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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice
Section 1
According to ‘Why is play important?’ (2022) play has a vital role in supporting children’s development.  It supports their well-being, helps to build confidence and understand the world around them, develop physical communication and language skills as well as making them feel loved, cared for and safe.  There are many different types of play that support different elements of a child’s development, some include symbolic play, parallel play, constructive play, onlooker play and many more. 
One type of play that supports a child’s development is Sensory Play.  Sensory Play encompasses any activity that engages a young child’s senses of touch, smell, hearing, taste, and sight as well as movement and balance (Exploring the benefits of sensory play 2018).  The website ‘What is sensory play? (2022)’ agrees that sensory play focuses and develops their senses, but it also develops language and motor skills as well as promotes cognitive development, social interaction, and experimentation. ‘Gascoyne, S (2011)’ states that when a child is exposed to a sensory stimulus, a neuron connects to another neuron, forming new connections in the brain.  She also states that each new sensory stimulus contributes to the brain network, while repeated experiences thicken and strengthen the connections, which make the signals travel faster.  The website ‘Exploring the benefits of sensory play for children (2023)’ agrees that sensory play promotes the development of language and motor skills by assisting in the formation of nerve connections in the brain.        
Piaget emphasised that environmental stimuli and experiences are necessary for children’s cognitive development.  He proposed that children digest new information and store it for later use through sensory play.  He also asserted that this type of play was critical to a child’s brain development (Kable, J. 2023).  The four stages of Piaget’s cognitive development are: sensorimotor stage, preoperational stage, concrete operational stage, and formal operational stage (Play Theories in Early Years (no date).  The sensorimotor stage is the first stage of a child’s development and begins from the age of 0 until 2, according to Piaget’s theory.  This is when they learn about the world by interacting and using their senses. (Raypole, C. 2019).  According to Piaget, children will progress through these stages in order but some children may take longer to process the next stage (Play Theories in early Years (no date).  
Elinor Goldschmied (1910-2009) created the Treasure Baskets for infants from the ages of 5-10 months old.  At these ages, all play is sensory exploration through fingers, hands and mouth, so the more diverse the material, the more stimulation for an infant and its brain development (Elinor Goldschmied & treasure baskets (no date).  The purpose of treasure baskets is to gather a group of non-toy object made of natural material, for example, wood (Rochelle, 2022).  
Another type of play children participate in is Role Play.  Role Play has many benefits for a developing child which include helping to improve their communication and language abilities, make sense of real-life situations, improve their social skills, and learn to empathise with others (Manager, S (2023). ‘Benefits of role play in early years (2016)’ agrees that role play is beneficial to a child’s development because it fosters confidence, physical development, creativity, and problem-solving skills.  ‘Goddard, C (2019)’ mentions that role play also enables children to take risks in a safe setting, express emotions, take part in collaborative thinking and discover new cultures.  Some examples of role play are hospital, restaurant, shopping, builder, travel agent, and teacher (Meilroy, T. (2023).   Role playing allows children to develop and apply their cognitive skills and potential, help develop empathy as they learn to empathise with and comprehend various feelings (Wikes, F. 2018).  ‘Wikes, F, 2018) also suggests that role play aids in understanding language and how to apply it in different situations and helps physical development, as role play is an excellent way to grow their motor skills.  According to John Dewey’s experimental learning theory everything happens in a social development.  He believed that knowledge is constructed through interactions between people and the world (Roberts, T. 2003).  It is believed that when a child reached 3 years old, they mimic adults and explore social dynamics through role play to feel as if they are entering the adult world (Karpov, 2003).  
Section 2 
‘How play helps children’s development (2022)’ says that child’s free play is when they play without adult supervision.  The website also says that when a child decides and controls their own play, they are following their instincts, imaginations, and interests.  They also say play that is freely chosen benefits children’s health, development, and well-being.  According to research, self-directed play is a type of play with one-on-one interaction where the child is in charge and guides the play (Child directed play (no date).  Self-directed play has many benefits; it boosts self-esteem, it promotes independence, piques imagination, teaches problem solving skills and it enables children to learn at their own pace (Ledendecker, M 2020). Self-directed play allows them to gain independence at a young age while remaining in a safe environment (Ledendecker, M. (2020). ‘School-age children at play’ (2022) agrees with this by saying self-directed play helps children learn to think creatively and have the freedom to explore their own ideas through this kind of play.  According to Howard and McInnes (2012) when children see the activity as play rather than a task to complete, they exhibit greater emotional well-being.  Howard and McInnes’ (2012) theory that the idea of play can be understood as a mental state as well as a sort of behaviour is supported by research.  On the other hand, free play has been steadily declining, owing primarily to cultural trends, as well as parental and political pressures (Schwarzmueller, G and Rinaldo, V (2013).  They also mention that teachers must include opportunities in the curriculum for children to engage in free play activities that will help them learn more.  Self-directed play includes the capacity to handle learning activities without external guidance (Weimer, M. 2010).  He also states that self-directed play is among the many learning abilities that children should acquire since they are essential for a successful lifetime learning.  
