Play- Theory and Practice
Play is a fundamental aspect of childhood and encompasses a wide range of activities that are enjoyable, voluntary, and often spontaneous (Garvey, 1977). Play is defined as intrinsically motivated and the choice of the child, if adults suggest a particular play however, it is questioned that a child may not perceive it as play and then it will lack the benefits of pure play (McCullagh, 2005). The theory behind play suggests that it serves as a crucial mechanism for children to explore and make sense of the world around them, as well as develop and practice important skills. Play is incredibly important for various aspects of children’s development, including physical, cognitive, emotional, and social domains (Elkind, 2008). Through play, children can build important skills such as problem solving, creativity, and critical thinking. Play also helps children gain confidence and self-esteem as they engage in new experiences and overcome challenges. The Welsh government state, that children are born with a natural curiosity about the world around them, and exploring through play, children become curious problem solvers, enjoy exploring and investigating by themselves and others and that learning involves gradual development of play, skills, and knowledge (Welsh Government, 2023).
Children thrive in inclusive environments, both inside and outside, and where there are opportunities for open ended play to explore and investigate. Maria Montessori (1967) is an influential educator, also recognised the value of play in children’s development. She viewed play as a natural and essential process through which children learn through their environment, develop motor skills, and foster their imagination. Both Montessori (1898) and the Welsh Government (2023) promote the idea that play should be purposeful and meaningful, offering children hands-on exploration and discovery (Centerra Ranch Montessori, 2023).
Sigmund Freud (1920) reiterates the importance of play in the psychological development of children. He believed that play allows children to express their unconscious thoughts and desires, providing a window into their inner world.  In this sense, play can be seen as symbolic communication that helps children work through conflicts and anxieties. In play theorist Mildred Parten (1929), outlined six stages of play that children go through, in an early years setting practitioners may come across children being at the solidarity stage, - where children play alone, and are not interested in playing with their peers. This play is important as it allows children to focus on individual exploration and self-discovery. Spectator/onlooker behaviour, - Where children may observe play by other children but not actively participate, this is all about learning from their peers, and gaining an insight into social interactions. Parallel Play, - here children play side by side but have no direct interaction, they engage in similar activities but do not actively engage with other children. Associative play, -Here children start interacting with each other, however there is limited direct interaction. And finally Co-operative play, - where children actively play together, showing interest in the activity and each other, here children learn to collaborate and take turns, this play fosters social skills, problem solving and creativity. However, it is important to remember that every child is different, and their play preferences may vary, this could be due to their personality, mood, and interests (Parten, 1929).
Role Play
Role play, also known as pretend play or imaginative play, involves children taking on different roles and characters, often inspired by real-life or fictional scenarios. This type of play provides numerous benefits for a child’s development. By assuming different roles, children can explore and make sense of the social and emotional dynamics they encounter in their daily lives. Role play allows them to practice empathy, - a child playing house may take on a role of the mother, or the crying sister, - leading a child to understanding different perspectives, and navigating social interactions. It also, encourages creativity, problem-solving skills, role play may be based in a café where, maths and money interactions may be exchanged. Language development is also expanded as children engage in rich and imaginative narratives with each other (Piaget, 1962). Grimmer, T. (2019).
Supporting role play in practice involves providing children with a variety of props, costumes and open-ended materials that can be used to enhance their imaginative play. Creating dedicated play spaces or “play corners” within educational settings can encourage children to immerse themselves in different roles and scenarios. Adults can also actively participate in children’s role play, taking on different roles themselves and engaging in cooperative storytelling and problem-solving alongside the children (Elkonin, 1978).
From a learning theory perspective, role play aligns with Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which emphasises the importance of social interaction and imaginative play in children’s cognitive development. Through role play, children are able to internalize social rules, practice language and communication skills, and build their understanding of the world around them (Vygotsky, 1978).
Loose Parts Play
Loose parts play involves open-ended materials such as natural or synthetic objects (e.g. Sticks, stones, fabric scrapes, crates) that children can manipulate, combine, and re-purpose in flexible ways. Loose parts play has been championed by Maria Montessori for its ability to stimulate creativity, problem-solving, and holistic development (Montessori, 1898).
