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The Importance of Play Based Opportunities and Learning Through Play in the Early Years for Children’s Well-Being.
Abstract
This research project examines the importance of play-based opportunities and learning through play for children’s well-being. During the study eight children aged between three and seven, participated in observations during activities that included ‘play-based activities’ and ‘not play-based activities’. The observations were analysed in detail to determine the results and findings of the children’s behaviour and how they reacted in each situation and how it affected their well-being. The idea of play-based activities resonates with The New Curriculum for Wales so it was interesting to find out if this would benefit the children’s well-being. For the research project, ten practitioners also participated in a questionnaire to give their opinions on whether they believe that play-based activities benefit children’s well-being and how they can evidence their suggestions. The Questionnaire contained qualitative and quantitative questions to gain as much information as possible. The rationale for conducting the research was to determine if the school was providing activities that offer enough opportunities for children’s well-being to be as best as it can be during the school day. The research project followed ethical considerations such as, gaining informed consent from all participants including parents of the children, using fictitious names for the children so they could not be identified, all digital observations were kept safe and inaccessible to others using secure network programmes and hard copies of written observation and questionnaires were kept in a secure room under lock and key to ensure the research was not seen by others.
Literature Review
According to Henderson and Shipway (2023) play based learning activities such as Lego therapy, can create a positive narrative for children and can help them to manage anxiety which will help to support their mental health. The study used Lego therapy with children during transitions at a setting with those who had been negatively affected by the Covid pandemic. They believe that the play-based learning activity helped the children to express and understand the challenges they were experiencing and had a positive influence on the well-being of the children involved. Furthermore, according to Howard and McInnes (2012) children show more signs of better well-being during activities they perceive to be ‘play based’ rather than those activities they perceive to be ‘not play based’. In the study they completed activities with children in different areas and they agreed that if there was an adult present and the activity was tabletop based, the children showed lower levels of well-being than those activities where the adult was absent and a more floor-based opportunity available.
Welsh Government (2023) state that practitioners working with children should have an up to date understanding of the development stages of a child as this will allow them to meet all their needs. They agree that practitioners should take time to get to know the children and use the information gathered, to provide meaningful and engaging experiences surrounding individual needs and interests. This would ensure that the children have enough opportunities for play to have a positive effect on their well-being, that also encourages holistic development. Similarly, Cowan (2023) agrees that practitioners should ‘home in’ to children’s play, communication and their behaviours and intervene in a way that encourages and develops the play. They agree that practitioners need a good understanding of child development to enable them to analyse and engage appropriately in the play to ensure well-being and further development. This links into Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal development, where he states that children’s learning is influenced by the culture and people surrounding them and the role of the more knowledgeable other and the scaffolding they provide to the child’s learning and development (Morcom, 2014).
Encyclopedia Britannica (2020) state that play is so fun and enjoyable for children that it must serve an important purpose. They agree that play should be actions that develop strength and co-ordination through lots of physical movements, encourage exploration in all areas and develop imagination. However, Montessori believed that children should not be encouraged to pretend and imagine and preferred that they take part in real life scenarios and use real life objects rater than toys to ensure real experiences were taking place and encouraging their development (Lillard and Taggart, 2019). Encyclopedia Britannica (2020) believe that play is the foundations on which children build their creativity, problem solving, empathy and social and emotional development. Furthermore, Archer (2015) agrees that children who take part in physical play and understand that their bodies need movement, should learn how to regulate their thoughts, emotions and behaviours better, as they translate their physical experiences into information that they can use to regulate themselves. This would ensure that children’s well-being is being looked after. However, the type of clothing and shoes that children wear to a setting can be a barrier to their learning during physical play. Copeland et al. (2009) believe that inappropriate clothing or shoes can limit children’s opportunities for outdoor and physical activity experiences. They agree that children who attend without garments such as waterproofs, wellies or warm coats during winter will struggle to enjoy and have as much gain and development from certain activities.
