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Children’s play: theory and practice.
Play helps children make sense of the world around them it helps support the child’s learning this is why it is used in practice. Each child has a different perspective on what play is, it is individual and unique to them. Play can be hard to define as it has different meanings to individuals. An adult’s view on play can look very different to a child. (Macdonald, 2022, p3-4). However, despite play being hard to define within MacDonalds (2022) chapter it states that a commonly used definition of play is that it is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated (NHS (2017). Freely chosen play is seen in practice this is when the child decides what to play and when to play it. This helps engage the child as the play means something to them as they have chosen it themselves. However, if an adult tries to get involved or take over the play then this loses its true meaning to the child causing them to disengage (MacDonald, 2022). Personally directed play is when the children are completely in charge of the play, they decide the rules and roles of those involved. As an adult we must go along with the child’s rules otherwise we risk ruining the play opportunities.  Intrinsically motivated means that the child plays without an end goal or reward. They play purely for the pleasure that they get from it. The need and want to play is built inside children. This benefits a child’s wellbeing and positive self-esteem MacDonald,2022). 
Types of Play. 
Different types of play include physical, creative, social, exploratory, deep play, fantasy, imaginative and role play. 
Physical play starts from early in babies it is usually encouraged by adults and can include kicking and moving arms and legs. Physical play is any activity that involves the movement and engagement of a child’s body. This would be Piaget’s sensorimotor stage (Aubrey & Riley, 2022).  Gross motor is when the bigger muscles are used and can include running, jumping and climbing. Fine motor play is when the smaller muscles are used and can include playing with playdough and Lego. There are many benefits of physical play these can include helping with balance and coordination especially when taking part in gross motor activities (Siren Films, 2014). Physical play helps with a child’s wellbeing and overall physical health. It helps strengthen their muscles. Physical play can help build a child’s confidence, self-esteem and overall wellbeing. It also helps with self-regulation and social learning. Physical play often involves others so helps with social and language development. 
Exploratory play is when the child interacts and explores the environment around them using their senses and imagination. They use their five senses to explore, touch, smell, see, taste and hear. It allows children to explore and be creative to investigate new experiences and make sense of the world around them. This type of play will normally be led by the child. This type of play helps with all the areas of development. Cognitive by problem solving and encourage independent thinking, social by interacting with others and communication skills. It can help with fine and gross motor skills and help with the child’s overall well-being (Play Wales, 2017). Some activities many include taking the children on nature walks, cooking with the children and sand and water play. All of these allow the children to explore using their senses. These types of activities are often seen in practice in the different settings. There are often sand and water play daily for the children to enjoy and explore in settings.

Theory of play.
Jean Piaget created a play theory which coincides with his theory on cognitive development. He recognised that play was essential in a child’s holistic development. Piaget thought that children’s play reflects their cognitive development.  The different stages include Sensorimotor stage, pre-operational stage and the concrete operational stage. The sensorimotor stage is from birth up to two years old and includes physical activities which develop their motor skills. These can include playing with a rattle and the repetitive movement this requires. The pre- operational stage between two and seven years old is symbolic play this includes imaginative play (Aubrey & Riley, 2022). An example of this is a child playing tea parties with their teddy bears. Lastly the concrete operational play is usually when a child is between the ages of 7 years to 11. This is when they can play a game with rules and follow these, to include playing a board game. Some critics of Piaget say that it is now outdated as children develop quicker and at an earlier age then before. Piaget believed that play allowed children to develop their cognitive development through exploring new things. Piaget’s work still influences today’s practice in settings he highlighted the importance of play and the importance of providing age-appropriate experiences for the children to learn within. He has influenced the curriculum to consider that children have different abilities at different stages of their development. He also recognised the need for children to have more hands-on activities through play to help with their development. The UNCRC article states the importance of play article 31 states that children have the right to engage and take part in play and appropriate play activities for their age. It also states that children should be able to take part freely and should have equal opportunities to access play (UNICEF, no date). This links to Piaget’s theory as he speaks about the importance of the play being age and developmentally appropriate. 