The benefits of loose parts play are multifaceted. It encourages children to engage in open-ended exploration, experiment with cause and effect, and exercise their creativity through the manipulation of materials. This type of play supports children in developing their fine motor skills as they manipulate and interact with different objects in their environment. It also fosters independent and collaborative problem-solving, as children explore various configurations and potential uses for loose parts (Play Wales, 2017).
Adults can support loose parts play by creating environments that offer a rich variety of open-ended materials, both indoors and outdoors. Providing loose parts materials in a way that is easily accessible and inviting for children, encourages their curiosity and exploration. Emphasising the process of play over the end product and promoting a “hands on” approach can further support children’s engagement in loose parts play (The curiosity approach 2019).
Loose parts play aligns with the constructivist theories that emphasize the importance of hands-on experimental learning. By engaging with loose parts, children actively construct their understanding of the world and develop a sense of agency and autonomy which supports the new Welsh Curriculum and Children’s rights (UNCRC 2020), (Curriculum for Wales 2024).
Both role play, and loose parts play provide valuable opportunities for children’s holistic development, fostering social, emotional, cognitive, and physical growth. By providing supportive environments and engaging with children in these types of play, adults can further enhance the benefits and promote rich, meaningful experiences for children (Piaget 1962).
Looking at international perspectives on the importance of play, both New Zealand curriculum Te Whariki and the Welsh Curriculum place a significance emphasis on the importance of play in childhood education. Both curriculums view play as a crucial part of early childhood education and believe that it aids in the holistic development of a child. They both emphasise the importance of well planned and structured play, but also support the opportunities for children to explore free play and creativity. They advocate child led interests to stimulate children’s imagination and encourage resources for children to build on problem solving skills, physical development, and wellbeing. They also highlight the role of play in helping children understand the world around them which is backed by theorist Piaget (1962). ( Te Whariki 2024), (Curriculum for Wales 2024).
Self-directed play
Self-directed play allows children to follow their own curiosity, make independent choices, and take risks within a safe and supportive environment. This type of play empowers children to become active participants in their own learning and encourages intrinsic motivation. Peter Gray believes that self-directed play is a method where children can be in charge of their own lives and practice being adults (Gray 2013).
Self-directed play is important for children because it allows them to explore their own interests, develop creativity, build confidence, enhance problem solving skills, learn life skills- learning through trial and error, help build resilience and foster their imagination. This type of play gives children a sense of autonomy and control over their learning experiences. The Welsh Government recognise the importance of this and emphasises this in the new curriculum, supporting ‘Child led learning’ where the child is in control of their learning, they state that it can lead to increased motivation and engagement (Curriculum for Wales 2024).
Play, in general, is essential for children’s development as it helps them build social skills, emotional regulation, and cognitive abilities. According to the Welsh Government, play is recognised as the primary mode of learning for young children, promoting holistic development across physical, cognitive, emotional, and social domains (Welsh Government, 2023).
The role of the adult in self-directed play is crucial, as they can provide support, guidance, and scaffolding to enhance children’s play experiences, - adults can offer to help, model behaviour and prompt if necessary. Adults can create a conducive environment for play, - to let the child follow their own play urges, and to support children without interrupting. Adults can observe children’s interests, - to watch and wait as they discover, invent, and explore. They can also extend children’s thinking by asking open ended questions and providing resources that promote exploration and experimentation. An adult’s role is to facilitate opportunities for learning through play, however the role of the adult is to support and guide children in play, not to direct or to control the play, to allow children to foster a love of learning, creativity, and curiosity (Grenier, 2020). 