Montessori, Steiner and Froebel recognised the importance of a sensory-rich environment as they believed that it was essential for children’s cognitive and physical development. They believed that it is important for children to have open-ended, child-initiated play with lots of natural materials from the outdoors to encourage their imagination and fantasy play (Gascoyne, 2018). Outdoor play also promotes physical fitness, whilst fresh air and sunlight can contribute to a child’s overall well-being (Woodland Trust, 2018).
Broadhead, Howard and Wood (2010) suggest that by being ‘playful’ in teaching, practitioners can ensure that high quality provision is being delivered. They agree that playful approaches, such as singing, humour and clapping, can help to encourage children to engage, learn and interact in activities, allowing them to feel happy and content whilst ensuring development to progress.
Play based learning and learning through play is supported by UNICEF (no date) as they state that all children have the right to relax and play in article 30 of The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Methodological Considerations
Sample
This research project chose to sample two children from all four classes of the foundation phase aged children in the school that the researcher worked at, to determine if children’s well-being is influenced by play-based activities and learning through play. The decision was made, because to observe all thirty children in all four classes, and analyse the data collected from the research, it would take a long time for one researcher alone (Cohen, 2017). Similarly, Wellington (2020) states that for good practical reasons a sample should represent the whole range of possibilities, in this research example, all children. However, he agrees that deciding what counts as the ‘whole population’ is often problematic and researchers can never be sure to represent the ‘whole’ fully. 
The research project also chose to sample ten practitioners who worked alongside the children every day, three members from two classes and two members from two classes. This decision was made because according to Shortcuts TV (2018) researchers should try to ensure that the selected samples representativeness reflects enough of the target sample so that the data gained from the research can be generalised and applied to the target sample. However, Cohen (2017) states that it is impossible to assess how representative the sample is unless the total population is identified in advance.
To select the sample of practitioners the researcher used convenience sampling. According to Wellington (2020) if links already exist that can gain quality information and data, it can be useful to use those before attempting to make new links. The researcher decided that the practitioners were easily identified and accessible as they were already known to the researcher because they were colleagues at the workplace. The researcher also believed that it was the best method of sampling to use as the practitioners were available and willing to be included in the research project.  
To select a sample of children to be observed, the researcher used probability sampling and selected the children to be observed at random using stratified random sampling. This was decided as appropriate, as this type of sampling allows for generalisation statistically, to the population beyond the sample selected to take part in the research and helps to remove the bias and judgement of the researcher (Wellington, 2020). Similarly, Emerson (2015) agrees that one of the best ways to reduce uncontrolled factors is to use random sampling of a target sample, ensuring that they meet the criteria for the research project. For example, in this research project they would need to be children. Furthermore, Shortcuts TV (2018) agree that a strength of random stratified sampling is that it is more likely that the sample will be representative of the target population. However, Williamson (2003) believes that using random sampling in research can often give misinterpreted findings, leaving results questionable as random sampling often uses techniques based on assumptions.
Methods
This research project will consist of mixed methods research being undertaken. Mixed methods research will allow there to be qualitative and quantitative data being collected to ensure that there is as much information gathered as possible. Using a mixed method approach allows an understanding of different views and understandings into the increasingly complex well-being and development of children (Roberts-Holmes, 2018). Cohen (2018) states that there is a greater dialogue to be found when mixed method research is carried out and can allow for a greater understanding of the research project when both qualitative and quantitative methods are used together. Similarly, Hancock, Algozzine and Lim (2021) agree that qualitative research can help gain a deeper understanding and a richer wealth of information. However, they state that qualitative research requires a much greater length of time than quantitative research, so if time and resources are limited, it could be a better idea to carry out quantitative research, providing it can gather the information needed for the question being investigated.  
