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Children’s play: theory and practise (ECEY4003/C)
What is play?
Jean-Jaques Rousseau defined play as “a very misused adult word. To a child it is a way of life.” (What is play (2022) Play Scotland) It plays a vital role in a child’s childhood, especially in their development. Through play, children learn about different colours, shapes, however most importantly, children can learn about themselves (http://www.healthofchildren.com/P/Play.html.) According to UNICEF (2018) , play can be meaningful, joyful, engaging and iterative. 
Section 1.
Sensory play.
Sensory play is any activity that stimulates a child’s senses, which are, touch, sight, smell, hearing, and taste (Action for children, 2022). It supports children to learn about the world around them and to learn more about themselves. Sensory play is very important for a child to experience different materials and textures and it encourages them to think independently whilst inspiring creativity and imagination (Early years resources, 2019). Sensory play has other beneficial features towards a child’s development such as language development, developing their fine and gross motor skills, cognitive growth and problem-solving skills. From the moment babies are born, they instantly use their senses to see and learn about the world around them. For example, babies enjoy touching everything and putting everything in their mouth (Morin, 2022).
Sensory activities can be done by using nearly any household items. These activities can help a child explore, discover and develop their fine motor skills (Barnes, 2023). Sensory bins are easy to create for children and can be filled up with different objects specifically for different themes. These sensory bins can include play tools such as buttons or dried food such as pasta. Children can also broaden their senses by using fruit or vegetables in an activity. By putting fruit and vegetables such as lemon, strawberries, carrots and many more and allow the children to explore their textures and tastes. Children can then discuss the difference between sweet and sour. Another sensory activity that is very easy to do is finger painting. Finger painting can get messy; however, this can be a very relaxing activity and can allow them to express their feelings. (Barnes, 2023). 
Sensory activities can be inclusive and can very much benefit children with special needs or children who enjoy learning by doing practical activities. The use of these sensory activities can develop a child’s knowledge and creates hands-on and self-centred play. activities that include sensory play can promote problem solving, exploration and creativity (Hitchinson, 2021). Sensory play is a great way to enhance a child’s fine motor skills. By allowing children to squish, tap, push, listen or pull different objects, it helps them with future challenges such as tying their shoes or zipping up their coat (schneik4, 2022). 

