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Children's play: Theory and Practice
Practitioners support a child’s learning & play experience by providing a high-quality environment with well-planned activities; often structured to develop specific skills with play and learning working side by side in supporting a child’s development (Early Years Matters, 2021).
1.Social play - When a child engages in social play with other children or adults, it enables a child to develop their communication skills while improving their, turn-taking and sharing capabilities. Additional benefits include developing problem-solving skills, the development and maintenance of relationships with others, understanding and self-regulation of their own feelings and building empathy towards others. (Goyette, date unknown). Practitioners use scaffolding to support social play in practice by role modeling actions and positive behaviors Goyette (date unknown). Vygotsky believed if practitioners applied their knowledge and experience of social situations to guide the child during the learning opportunities, the child can learn from the practitioner by imitating behaviors they see during role-modelled activities. The practitioners use effective social play to build on the child’s foundations already in place, scaffolding and supporting their development of skills and enhancing their learning through play (Van Der Stuyr, 2002, pp. 1-5). Supporting the child through social play ensures that new skills are routinely developed with opportunities to practice and improve their social skills over the course of their childhood. By being consistently supported during social play, children can grow in confidence and will feel secure enough to use their newly acquired skills independently. These transferrable skills positively benefit the child throughout their lives. Social play can also have a positive impact on a child’s well-being, with some children using play to portray their feelings and ideas that they may be unable to verbalize, Goyette (date unknown). Children learn social cues and language skills when engaging in social play, it provides opportunity for children to have time to listen and learn from others, building their cognitive skills, problem solving and engaging in play with others (Gross, 2013,p.19). When planning social activities, it is important for practitioners to include children in the planning process to ensure they are facilitated and engaged effectively in daily activities. This provides opportunities for children to play together, support and encourage each other and be respectful of the feeling of others. Using a role play area, home corner, or back and forth games is fundamental for practitioners to be able to role model play and give children the play opportunities to extend their learning and development. This will give children the opportunity to construct and develop their own knowledge, Goyette (date unknown). Rosseau claimed children should learn through play with freedom and without barriers to develop healthy in body and brain development (Howard, 2020, p.261). 
Providing children with real hands-on experiences that support their well-being, confidence, self-esteem, and development underpins the National minimum standards. Standard 7 opportunities for play and learning, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3 and 7.5 state that all children should be individually planned for with their needs met in an environment that provides experiences that support children’s development. By using activities that are real and rich first-hand experiences, children are involved and active in their learning (Welsh government, 2016, p.24).
Physical play. Using physical play in the early years is essential to support the development of a child’s fine and gross motor skills, while also having a direct, positive effect on general health and well-being into adulthood (ACT Government, 2021). Physical play has a positive impact on both the physical and mental development of a child, strengthening bones and muscles alongside building confidence and establishing positive self-esteem. When Practitioners plan for physical play, both indoors and outdoors daily, it provides children will multiple opportunities to partake in both structured and unstructured activities, giving the children opportunities for structured and unstructured physical activities to develop their fine and gross motor skills. Indoors activities that facilitate physical development include using a range of tools such as scissors, pens, pencils, rolling pins. These tools support the children’s hand-eye coordination, fine motor skills and strengthening the muscles in their hands. Activities that are focused outdoors provide the child with freedom to develop their spatial awareness, coordination, and gross motor skills, developing their range of motions, agility and flexibility. Being physically active outdoors provides children with the freedom to express themselves while learning about nature and the world we live in. Planning for children to be able to take risks, run, balance, jump, climb, twist, and turn in a safe environment supports the development of their gross motor and large physical skills while burning energy and keeping active and fit. The use of ball games supports children’s social interactions and skills with others, learning to turn take and wait, develops their hand eye coordination, fine/gross motor skills and their reaction time Play Wales (2022). Active participation in physical play supports children’s cognitive and emotional development and gives them the opportunity to be imaginative in their play when engaging in unstructured activities. Bruner believed children to learn in a holistic way need to be given time to revisit and practice to extend their learning, they learn through doing, (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p.118). However, Piaget suggested children develop in stages, the stages must follow one another for a child to learn and that they used their own knowledge to learn from, (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p.40). Practitioners should remember children need time and