Montessori’s theory was that children learn best when they have a say in what they learn (Meinke, H. 2019).  In a Montessori school the children have time to choose their own activities, pupils are not forced to participate in group tasks if they don’t want to, and the teacher doesn’t force them to do anything (Montessori activities vs open-ended play (2021). In Montessori classrooms, pupils can make independent decisions about their education while the teachers and surrounding adults provide activities that are suitable for their ages and interests to help them develop (Montessori School of Marion what is Montessori (no date).  The website also says that children are seen as people who are capable of learning on their own.  This is encouraged by the environment’s multi-age groups and freedom of choice.  A Montessori approach has many pros, but it also has its cons.  ‘Meinke, H, 2019’ says that some children want structure and regularity, and some children find solace in the barriers created by the rows of desks.  She states that the design of Montessori schools encourages movement and change, and the teachers guides instead of lecturing. Another con of the Montessori approach is the inconsistently poor accomplishment, challenges in transferring to higher school and an expensive tuition (Li, P. 2022).  However, the Montessori method encourages children to be independent and enjoy learning (Li, P. 2022).  
During self-directed play, as adults we are encouraged to take a step back and allow children to follow their own enjoyment and ideas (Craycroft, M (2022).  To promote self-directed play, we can offer a range of toys and objects that may interest the child, such as, wood, fabric, blocks, scarves, dressing up clothes or clay. These objects can be used in different ways and they sparkchildren’s imagination. (Ledendecker, M 2020).  This also lets them be as creative as they want. She also says it’s important that the adult ensures that the environment is a safe space for children to explore- this can be done in the living room, classroom or even outside.  It is vital that we don’t disturb children during self-directed play by asking questions as these can interrupt their play (Mahnaz, J. 2021).  ‘Rymanowicz, K. (2023)’ suggests that using situations or materials that build on their existing experience or knowledge will further their learning and this can be done from observing from a distance.  Howard and McInnes (2012) states that when practitioners are planning opportunities for play, they should consider if the activity will be seen as playful by the children. If a child invites an adult to join, it is vital that the adult listens to the child’s instructions, follows their requests and chores, and reflects and repeats what they are doing (Adult- led play & child-led play (2021).  The website also states that child-led play fosters interaction and develops language skills, boosts self-esteem, increases motivation and the children’s self-worth is increased, amongst many more benefits.  
Loose parts play is a good example to self-directed play, where adults give the children everyday material such as sticks, cardboard boxes, paper towel tubes, fabric etc to play with (Juster, A. 2015).  She adds that adults should sit back, and watch children play in their own habitat from a distance. 
Section 3 
According to ‘Different types of observation methods in early years (2019)’ observations play an important part when working with children in early years settings.  Understanding children and learning more about them as people requires careful observation.  It’s an essential cycle of assessment and planning and offers a solid foundation for reflection. The website also says it is possible to gather accurate information about a child’s personality by paying attention to what they decide to do and the things they like to use to play.  Early years practitioners should be capable of watching, record, analysing and reporting children’s behaviour as well as comprehending their surroundings, be sensitive and take initiative if they see any changes in the behaviour of the children they work with (Palaiologou, I. 2012). ‘Child observations and learning journeys (2016)’ agrees by saying as early years practitioners we must observe children, analyse our observations, and use them to help practitioners understand children: what their likes and dislikes are, desires and demands and at what stage they are in their learning and development to encourage children’s growth and development.  While observing children it is important to evaluate how children are progressing in the seven core areas of the curriculum. ‘The importance of observation in childcare settings (2022)’ say that observation is a long-term practise that involves regular monitoring and assessing recorded observations to ensure the children are developing as they should. They also say that if there is a problem, observing reveals the problem or area so practitioners can address the issues and make sure the child is receiving the right support. 