Role play.
Role play is another way for children to explore and learn about the world around them and learn the role of someone or something. This type of play allows children to develop imagination and supports their social skills (Yohana, 2022). It’s important that children experiences role play in different environments as this again can widen their imagination. Role play can help build a lot of skills a child will need for example communication skills, social skills, problem solving skills and creativity skills. Role play allows children to express themselves in a safe environment and can allow children to try new things by using different behaviours, costumes, accents, and body language (Millwood education, 2016). 
Many settings have a role play corner which can include different furniture, costumes and all kinds of accessories that allows children to express themselves through role play (Wignall, 2020). Different role play situations can include different occupations. Doctors, teachers, builders, police, or a shopkeeper are all different occupations that children can act out and get creative. Another role play situation can be seasonal events. An example of this can be a nativity corner. This is a great way for children to understand the story, especially when they’re in costumes and using props. By creating a role play corner outside, such as a gardening centre or a mud kitchen, it is a great way for children to explore different surroundings and can learn a lot about nature (Wignall, 2020). 
Role play is a great way for children to learn as it fuels their imagination, expand their creativity skills, achieving more self-esteem, encourages their physical development and much more. One of the key benefits to role play in early childhood is lets children act out real life scenarios and get into character, which can help them understand situations they may experience. This can broaden their skills, which include communication and social (Manager, 2023). Role play can also be very beneficial for children to develop their language skills by expanding their vocabulary. It is a very fun and entertaining way for children to learn about many professions and everyday circumstances, and most importantly to make new friends (the little dreamers nursery, 2023). 
Section 2.
Child-led play
Independent play is the case where children can play with whatever is available at the time without any interference, indoors and outdoors (Sue, 2023). Children can use the use of choosing their own play to experiment, learn and encourages creativity. Examples of free play can include role play, sand and water play, block play or even outdoor play such as climbing, running, or riding bikes/ trikes. Free play can promote many skills and can develop a child’s personal, social, and emotional development. For example, acting out situations such as going to the doctors, family life or taking an animal to the vet can support children to understand how to express their own feelings and to identify other’s thoughts and feelings. Importantly, free play helps children maintain emotion balance, creates a sense of freedom, and can boost self-esteem (Homan, 2016). Child led play can also promote creativity skills. Play can be very creative and allows children to use their imagination to create new games with different recourses to keep them entertained (Mcilroy, 2022). Social development is another skill children can develop through free play. Children can do this by interacting with their parents or early years practitioners, collaborating with others, thinking about other’s feelings and seeing situations from others perspectives (Mcilroy, 2022).
When allowing your child to free play, it promotes independence. To promote this, it’s important that children are playing in a safe environment. When playing, children should be able to explore alone to allow them to build confidence. However, before allowing them to free play, adults must check the surroundings for potential hazards to create enough space for the children (UNICEF, no date). It’s also important for adults to listen to the child. Furthermore, it’s beneficial to get to know the children or children before allowing them to play independently. This will help the adult gather as many resources to create a safe environment that children can feel more confident to play in (Hywood, 2022). Therefore, asking them questions such as “what they’d like to do today?”, or “what they’d like to play with?”, again will help create a better environment for the child to play. For example, if they would like to build a house, adults could provide building blocks, Lego or anything they can use to create what they wish to make. Acknowledging a child’s interests can make them feel welcomed and much happier to free play. 
The adult’s role during child-led activities.
The role of an adult in the classroom is considered essential in developing a child’s development (Ashisbi 2007). Effective pedagogy in a childcare setting, appears to be one where the adult plays a vital role by creating activities where the child can take the lead. During free play, there should be plenty of tools and recourses for children to play with independently. Parents, guardians, and early years practitioners should create a safe environment, let the children follow their own urges, support them without interrupting and watch the children play, discover, invent and explore (Caro, 2012). However, to make this environment safe, early years practitioners or adults can get rid of any clutter that takes up any space that could be used for creative free play. Siraj-Blatchford (et al. 2002) states that in the early years, effective settings use child led activities and that the adult must engage with the children which builds on their activities. However, McInnes, (2011) stated that some practitioners find child-led activities problematic, and that play is held in low esteem compared to activities which are seen as work. In addition, some settings do not provide as many child-initiated activities and do not provide as much choice for children, and adults tend to involve them in more work-related activities rather than play activities. Therefore, settings that include play activities are left to the children to create, and adult-child interactions are mostly through direct teaching by using simple language and closed questions. Childcare settings where play activities involve both child and adult, the cue of the adult presence is less likely to be used in making play. The results of this allows children to take a more playful approach towards a task which could have consequences for their subsequent learning behaviour (Howard and McInnes 2010).   

Section 3
Observation method- The Leuven scale.

“Assessment is the way in which in our everyday practice, we observe children’s learning, strive to understand it, and then put our understanding to good use” (Drummond, 1993). Child care professionals such as nursery practitioners and teachers, may use the Leuven scale to measure a child’s emotional well-being and involvement. It is a five-point scale which can benefit a child’s emotional development whilst encouraging learning development also (Learning Journals, 2022). Emotional wellbeing can make a child increase their confidence and are more than likely to develop in a healthier way. Early years practitioners can do this by creating a warm, safe, and happy environment (Learning Journals, 2022). Children with a high state of well-being are more than comfortable in their environment and the children with a low state of well-being seem to appear frightened, making it difficult for them to learn (Cheqdin, 2019). Similarly, children with high levels of involvement share similar characteristics as children with a high state of well-being. For example, children with high levels of involvement are curious, fascinated and have a deep satisfaction and a genuine interest in what they are doing (Cheqdin, 2019).
There are 5 points to the Leuven scale for a child’s emotional well-being. 
1. Extremely low- Beginning with extremely low state of emotional well-being. This is where the child may show signs of discomfort such as screaming or crying. The child may even be angry rather than sad and avoids eye contact. 
2. Low- The second point is low. The child’s facial expressions, posture and actions may change. However, differently to stage 1, the signals may be less explicit.
3. Moderate- Moderate is stage 3 where the child shows neutral posture. Their posture and facial expressions show a little emotion, or sometimes none and there are no indicating sadness, pleasure, comfort or discomfort. 
4. High- The fourth stage is high. This is where the child starts to show obvious signs of satisfaction. However, these signs are not always present. 
5. Extremely high- Lastly, extremely high. The child starts to show positive facial expressions. These emotions can be happy, laughing, and full of energy. Their actions can be spontaneous, and their posture may look and feel relaxed (Admin, 2020).  

There are also 5 levels to the Leuven scale towards a child’s involvement. 
1. Extremely low- The first level again is extremely low. This is when the activity is simple, repetitive and passive. The child will seem absent and will not show any energy towards said activity. They may also seem aloof and spaced out.
2. Low- The next stage is low. The child may be more engaged in an activity for a small amount of time, however, can still show signs of lack of energy. 
3. Moderate- During the ‘moderate’ stage, the child will start to show signs of involvement, where they start to make progress with the activity but can again show the lack of energy. 
4. High- During this stage they seem always involved and are not easily distracted. 
5. Extremely high- The child has eventually achieved the greatest involvement. They become creative, energetic to their highest level, and concentrated (Admin, 2020).  