In self-directed play it is important to remember The Play Cycle, conceptualized by Gordon Sturrock and Perry Else in 1998, provides insights into children’s play. It outlines distinct stages and highlights the impact of adult intervention on play dynamics. Here’s a breakdown of the Play Cycle: Pre-Cue: At this stage, a child experiences an initial thought or idea that ignites their desire to play. It could be an instinctive feeling, a fantasy, or a creative spark. Play Cue: The child communicates their play idea to others, inviting participation. This can be subtle (like eye contact) or more explicit. Play Return: When another child picks up the Play Cue and responds, play is activated. It’s like a playful conversation. Flow: The cycle of Play Cues and Play Returns continues, fuelling the play process. As play unfolds, it generates more ideas and engagement. Play Frame: This refers to the boundaries—whether physical or imaginary—within which play occurs. It could be a playground, a set of rules, or a shared context. Play Annihilation: Play concludes when a child (either the initiator or another participant) decides to stop. Alternatively, an adult may intervene (referred to as Play Adulteration). (Sturrock and Else,1998) 
Remember, the Play Cycle encourages child-directed play, allowing kids to explore and create within their own imaginative realms. Vygotsky believed that through adult support at the right level, children learn and develop through play. (Nilsson and Ferholt, 2014).

Howard and McInnes (2012) discussed the impact of children’s perception of an activity on their engagement and learning. This article highlighted that when children perceive an activity as enjoyable, meaningful, and personally relevant, they are more likely to be deeply engaged and experience positive learning outcomes. This further emphasises the importance of self-directed play, as it aligns with children’s individual interests and preferences, leading to enhanced motivation and learning experiences.
Research in the field of Early childhood education consistently highlights the role of play in children’s learning and development. Stating that play provides them with opportunities to explore, experiment, and make sense of the world around them. Play is associated with positive outcomes in areas such as literacy, numeracy, and emotional regulation. (Kochanska, G., Kim, S., Boldt, L. J., & Nordling, J. K. 2013)
The presence of adults in the classroom is considered essential in enabling development. Adults can create nurturing environments that encourage meaningful play. The journal highlights that both child led, and adult led activities are important and that adults need to engage and interact with children, building on the children’s own activities. However, the journal stresses that adults can find self-directed play hard to manage and studies have shown that play is held in low esteem compared to activities which are seen as work. The journal also suggests that in some circumstances, adult presence can inhabit playful learning (McInnes et al. 2010; Whitebread et al. 2007).
In context of early childhood education, the role of the adult is multifaceted. Adults act as facilitators, collaborators, and co-constructors of knowledge along side children.  They support children’s play by valuing their ideas, engaging in reciprocal interactions, and promoting a sense of agency and autonomy. Ultimately, adults play a pivotal role in creating a rich and stimulating learning environment that celebrates the significance of play in children’s educational journey (McInnes, K., & Howard, J. 2012). 
Observation Methods
Observation methods for young children is a widely used technique in early childhood education to assess and understands a child’s development, behaviour, and learning process. According to Kathy Brodie an Early year’s practitioner, there are many ways to observe children, and several observational techniques. It is important for practitioners to recognise each individual child as unique and for those working with children, to choose the best observational technique on the type of child and what information you want to attain (Bauer, R.H. and Gilpin, A.T. 2023)
Scale Based Observations-Schedule of Growing Skills (SOGS)
The method “Schedule of Growing Skills” (SOGS) is designed to track children’s development in a variety of different areas. These areas include, Motor skills, social interactions, language development, and cognitive abilities across different age levels. According to the GL Assessment programme online, the assessment tool is used to get a reliable snapshot of a child’s developmental level through nine key areas which include: Passive posture, Active posture, Locomotor, Manipulative, Visual, Hearing and language, speech, and language and interactive social (GL Assessment, 2017).
[bookmark: _Hlk159672059]The test is a surveillance and screening tool kit that aims to check whether a child is developing normally for their age against the prescribed criteria.  Failure to meet these criteria may indicate developmental delay or a defect, however it is important not to rule out that this could be caused by environmental factors. The creator of the test explains that The Schedule of Growing Skills enables practitioners to carry out activities and tasks effectively looking at a child’s development, making it enjoyable and fun. He states it is a permanent record of a child’s performance, where a child has up to four screenings carried out between birth and 5 years old, that looks at 9 skill areas and up to 180 items (Lingam, Bellman and Dr Anikut, 1988).
It is important for practitioners to remember that they do not need to work through all the items, as the benefits of the test allows for professional judgement of where to start assessment on a child and to continue the subsection until the child is unable to complete a task. The child is then scored in each section and these scores are totalled to give an overall mark. This is than compared to the child’s chronological age to see whether the child is consistent to their age. The test also gives opportunities to record the quality of the child’s performance. John Cash explains that this was necessary to include in the test as the child’s quality and ability to achieve something could be suspicious and need to further investigation by a specialist Cash (ND).