To gain the qualitative data, this research project will include two observations with the children during play based activities and two observations during teacher led learning. It is important to spend a significant amount of time observing children to ensure that the researcher gets an accurate recording of the data to analyse (Hancock, Algozzine and Lim, 2021).  According to Pring (2021) observations allow researchers to scribe exactly what is happening and to record systematically as and when it occurs. The observations will be written records and will also be recorded throughout so that the information can be looked back on to ensure nothing is missed whilst writing down what is being observed. The Froebel Trust (2019) state that using digital tools during observations with children can benefit the observer and support observations as it can capture information that may be missed whilst the children are ‘on the go’. Similarly, Lambert (2019) believes that although video data does not solve all the problems of observations, they can play an important part in improving rigour and detail during observations. However, according to Thomas and Lewis (2016) observations with children may not give the complete view of what is being observed so it can be useful to liaise with practitioners to gain background information that will help support the observations. 
According to Mostafazadeh-Bora (2020) although observation is a good method of research in the early years, they can sometimes influence the behaviour or actions of those being observed, also known as ‘The Hawthorne Effect’. If children believe they are being watched or recorded this can lead to some acting up or putting on a ‘show’. Whilst for some children, feeling like they are being studied or recorded could cause them to become shy and they may then withdraw from the activity. Therefore, as an observer, it is important to remain as un-engaged with the children as possible during the observation to ensure there is no encouragement of reactions or behaviour. Furthermore, during this observation researching the well-being of the child during different activities, the Hawthorne effect would have to be taken into consideration to get accurate results from the research.
For this research, the project will include a questionnaire for all practitioners, consisting of a mix of closed questions to gain some quantitative data and open-ended questions to gain qualitative data. According to Lambert (2019) questionnaires can allow researchers to gain data in a short amount of time. He agrees that questionnaires can enable collection of statistical analysis and comparison of sub-groups of interest using figures or percentages and are also useful for gaining knowledge of whether people agree or disagree with certain issues, in this instance, does learning through play benefit children’s well-being? However, Taras, steel and Kirkman (2010) agree that there are some limitations to Questionnaires. They agree that the anonymity of a questionnaire can determine the completion rates whilst the question types used can hinder the information gathered. They state that using closed questions will not gain much information but using open-ended questions may still not gain in-depth and detailed responses that researchers look for. They also believe that if researchers use a range of question types, they can make it difficult for themselves to analyse the data collected. Similarly, Cohen et al. (2028) agrees that it is difficult to sequence questionnaires but offers advice to researchers to start with factual questions, follow with closed questions and end with more demanding open-ended questions. However, questionnaires can sometimes be useful for gaining detailed information as there can be questions included that ask to elaborate on the answer given (Pring, 2021).
In this research project the decision to not use the method of interview was made based on the limitations. Although interviews can be useful for gaining a more in-depth and detailed insight into the research subject, they can also take more time to deliver and analyse. Pring (2021) believes that interviews can be determined by the beliefs and understandings of the interviewer, and they can therefore misinterpret the significance of what has been said by the interviewee. The response of questions asked would need to be filtered by the interviewer and can then sometimes become different to the beliefs and understandings of what the person interviewed has said.
Lambert (2019) suggests that case studies are often a good research tool used with research involving humans. However, due to the process of case studies being extensive and very detailed this research project did not opt to use this method of research. 
Triangulation
Triangulation involves the researcher using different methods of research, including qualitative and quantitative methods to gather evidence on the research topic. If all methods of research findings agree and give the same outlook, then this helps to increase validity and shows accuracy in the results. To ensure the correct use of triangulation it is important to gain perspectives of all those involved in the research topic to give a broader and more in-depth understanding and insight into the results (Robert-Holmes, 2018; Carter et al., 2014). Triangulation was needed in this research project to ensure that data from children was gathered and data from the practitioner’s perspective was included too. However, to gain research that was more accurate and valid, it would have been a good idea to interview some parents to get their perspective on how they believed their children’s well-being to be, after taking part in activities that were or were not play based.