The Welsh government recognises the importance of play in 2002 Wales was the first to publish a play policy in the world. This policy states that all children must have the environment and opportunities to take part in play. It states the importance of play on a child’s holistic development and the learning opportunities it produces. The policy acknowledges the importance of play on a child’s wellbeing. It states that local authorities must provide safe spaces for play to take part within and ensure that it is accessible to all children including those with disabilities (Welsh government, 2014). 
Self-Directed Play 
Self-directed play is when the child makes their own choices about what they want to play, and they take the lead. It gives them the freedom to explore, be creative and use their imagination. It is all child led so the child will be engaged, it helps them to make sense of the world around them. This helps cognitive development as it allows the child to build on their problem thinking skills. (Medwell, 2023).  Further benefits include it can help with social development as children usually play with or alongside another child, this also helps them build on their language skills. This type of play can help with a child’s emotional development as they can express and learn to regulate their own emotions. It can help promote physical development as any movement can help develop the fine and gross motor skills (Medwell, 2023). 
 According to the Department of Education self-directed play allows the child to explore their imagination and creative side. It makes the play more meaningful to the child as they have chosen it themselves. 
Whitehead (2019) also recognises the importance that self-directed play pays and states that it must be at the heart of the curriculum. 
Self-directed play is when the child initiates the play, and they decide which way it will go. They are in full control and often will not realise that they are learning through their own play. They are fully engaged in their own play (The Steiner collection, 2022).   The adult’s role is to observe and not take over the play, however Steiner understood that there are certain circumstances where an adult must intervene these include when the play may become unsafe or if another child is at risk of getting hurt or upset. According to Steiner there are many benefits of self-directed play it nurtures all parts of the child to include their emotional, social, physical and cognitive development. It relaxes the child and helps them make sense of the world around them. Ways that an adult can support self-directed play is to ensure that the children have enough time to fully engage themselves in play of their own choice. Ensure that the environment meets the child’s individual needs and is engaging. To provide open ended resources for the child to play with. To observe the children but not disturb their play unless it is necessary (The Steiner collection, 2022). 
The adult’s role in self-directed play is to ensure that they do not step in and take over the play opportunity. Adults can help support this type of play by ensuring that they provide the correct environment for the children to play within. Adults need to provide a safe, stimulating and engaging environment for the child to explore. Adults can provide the opportunities and freedom for the children to be creative and explore within the settings (Care Learning, 2024). This can be seen in practice as the adults working with children are aware that their environment needs to be engaging to meet the needs of the children attending the setting. 
Piaget’s theory supports self-directed play as it looks at the way that children learn through interactions with their environment. Adults can support this by providing the opportunities and resources to match their developmental stage. 
Observations.
Brodie (no date) believes that observations are one of the most important things that adults working with young children need to complete. She says that this is the best way to really get to know the children that you are working with. By observing them you will see their likes and dislikes and find out what really interests the children. This also enables you to see where they are developmentally and if they require any extra help or support. There are several different observation methods that you can use when working with children, the individual adult must choose the one that works best for them and that moment in time. Brodie (no Date) states that an adult must be knowledgeable in practice to understand when an observation should be recorded and ensure that it is recorded accurately. In a setting the adults should use a range of different observational methods to ensure that they get to see all areas of the child. The adult will have a reason for doing the observation and this can allow them to choose the observation technique that best supports this area.  This could be that the child has done something new for the first time. An example of this is when a child has used the potty for the first time in the setting. This type of observation would be a ‘magic moment’ this is the quickest way to observe something that has happened without you looking for it. A magic moment would be noted down quickly on a whiteboard or piece of paper so that you remember it happened. It will be short and to the point (Brodie, no date). 
The curriculum for funded non maintained nursery settings talks about the need for adults working in childcare to use the observations they have done on the children to plan meaningful and relevant experiences to include the child’s interests. Observations play a prominent role in early years, adults working with children should have a good understanding on child development and ensuring that the child remains at the centre of the process. Observations allow the adults to understand the children’s interests these can then be used in practice to plan engaging experiences for the children to help extend their learning. By getting to know the children through observations helps build an individual picture of each child and their needs. The curriculum states the importance of observing the child through different stages of the day and in the different environments indoors as well as outside. It states that as practitioner an array of observations techniques should be used, and this should be based on which work well in the individual settings. In practice the adults working with children should have the knowledge to be able to make observations on the children. These helps get an overall understanding of the child’s interests and holistic development. It can also highlight any cause for concerns that may arise allowing the adults to make any necessary referrals. 
