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BA Early Years Education and Care: Early Years Practitioner Status
Children’s play: Principles and Practice

Section 1 

The importance of play in a child’s development cannot be underestimated. Play is often overlooked as something trivial but it is highly serious and of deep significance in a child’s educational development (Moyles, 2010, p.xvii).

Play is quite a generic term but described in the charter for children’s play as ‘what children and young people do when they follow their own ideas and interests, in their own way and for their own reasons’ (Play England, 2009). Play can also be seen as encouraging young children to learn and explore their imagination, it is important children do this as it will encourage them to learn throughout play and develop their emotional, social, intellectual and physical skills. Providing children have the correct surroundings, play will allow them to develop the important skills they need to continue on to the next stage of a child’s development.

Self-directed play is what we call play that occurs when children play independently using their own rules and their own cues. It is important that self-directed play is chosen by the child and not prompted by adults or key workers even though key workers may be tempted to have pre-determined outcomes of what the outcome of an activity should be (Hollis Montessori School, 2018). 
There are a number of benefits to a child’s development due to self-directed play from simply learning how to figure things out themselves to practicing the necessary skills needed to overcome obstacles and solving problems as an individual or with other children (Housley Juster, 2015). 

One observation of role play in a home area of a reception classroom documented in Moyles (2010) through self-directed play, showed twenty one signs of the benefits that come with it, including negotiating, experimenting, generating decisions and learning new behaviours. This is evidence of the importance the role self-directed play has within the wider concept of play on childhood development.  

There are many types of play that children participate in whilst growing that have significant impacts on their development. One such type is what is known as cooperative play. Put simply cooperative play is when a child plays along with another child, playing or doing an activity together. Although it can often be overlooked the simple act of play with another child strongly supports their development. As stated above it is obvious that children explore and develop through playing by themselves but as Moyles (2010, p.219) says, drawing on research from Vygotsky, they learn best through a combination of play when actively engaged alone and with peers. This enables them to immerse in their learning within their zone of proximal development with the assistance of expert others which Broadhead (2004) agrees can be other children. Moyles (2010, p.220) also highlights studies that tell us children’s play is more complex and intellectually challenging when they are playing with friends. It is clear that building relationships through cooperative play has a profound positive impact on a child’s development in the early years. 

As noted previously self-directed play is incredibly important to the children’s development in an early years setting, therefore it is critical that the role of adults, be they teachers, key workers or parents, is established.  Perhaps the most important role adults have during self-directed play is understand that to support it, it is beneficial to let children be as independent as they can. As according to Smidt (2011, p.8)

“play which sometimes appears purposeless to us is not… even irritating behaviours observed are deeply rooted in the need to make sense of the world”.

Consequently, no matter how tempted adults can be to dismiss the activities of a child during self-directed play as a waste of time, it very often is nothing of the sort to the child and adults must be prepared to step back. 

	Following on from this, it is important to consider the aspect of ownership during play. It is clear that children who ‘own’ their play know what they want to do and know exactly what they want to get out of it. For example, a child who chooses to play with a certain item or toy will have more interest in it than a toy given to them that they are then told to play with. As observed by a teaching assistant, documented in Smidt (2011, p.9) it is easy to hijack play and take the sense of ownership away from the child by imposing an adults’ own agenda on the situation. This resulted in the children removing themselves from a situation which had been deeply interesting and rewarding to them, minutes before.

Section 2
		
	As key workers or practitioners it is known as an imperative part of the job role to ensure children are as safe as they can be and minimise the chances of children being at risk of harm or immediate danger. It is often stated that above all else, adults working with children create a safe learning environment as negative learning experiences are proven to affect future learning (Clapper, 2010). And of course this is absolutely true, however it is important to allow children to take safe risks (Smidt, 2002, p.89). It is important to consider what safe risks are and how it is possible to create a learning environment that encourages risk taking but balances that alongside affective safety measures. Playwales (2020) defines risky play as something that 

“provides opportunities for all children to encounter or create uncertainty, unpredictability and potential hazards as part of their play. we do not mean putting children in danger of serious harm”

it is critical that keyworkers or adults with responsabilities do not forget about the importance of keeping chilfren safe but we must balance this with letting children take necessary risks. As stated by Smidt (2002, p.89)

“Obviously you need to ensure that the environment you provide is as safe as possible, but you also need to consider whether you have made it so safe that little learning can take place.”

For example, if there are more children than stipulated playing in a corner of a classroom, children have the chance to regulate themselves and resolve the situation by using problem solving and negotiating skills. A chance that would not exist if the adult responsible intervened (Smidt, 2002, p.89). Therefore, it is clear that there needs to be an element of risk taking in a safe learning environment but we must understand why risk is beneficial in the first place. 

There are numerous benefits to risk taking within early years settings, as it can encourage children to leave their comfort zone and push personal boundaries. Perhaps one type of play the benefits of risk taking can be observed more clearly is in outdoor play. Drew (2020) outlines 4 specific benefits of outdoor play which involve an element of risk taking. The freedom to explore is a major part of outdoor play, especially coupled with self-directed play as it gives the child the room to learn on their own terms and lets them discover without interference from adults. By letting the child explore freely they are taking an element of risk by exploring things that may not be familiar to them. 

The second benefit of outdoor play outlined is the opportunity to make unique, authentic discoveries of new objects, bugs and landscapes. These discoveries can have a huge impact on a child’s development by intriguing them, and enhance their desire to learn more about the things they discover. Again, an element of risk is present as they could come to minor harm from falling/tripping or a bug bite, but it is something the child will learn and know the dangers for next time, learning independently of dangers in the outdoor learning environment. It is clear that there is a link between letting children experience minimal risk during outdoor play and a benefit to that child’s overall development. 