Assessment and observation are a big part of the Leuven scale as it puts the child in the centre of their learning. By making use of these during a reflective practise, it can give a much deeper understanding of the children. The Leuven scale should be done on the children that practitioners are concerned about, and a one-off observation is not enough as children can change over time. They may feel happy one day and sad the next (Arnerich, 2021). Children’s emotions and involvement can change, and nobody should judge that. Sometimes, children can find settling into an activity quite hard. The Leuven scales can help identify distress within the children and can create an understanding of how a child can settle into an activity with a better environment (Arnerich, 2021). By using this scale on an observation, it is an easier way to share the information with the child’s parents. Once the assessments have been made, practitioners can get started on their practical action plan. This is a great way to observe a child’s progress and to notice how well a child is settling into their new class and involving themselves in activities. This observation method can support aid a child’s mental growth (Learning Journals, 2022). ways to improve the child’s setting for their benefit include, bringing in new or non-traditional toys or material to interest their creativity, support them to create positive relationships with other children and teachers, bring in activities that allow children to explore theirs and other’s feelings, emotions and values, and create activities that involve and encourage high levels of involvement (Cheqdin, 2019). 

Section 4.
Role of play when undertaking observations
Play is one of the main ways children learn and develop. It’s the responsibility of a childcare practitioner to observe children during play as it allows them to gather as much important information as possible (Wood, 2019). When adults observe children, it’s not all about completing sheets and filling out documents to show where the child is at with their development, there are very important aspects to consider when looking at listening to the child. There are many reasons why adults observe children during play. For example, to find out how children respond to certain activities, to observe their interactions with other children or to find out how the children’s skills are developing (Wood, 2019). 
Play can build a child’s imagination and creativity skills. Engaging themselves in play can support children to express themselves verbally and non-verbally (Li, 2022). Children can develop more skills through for practitioners to observe such as, social skills as whilst children engage with others, they learn to communicate and negotiate with them. play can promote physical development (Li, 2022). This can be done by running or jumping which can mostly be done during outdoor play. Whilst children play, they learn to express their feelings and emotions freely by using specific language, body movements and facial expressions. Also, play can build relationships with adults and children (Li, 2022). 
Before observing a child through play, it is important for practitioners to understand what the child are interested in and what their individual needs are (Wood, 2019). Educators can then create an environment surrounding the child’s interests and abilities. Moreover, play has many roles during observation as practitioners can then observe many skills that children develop through play (The importance of observation in childcare settings, no date). When observing through play, it’s important to keep it fun and enjoyable. By setting the scene in the classroom the way that children like, can make playing much more enjoyable. If the scene if fun, it can allow the child to open up even more. Outdoor play can also be a way of observing children through play. outdoor play can be extremely beneficial for a child’s development. It can help them learn a lot about their environment and gives them the opportunity to use their whole body to encourage their physical development and their gross motor skills. Play gives children a choice, especially child-led play (The importance of observation in childcare settings, no date). By giving children options within play, it allows them to express themselves and be spontaneous. Often, children enjoy creating challenges in their play for themselves. By creating a risky, challenging activity, children can test themselves and find out their own limits (Child observation: What you need to know 2023). 
Jean Piaget’s theory of play suggested that children’s play and their intellectual development are intertwined. He believed as children grow and develop, their play environment should too, which is based on Piaget’s four stages of cognitive development (Cherry, 2022). These stages are;
1. Sensorimotor stage (0-2)- This is where babies learn and see the world through their senses. 
2. Preoperational stage (2-7)- Children will start seeing the world from their point of view and can think or discuss things that are not in front of them.
3. Concrete operational stage (7-11)- This is the stage where children become more empathetic and start to see the world through other people’s point of view. 
4. Formal operational stage (12+)- Older children begin to talk more about abstract ideas. Their logic skills are more developed and can think more independently.
(Cherry, 2022) 
Piaget believed that all children would go through these stages in order but will do so at their own pace (Mcleod, 2023). Therefore, some children may take longer to move to the next stage than others. His theory of cognitive development suggests that children in the early learn most when exploring the world around them by making the most of their senses. This can enable children to explore their environment and can provide practitioners with ideas for activities that stimulate their senses to keep children engaged (Mcleod, 2023). 
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