The strengths of the Schedule of Growing Skills method include its systematic approach to monitoring children’s progress and identifying developmental milestones. It provides practitioners and parents with detailed information on a child’s strengths and areas that may need more attention and support. The test is flexible and allows ease of adaptability and use of any age from birth to 5 years, it allows use for professional judgement of when a child should be seen by a specialist and allows those who work in childcare to explain areas of concern to parents. Additionally, this method can help create individualised learning plans and interventions tailored to each child’s specific needs. Health visitors within the Norfolk region explained the test allows to extend on health education to parents, to discuss appropriate changes and opportunities for children, and to discuss safety concerns within the home and close environment (Bell, 1976).
However, the Schedule of Growing Skills method also has some limitations. One key weakness is that it may not capture the full complexity of the child’s development as it relies heavily on predefined developmental stages. This can lead to overlooking unique characteristics or skills that to not fit within predetermined developmental categories. Furthermore, the test may not always account for cultural, environmental, and individual differences, which can impact the accuracy of the assessment. This observational method has been criticised by many practitioners as the activities requested by the practitioner are adult led and children do not see it as play, therefore the benefits of play are not achieved, and the activities may not be completed to the best of the child’s ability as it was not the choice of the child to engage in the activities and motivation was not intrinsic (Bauer, R.H. and Gilpin, A.T. 2023)
The role of play when undertaking observations
Play is a crucial part of a child’s development, and it plays a significant role in observations and assessments of children. When observing children in play, it provides valuable insights into their cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development (King, P., Atkins, L., & Burr, B. 2021). 
Play is a reflection of development, observing play can give us a more accurate reflection of where they are in development, according to Wilson (2005) he discusses intrinsic and extrinsic motivation with regards to play and identifies their implications on play. He states that intrinsic play comes from within the child and is driven by personal enjoyment, curiosity and self-expression, or a sense of accomplishment. In the context of play, children who are intrinsically motivated are more likely to engage in activities willingly, and experience a deeper sense of satisfaction and mastery, showing their true capabilities. Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, involves engaging in activities to earn rewards. In the context of play, extrinsic motivators such as stickers, praise or competition can influence a child’s behaviour. Whilst extrinsic rewards can sometimes encourage participation, Wilson explains that they may undermine intrinsic motivation and hinder a child’s natural curiosity and sense of autonomy. Observations using this method may lack engagement and lack a true representation of a child’s capabilities (Wilson 2005).
According to Howard and McInnes (2012), numerous studies and theorists in the fields of child development, education, and psychology advocate for the importance of choice in play and the positive impact on child development. Researchers Piaget (date), Vygotsky (date) and Montessori (date)emphasised the significance of autonomy, exploration, and self-directed learning in children’s cognitive and social development. Additionally, studies have shown that offering children choices in play can enhance motivation, engagement, creativity, and overall well-being.
Howard and McInnes (2012), were particularly interested in the emotional well-being during play and not play. They identified that children associate play as a free choice, where they can choose for themselves and generally stated that play takes part on the floor and when adults are not present. The paper discussed findings that children did not associate play when sitting at a table or where an adult was near, children identified this as a task. This information is fundamental when designing a curriculum on child led learning. The Welsh Curriculum emphasises the importance of child led play and it is important to remember the role of an adult in an early years setting, Frobel (1837) states that it is important to see play from the child’s perspective, although the curriculum encourages a child centred approach and child led play, the role of an adult is crucial and should be supportive and offer enriching environments. Practitioners should act as facilitators, observers, and collaborators in children’s play experiences.
In conclusion, intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and the provision of choice in play are key factors that influence children’s engagement, learning and development. By recognising the value of intrinsic motivation, minimizing reliance on extrinsic rewards, and prioritising autonomy and choice in play environments, practitioners can create opportunities for children to experience joy, agency, and meaningful learning in their play experiences and overall enhance wellbeing. This works alongside the new Welsh curriculum and children’s rights (UNCRC, 2020) and (Curriculum for Wales, 2024).
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