One method of observation is The Leuven Scales observation.  Developed by Ferre Laevers in the 19980’s, this way of observing allows us to evaluate the emotional health and engagement of a child in the setting.  Leavers believed that if there was a lack of well-being or participation it will endanger a child’s ability to develop (Admin. 2020).  ‘Admin. 2020’ also states that the process is straightforward as the observation can be done by watching the child/children for around 2 minutes and using the 5-point scale to gauge their general wellness and engagement.  The observation can be used to concentrate on a specific child or on groups.  Leuven observation scale includes emotional well-being and level for involvement, these are both scored 1-5, and after observing there’s the children’s wellness and involvement improvement action plan which is a strategy to support children in raising their involvement and wellbeing (Admin. 2020).  When a child is seen to be self-assured and improving their self-regulation skills, they score highly on the emotional well-being scale (The Leuven Scales for Wellbeing and Involvement Display Posters (no date)’.  The website also says the degree of a child’s involvement is defined by their level of concentration, distractibility, and tenacity in pursuing their task and overcoming obstacles.  Children with a high-level of wellbeing show that they are very involved and focused on their activities, they demonstrate interest and drive, and they persevere in their learning (Woods, A. 2016).  A child with a low-level of wellbeing shows that the child is struggling and isn’t comfortable in the environment (Arnerich, M. 2023) In the opinion of ‘Arnerich, M (2023)’ children may experience more stress while moving to a new setting.  The Leuven Scales are very useful for figuring out how your child is adjusting as it can spot anxiety and responses to unfamiliar surroundings.  On the other hand, ‘What is the Leuven scale and how to use it (2022)’ disagrees with the Leuven scale by saying it doesn’t take specific educational requirements or disabilities with children into consideration.  The website also says that children with SEND (Special educational needs and disabilities) lack the behaviours listed on the scale or it displays them in less evident ways. Overall, it can be concluded that the Leuven scale is good for figuring out how children are adjusting to the environment if they are finding it difficult to settle after a long period of time.
 As the Leuven observation is done over a period of time ‘Harcombe, K. (2021)’       suggests noting the observations on post-it notes as this can be done quickly, and then added to the chart once enough evidence has been collected.  He also adds that anyone who works with the specific children under observation can add to these notes and they should be discussed in weekly meetings. 
The theorist Piaget agreed with this method of observation as he believed that children’s cognitive growth involves more than just learning; children need to create or refine a mental model of the world around them to develop and learn (Main, P. no date).  ‘Miller, 2011’ agreed with this by also saying Piaget believed children’s cognitive growth involves more than just learning; children also need to create or refine a mental model of the word around them.   
Section 4 
Observing is an important part of children’s development and it’s important that early year’s practitioners understand their role while observing children play. ‘Role of the adult (2022)’ states that practitioners must reflect and support all children and they must respond to each child’s needs and interest while guiding their development.  ‘Smidt, S (2015)’ says that being vigilant and sensitive to everything you see and hear is one of the most important aspects of our role as a practitioner.  In addition, she says while observing children we must use our knowledge of the specific children involved as well as knowledge of various areas of child development as we listen and watch.  Children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development will be furthered if the practitioners are able to make connections about the children’s play (McDonald, P. 2018).  However, while the practitioner is carefully observing a child or children, they need to thoroughly examine the impact that engagement will have on the child’s play before asking questions. The article also states that when pupils request that the teacher participates in an activity, it is acceptable to do so, but if a child approaches a teacher for help in solving an issue, the teacher must consider the child’s personality before providing guidance that is appropriate for the child (Tsai, Ch. 2015).  The article ‘Teachers involvement in children’s play and social interaction (2011)’ states that the teacher’s involvement in a child’s play might be beneficial for creating a stable foundation for the child.  It also says that as early years practitioners we must encourage constructive play by giving children ample time and establishing safe indoor and outdoor environments.  To encourage children to develop their imagination and creativity, practitioners must be careful not to interfere too much with their play.  If children are intensely engaged in their play like role playing, a practitioner’s responsibility is to assist that play without interfering (Pietrangelo, A. 2019).  She also adds, teachers and early years practitioners should provide resources and offer support, but they should never take over the children’s play unless there is a risk of someone getting hurt. ‘Harcombe, K. (2021)’ believes that children shouldn’t notice the practitioners observing them, as the child will feel less self-conscious, and some children may act differently if they know they’re being observed.  According to earlier research by ‘Howard, K & McInnes, J (2013) children define play based on cues from their surroundings, and the presence of adults is a key cue.  They also say that children are less likely to characterize and engage in play if an adult is present.  This affects the observation as the results of the child won’t be accurate.  
‘What is the Reggio Emilia approach? (No date) says that the Reggio Emilia uses the method of examining what children know, what they’re interested in, and what they find challenging in its most basic form.  Teachers keep track of these observations so they can consider how best to support children in developing their social and educational potentials. Children are seen as strong, clever people who should be given every chance to attain thein potential rather than having wants that must be met (The Reggio Emilia approach to early years education 2023). 
Froebel said that adults should nurture children’s potential because young children have potential and demands.  On the other hand, the theorist Lev Vygotsky believed that adults learn by watching children play.  He also felt that play is a form of sociocultural learning and that children learn by playing.  His objective was to provide strategies for teachers to help children learn more effectively (Main, P. no date) 
To conclude, play is vital for every child’s development.  From sensory play, role play, parallel play, self-directed play and many more.  As an early year practitioner, it is important to ensure that the environment is suited for a developing child to ensure that all areas of learning are covered. 
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