One form of observation that can be done on a child is a narrative one. This is when a practitioner in the setting watches the child for a period usually up to half an hour and writes an in-depth account of everything that they have witnessed. It may include the words that were spoken by the chose child and how they have interacted with others. This type of observation contains a lot of information and can be time consuming. These types of observations are usually planned. Some settings ask for these types of observations to be undertaken once a term (Brodie, no date). 
 According to Bruce et al a narrative observation contains the most information and is a good way for practitioners to spend their time to get an overall picture of a child’s holistic development. The book states that this kind of observation is one that is most useful as it does not concentrate on what a child can or cannot do it focuses on what the child has achieved during that period of observing them. It can help ensure that certain areas are not missed out during this time of observing them. Narrative observations usually highlight the strengths of a child compared to a checklist observation that can focus on what the child is yet to achieve. When observing children through this way or any of the other observational methods we can relate this back to Piaget’s theory. When looking at how the children play, interact with others and problem solve we can relate these behaviours back to Piaget stages. This can help pick up if the child has any developmental problems and requires any extra support. Some negatives to doing this kind of observation are that they can become very time consuming especially is there are several children that attend the setting. Also, if the adult is seen with a notepad and pen in their hand that this can make a child feel uneasy as they may be able to tell that they are being watched. Whilst it can be a positive that narrative observations do not concentrate on one behaviour it can be a negative if there is only one area that needs to be observed. A narrative observation can ensure that a detailed and deep observation of a chosen child takes place. 
Sharman et al Look at how to set out a narrative observation and what should be included. This includes the name of child, date and time and location of where it has taken place.  They also state that there should be a reason for completing this type of observation. It states that the observation needs to have an evaluation and conclusion of the findings and should also include next steps for the child to follow using recommendations from the observation. Practitioners working with children should have the knowledge and understanding to conclude their findings, relate it to one of the developmental pathways and produce the child’s targets and next steps to work on from the observation. 
Observing a child through play allows the adults to gain an insight into the child’s interests. It can give an in depth understanding of the child’s social, emotional and cognitive development. This can help adults to look at and understand the children’s behaviours. When playing the child can get so engrossed in what they are doing that they may not be aware that they are being observed. A child is most relaxed and at ease when playing so this can give a clear insight into the child’s behaviours. Play based observations and assessments can provide a more accurate picture of a child’s understanding and development (Kurt, 2019). Kurt (2019) states that observing a child through play is an essential way to get a clear understanding of a child’s holistic development. 
Adults can support children learning throughout play by having the knowledge to know when to get involved in their play. Waiting for a cue this is when a child invites you to join there play. Adults can help by providing a stimulating and engaging environment for the child. Adults can model to the children how to play; children also observe the adults and will learn by watching what they are doing. Adults can support children by giving them the time and freedom to fully immerse themselves in play (Whitehead, 2019).  A child can then reach deep play this is when they are so engrossed with their own play that they are unaware of what is happening around them. When an adult supports the child in play this can relate to Vygotsky’s theory the zone of proximal development as he suggested that when a child is paired with an adult it can help the child reach a higher level of thinking. An adult can ruin a play experience by trying to take over and dominate where the play should go. They need to realise that by just observing the child is sometimes enough they do not need to get involved (Whitehead, 2019). In practice it is all about knowing when to take a step back and observe the children in the setting and when to get involved. For example, if that child or another were if danger of getting hurt. 
Howard and Innes did a study involving children aged between three and five years old they set up an activity and split it into two sessions. One session was labelled as playing and the other was labelled as not playing. They kept the activity consistent for the two sessions so that there was not any difference. However, their findings concluded that the children who were playing had much higher levels of emotional wellbeing compared to the children who were not playing. The behaviours displayed from the children in the playing session were much more positive than the others. The paper concluded that when a child perceives an activity as just playing, they have higher levels of emotional wellbeing which helps the child to process what they are learning more effectively, enhancing their holistic development. This study outlines the importance of children learning through play. They process more when they don’t realise, they are learning as they take things in better with hands on experiences. 
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