Ethical Considerations
Consent
This research project will gain consent from practitioners before beginning any questionnaires. According to Miller et al. (2012) gaining informed consent from participants can be problematic if researchers are not clear on what the participant is consenting to and where the participation begins and ends. Therefore, the researcher will ensure that all practitioners who are willing to participate are fully aware of what the research project consists of, why the research is being completed and what the data and findings will be used for and who they will be shared with. Similarly, BERA (2018) agree that researchers should remain open to the possibility that even after gaining consent from participants, they may decide that they want to withdraw from the study during research. Therefore, the researcher will ensure that practitioners who agree to be participants are fully aware that they can withdraw their consent at any time and that they can do so without any need for explanation or reason.
When carrying out research with children who are not classed as mature enough to make the decision on whether they consent to taking part, it is accepted that they can ‘assent’ if they are willing, providing their parent or guardian gives their ‘consent’ for the child to participate in the research (National Centre for Research Methods, 2024). Therefore, the researcher will ensure that children who are not capable of consenting themselves, will have consent given by their responsible adult if the child assents to the research project themselves. However, The British Psychological Society (2021) states that if the research is carried out at school and the procedures are judged by an appropriate professional where no significant risk is identified, consent can be granted by a senior member of staff who is legally allowed to provide such approval, provided they share information with parents or guardians and give them the option to opt out of the research on behalf of their child. Hopkins (2014) states that when including children in research it is important to allow them to become the researcher themselves and/or help with the research allowing them to be a co-researcher. He agrees that this enables support for the children’s learning and thinking skills to develop and helps to progress leadership skills. Therefore, during this research project the researcher will ensure that the children are made aware of what the researcher is observing and why they are carrying out the research. The researcher will ensure that the information is delivered at an appropriate level for the children involved. This is consistent with UNICEF’s (no date) UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 12, that states that all children have the right to be heard, which gives importance to the child’s voice.  As previously discussed, BERA (2014) states that participants have the right to withdraw consent at any time, therefore, the researcher will ensure that the children’s wellbeing is being considered throughout and that if they look uncomfortable being watched, shy, withdrawn or agitated at any point during the observation, they will enable them to remove themselves from the activity. Similarly, Palaiologou, (2012) states that children should be withdrawn from research if they chose to hide or move away from the researcher or chose to not answer a question. Furthermore, Mayne, Howitt and Rennie (2018) argue that during research, the information of the study should be communicated appropriately to children, the research should be designed to support their rights and the range of participation levels should be considered throughout. However, Palaiologou (2012) argues that parents have the right to withdraw their child from participating in any research at any time they want. This would be considered during the research and the researcher would ensure that the parents were aware of this before the study began. 
Confidentiality and Anonymity
Bos (2020) argues that ensuring confidentiality is protected is ‘rooted in trust’. He states that confidentiality guarantees that sensitive or personal information shared between the researcher and the participant must be handled with care. He agrees that the researcher must ensure they protect the participants interests always and allow them to decide on what information they are willing to share with the researcher. Confidentiality ensures that there are no detrimental effects on the participant, ensures that the researcher honours the participants rights and ensures they always display respect towards them. Therefore, the researcher in this research project will ensure that the practitioners are aware that they do not have to answer any questions that they feel they do not want to, but if they do answer them, they will be kept safe and protected at all stages of the research and after. Bos (2020) also agrees that researchers should not try to obtain personal information if there is no good reason for what it is needed for. Therefore, the researcher will ensure that the questionnaire for the practitioners, does not include any questions that have no significance to the research being undertaken.  
Palaiologou (2012) and Ethical Research Involving Children (no date) believe that to protect children’s confidentiality and anonymity it is respectful if, during research, pseudonyms are used to ensure that their identity can not be found by others. Therefore, throughout the observations with the children, the researcher will ensure that they use fictitious names to ensure they are fully protected and non-identifiable to others. However, BERA (2012) argue that in certain circumstances, there is the potential for some participants to willingly waive their right to confidentiality and anonymity, therefore researchers need to recognise these rights and agree to identify them in their data results and findings if they wish for them to do so.