opportunity to develop their play skills. Article 31 of the United Nations Conventions on The Rights of The Child states every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of activities (UNICEF, date unknown). This policy is supported in Wales by the Welsh government by having their own play policy, which states: “children exhibit a behavioral imperative and instinctive desire to play. Children play in the natural environment to learn of the world the inhabit with others” (Play Wales, 2002). This legislation ensured that Wales became the first country in the world to support the child’s right to play (Play Wales, 2022). National minimum standards, standard 7.3, 7.4 and 7.5 state: children should be given opportunity to learn both indoors and outdoors, be active in their learning in an environment which allows the children to grow in confidence, self-esteem, become independent in their play and learning and understanding the feeling of others and respecting others (Welsh Government, 2016, p.24). It is important for children to choose their own play as it gives the child a sense of control, it also allows them to have the freedom to choose and instills confidence in their decision making (Mcinnes et al, 2011, pp.121-127). Froebel believed play supports children to gain an understanding of the world and supports a child’s development and motivation to learn and practice their skills positively (Bates, 2019, pp.208-209). Child initiated play is important as a child needs time to process, practice and revisit to expand their skills and development. By supporting their independence and problem-solving skills, allows the children to take risks safely and take ownership of their play (Broadhead et al, 2010). Child initiated play enables children to be active participants in their learning through making their own choices, this enhances their knowledge and bring their own ideas and choices into their play (Maynard et al, 2013, pp.112-117). 
2. The role of the adult in play is to facilitate children, give them the learning opportunities needed to engage appropriately, and provide the resources needed for developmentally appropriate play for children to extend their learning. The practitioner should always be there to support and guide children, if a child looks uncertain this is a cue for the practitioner to role model the activity to give the child an understanding and confidence to join in/play. Practitioners need to understand and recognize a cue from a child for when they want to engage and interact with them, these cues could be verbal communication, eye contact, or a gesture, some children may even invite the practitioner into their play. By waiting for cues the child will still feel in control of their play and express themselves more freely. The practitioner's role is to provide a motivating, stimulating environment which is play based and planned from a child’s point of view, when doing this the children are given the rich, real hand on experiences needed to support them in their development (Mcinnes et al, 2013, pp. 268-269). Practitioners can support child-initiated play using open-ended questions, sustained shared thinking and opportunity for children to problem solve (Mcinnes et al, 2013, p.269). Practitioners should play in partnership to and cooperatively in the child’s play, by building on the child’s play will give them the opportunity to extend their knowledge, learn new skills and a greater understanding of their learning opportunities while engaged in play (Mcinnes et al, 2011, pp.121-127). Vygotsky suggested play supports children's development and when an adult co-constructs with a child the child is given the space needed to process and ask questions supporting their social and cognitive development (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, pp.59-60). Children tend to move away, or steer clear from an activity if an adult is present to guide the play (ref) how practitioners can facilitate play without interrupting a child's play?
The foundation phase in Wales supports a play-based approach that promotes child-initiated play, and a holistic experiential approach that the child is central to all their learning opportunities. Evidence provided from the  Te Whariki and Reggio Emilia approaches, which both believe from an early age children learn in their own way supported by practitioners, show that a child’s curiosity supports their learning and practitioners should only be present to facilitate play in a safe manner (Maynard et al, 2013, pp.212-214). The new curriculum in Wales being introduced shows evidence of the Reggio Emilia approach as it plans to use self-guided and self-directed curriculum for each individual child. Providing the child with the best opportunity to reach their full potential and fulfill their well-being of future generations (Well-Being Of Future Generations (Wales) act 2015 Welsh Government, 2021). 
3. Observations are an important documentation that supports the National minimum standards, standards 7, opportunities for play and learning. Standard 7.9 states: observations should be documented to support children’s play, learning, and development (Welsh Government,2016, p.25). Observations are good practice as it allows the practitioner to understand what stage of development the child is at, get to know and understand the child better. These observations provide the practitioner with information on what the child’s interests are, what the child engages with, and be able to plan accordingly for the child’s individual needs to be able to support them in their development. This Planning provides the practitioner with ideas for activities which are child centered, enhancing the child’s learning opportunities and provides support to ensure better outcomes for their play and learning (Bruce et al, 2015). Observations should be carefully thought out before they are undertaken. Practitioners should think about the child they are going to observe, will the child be engaged and stimulated in the setting with the activities provided, if the child is freely engaged the practitioner is more likely to get a true reflection of the child’s interests (Pacey, 2016).