Perhaps it more difficult to recognise the benefits of risk taking during indoor play as opposed to outdoor play due to the risks not being as obvious such as falling on hard ground or injury from nature. However, it is vital that indoor play encourages risk taking in one form or another. 

In order to ensure safe risks are taken during indoor play, it is important to create appropriate age and stage activities and have clearly defined areas of learning (Rodgers, 2018). The benefits of risk in indoor play are primarily to do with how children react to each other and letting them explore their own interests. By encouraging small risks such as letting children decide where and how they want to play, keyworkers are encouraging them to develop problem solving and communication skills. For example children who are facing risk as a group are more likely to come together and work as a team to try and solve the problem and negate the risk. This social benefit is critical to their development as theorised by Vygotsky in his theory of social development, which argues social interaction plays a fundamental role in the process of cognitive development and that social learning precedes development (David, 2014). This theory supports the idea that the main benefit of risk taking is that it encourages social interaction which is critical to the child’s cognitive development

Section 3 
Observation is an incredibly important tool in early years and is used in several ways. There are many ways in which observations can be undertaken, and each method has its own advantages and disadvantages. This section will be discussing the benefits of observation as a tool and will be taking an in depth look at one particular observation method. 
Firstly, as mentioned above, observation is a critical tool in the early years as it can be used as a form of formative assessment. Its importance is outlined in the statutory framework for the early years foundation stage. It states, observation is an “integral part of the learning and development process” (Department for Education, 2017, p.13). Therefore, the importance of observation cannot be underestimated as it is a statutory requirement that all workers in an early years settings make effective use of observations to monitor and record child progress/development. 
The benefits of observation are numerous. Perhaps the most obvious benefit is that during observations we can collect and record information that helps practitioners make judgements on individuals and help them plan activities that are suitable for children, and ones that children have an interest in. As stated by WatchMeGrow (n.d.), “observations help the practitioner tune into children’s ideas and interests and question why and how they did certain things in their play and activities.” Consequently, observation acts as a gateway for practitioners to help them understand individual children in a far more personal way where they can create activities in which children have an interest in, helping them develop in a positive manner. 
Another benefit of observation as a tool in the classroom is that it can be very useful when creating action plans or other plans needed to identify what areas of learning a child might need additional support. By performing an observation, practitioners are seeing children at their raw, natural best and are far more likely to be able to develop an accurate judgment than one based off second hand notes or a report. Of course, observations do have its limitations. For example, some methods of observations work better than others so it is critical the right method is chosen as some methods can “focus your attention so narrowly that data might be missed” (Tassoni, 2017) 
Observations can be split into 2 categories, Scale Based Observations where scores are used to observe, such as the Leuven scale and Individual Child Observations, such as a running record. Both types of observations have their benefits and limitations, and this section will take a closer look at movement tracker observations which is a type of individual observation. A movement tracker observation is conducted by creating a floor plan of a setting, including any outdoor areas and the practitioner observes and notes the area the child visited and for how long they were at the activity/area (Brodie 2020). 
The practitioner also records the child’s actions during different activities alongside whether the child is playing individually, parallel or as part of a group. There is an opportunity for the practitioner to record whether the child communicates well with other children or prefers solitary play. Wall, (2011) states that ‘A full, detailed written record of a child’s movements…” offers practitioners a full account of 
“which activities the child has selected, which areas of the learning environment they have worked, with who they have interacted, with who they have spoken and evidence of expressive language” (Wall, 2011, p.98).

Wall (2011, p.89) also recommends that the practitioner has a watch nearby to note time at frequent intervals and to make the recording easier codes can be created which should be written on the record sheet for clarification for example BC as book corner and TC as target child. As with all observations there are limitations to using movement tracking observations such as being unable to record in detail as practitioners are constantly recording time spent meaning they might miss out on noting any motor skills used and emotional developments. It is clear that movement tracking observations help practitioners make informed judgements on children’s day to day activities and helps them create activities that will be suitable for the children. However, it must be stated that movement tracking observations must be used alongside other methods of observation to truly make efficient use of the observation tool.

Section 4 

This section will be discussing the role that play has when undertaking observations and assessments of children and how play affects the child’s engagement and accuracy of the observation. To begin this, it is important to consider what effect the perception of play has on a child in what they do, meaning if a child perceives something as play, does that affect how they partake in the activity and subsequently, the observation. 

Research by Howard and McInnes (2012) suggests there is a significant difference in emotional wellbeing displayed by children partaking in activities they perceive as play and not play. Children that undertook in the like play activity scored much higher than those who undertook the same activity but not like play. Factors that determined whether the activity was like play or not included the proximity of adults and choice over participation (Howard and McInnes, 2012, p.738). Drawing from these findings it is clear that play has a significant impact on how children approach activities. With regards to observation this research supports the idea that play can be seen as an observable behaviour (Howard and McInnes, 2012, p.737) and also is evidence that observing children in play can give practitioners a more accurate reflection of where they are in their development. 

This research also highlights the importance of play with regards to emotional well-being and meeting basic needs. Meeting basic needs is essential for development and works as a motivating factor for children as theorised by Abraham Maslow in his hierarchy of needs. ‘When all levels of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs are met, students show their full ability and eagerness for learning’ (Faisal, 2020). Play can certainly encourage the social aspects of development and help fulfil basic needs. The conclusions from this research shows play encourages children to show their true abilities and personalities especially when children believe that adults are not in proximity. Therefore, while observing play it is important that practitioners give space to the child and give them the belief that they are in control and adults will not interfere with their activity. This ties in with the discussion on the role of the adult during observation and how adults can support the children.
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