observing children during play early years practitioners can use the above attributes to map where a child is in their holistic development. Here are some examples of what early years practitioners can look for while observing children to understand where the child is in their development. Early years practitioners can observe if a child pauses or changes direction during an activity, this can show that the child has noticed that their original strategy towards that activity needs to be re-thought to be able to reach the intended goal. During play, children will co-construct their knowledge with other children to extend their work in an activity, which will help them finish the activity by sharing the tasks, an example of this is one child may be placing blocks on top of each other to make a tower and other child is helping to balance the tower by holding the bottom of the tower so that it is steady. Early years practitioners can observe children’s meta-cognition, this is where the child is thinking about thinking. For example, a child may remember a previous thought they had about a certain activity and express this the next time they engage in it, this also relates to thinking about another child’s thinking. Early years practitioners can use their knowledge and understanding of a child’s development along with these observations and can reflect how a child is developing and at what level, from this they can then create interventions if needed and plan other activities based on what they know about the individual children.
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