 When practitioners use written records as an observation method, they should consider the environment and what they are hoping to observe ensuring the observation has purpose, this demonstrates the area of development they want to observe, giving the practitioner opportunity to build a picture and to evidence what stage of development the child is at. The outcome of this effective observation would then show how best to support the child. Using different areas of development demonstrates a vast, collective amount of information for the practitioner. This information can be used to plan and support the child’s development needs appropriately, giving the child the tools and opportunities to support them in successful learning and development (Pacey, 2016). Written observations/running record observations are completed over a certain length of time, practitioners usually observe a child over a half hour period, the observation should be written in the present tense, practitioners should only be writing what they are seeing and hearing by doing this provides positive for the practitioner to use later if needed to refer to and plan for the child’s individual development needs. Observations should also be readily available to share with parents, health visitors or any other professionals involved in the child’s life. They help reflect on the child, their learning and stage of development (Pacey, 2016). Observations support early intervention, working in partnership and sharing of information on how best to support the child (Palaiologou, 2012, pp. 6 & 40). Although written observations do not always show the child’s holistic development (Bruce et al, 2015). Observations show a child's capabilities, supporting the practitioner to foreword plan for the child based on what the child can do and how this can be implemented in practice for the child to develop further and reach their full potential (Palaiologou, 2012, p. 43). Observations not only support a child’s development but the practitioners practice and the effectiveness, the practitioner is able to reflect and change their provision to support the needs of the child (Palaiologou, 2012, p.47).
4. The role of play is significant when undertaking an observation for many distinct reasons. A child’s learning is apparent through play, it shows what interests the child, who they play and interact with, what they choose to play with. Observing these things provides the practitioner with the evidence that demonstrates how the child learns best, what motivates and stimulates them, the practitioner is then able to use this information to plan efficiently and effectively for the child’s individual learning needs. The practitioner is also able to put theory into practice by having a greater understanding of the child. (Neaum, 2016, pp.139-142). The use of observation through play ensures the observation is child-initiated and child-centred. As each individual child has different capabilities and experiences of play it permits the practitioner to tailor the learning journey and opportunities for each child based on what the know and can do (Neaum,2016, p.148). When undertaking an observation practitioners should be aware of how accurate the observation will be, there are many varied factors that may impact an observation, if a child has not long attended the setting, they may still be going through the transition process where they feel familiar with the adults and not been given the necessary time to form attachments or relationships with others where they feel safe and secure in the environment (Yang, Lamb, 2014, pp.189-200). The learning environment plays a fundamental part of the child’s learning, if it is not well planned out and stimulating the child will not fully engage, it will not provide the learning opportunities for the child to interact, question and enhance their skills (Smidt, 2015, p.12). Active listening is crucial when undertaking an observation, the practitioner should be able to see and hear all the child does and says, if the environment is too loud or an activity to busy the practitioner could miss important parts of play and language while observing (Smidt, 2015, p.14). Being an active listener allows the practitioner to support the child in their thinking and questioning skills (Smidt, 2015, pp. 14-15). Vygotsky believed if a child were observed in things, they can do it allows the practitioner to evaluate and plan for things the child could achieve with help and support which supports extended learning opportunities for the child (Smidt, 2015, p.38). Using written observation over a period can have a disadvantage as they are fast paced, and the practitioner needs to be able to write everything down quickly ensuring they have included all they have seen and heard (Smidt, 2015, p40). When a practitioner is observing a child, they should reframe from engaging or making direct eye contact with the child as this would impact and distract the child during their play, the practitioner should not have any influence on the child and their play during an observation. The practitioner should stand back and watch discreetly this allows them to observe a child’s behaviours, actions, and feelings, this provides the practitioner with a real reflection of the child throughout the observation taken (Brown, 2020).
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