Reducing Risk
The Participant
Ethical Research Involving children (no date) believe that when research involves children, it is important that the researcher primarily decides whether the research needs to be completed, if children need to be involved, and if so, what capacity of involvement they will have. For this research project, the researcher decided that children would need to be involved as the study was to find out if learning through ‘play based activities’, as opposed to ‘not play based activities’, affects children’s well-being. Therefore, the researcher decided that to observe children whilst taking part in such activities, would be beneficial for the findings. Similarly, BERA (2018) state that researchers have a responsibility to recognise potential risks and it is their duty of care to ensure that if risk arises from participation that they help to minimise and manage any distress or discomfort to participants. Furthermore, Ethical Research Involving Children (no date) agrees that harm can present in many forms during research. These can include physical harm, abuse, punishment or disappointment, as well as distress, trauma, anxiety or a decrease in self esteem levels. They agree that harm can occur if the children’s voice or opinion differs from the researchers interests and believe at times researchers can overlook children due to this. The researcher in this project will ensure a fair approach to the children and always respect the difference of perspectives which will support children’s rights according to UNICEF (no date).
The Researcher
NSPCC (2024) believe that researchers need to be protected form risk and harm themselves. They state that if a researcher becomes affected by something they see or hear during research sessions they should seek support through their manager. They believe that research supervisors need to ensure that the researchers’ safety is paramount. Similarly, BERA (2024) agree that the physical and psychological well-being of the researcher is the ethical responsibility of employers and the researcher themselves. They believe that researchers should be aware of the legal responsibilities and should consider whether an in-depth risk- assessment and on-going safety monitoring for the researcher is needed. Therefore, during this research project the researcher will ensure that they work alongside their employer to identify any possible risk factors and ensure that they provide a way to mitigate any risk effectively, together. Furthermore, before carrying out any research, according to University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) (2022) all researchers must ensure that they obtain an up to date, current Disclosure and Barring Service check. This will ensure that the researcher is keeping themselves safe and protected as well as ensuring that the children are at no risk. 
According to the NSPCC (2024) it is important that researchers are sufficiently trained to manage research and appropriately informed of the steps to take, if a child should disclose any important information to them during research. They believe that being aware of the correct steps to take is important to enable the researcher to allow themselves to not do anything that would jeopardise themselves and to allow help, support or protection for the child to begin, if it is needed.   
The University
To reduce risk to the university, UWTSD (2022) state that all its researchers are expected to maintain the highest standard of ethics and must ensure values of honesty, rigour, openness, care and respect are shown always. They believe that all research must be conducted according to legal and professional frameworks, obligations and standards. They believe researchers must use fair and transparent processes to handle allegations of misconduct when the arise and take accountability when behaviour does not meet the standards set by their code of practice. Similarly, BERA (2024) agree that it is good practice for researchers to provide participants with an appropriate contact to raise questions, concerns or complaints during research. 
Collecting and Storing Data
According to the Data Protection Act (2018) securing data at an appropriate level of protection should be considered by the researcher. Similarly, BERA (2024) agrees that practices for keeping data secure include using secure computer networks, using password protection or data encryption for electronic data and hard copies being kept under lock and key at secure premises, once they are digitised and original copies destroyed. However, they recognise that data safe regulations change regularly, and researchers must ensure that they are up to date with these. BERA (2024) state that any third-party users need to agree to the appropriate data-sharing agreement. Furthermore, the General Data Protection Regulation (2016) states all personal data should be processed lawfully, fairly and transparently to individuals and only be collected for legitimate reasons that have been specified beforehand. It states the data should be processed securely and must include protection against accidental loss, destruction or damage, using measures that are considered technical or organisational. Therefore, the researcher will ensure that they follow all guidelines outlining the importance of data protection to ensure that all information gathered during the research is collected and stored securely to ensure no risk or harm to any participants (UWTSD, 2022).
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