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ECEY4003. Children's Play: Theory and Practice
Play types which meet a holistic approach aim to engage children in activities that contribute to their overall development, including physical, cognitive, social, and emotional aspects. One such activity is sensory exploration. Sensory play excites children’s senses by exposing them to a variety of materials with varying textures, temperatures, and consistencies; encouraging them to use all their senses. (BBC, 2023).
Piaget, Montessori and The Reggio Emilia Approach (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) all value ‘hands on’ experiences. The curiosity approach mirrors this, advocating treasure baskets and other forms of open-ended and loose parts play such as sand, water, messy play, building blocks and arts and crafts. Vygotsky emphasizes the crucial role of social interaction and cognitive development in the process of learning (Pound, 2005). Sensory play enhances social development by working and communicating together, collaborating on common goals, and overcoming obstacles. Children exercise co-operation and teamwork while taking turns with shared equipment and build friendships in the enjoyment of mixing soil, splashing water, and splatting paint. Cognitive development is strengthened through problem solving when manipulating materials in and out of containers, teaching both cause and effect and spatial awareness. Communication and vocabulary are enhanced through language rich interactions discussing the size, shapes, textures, smells and sounds of the materials (The Curiosity Approach, 2019).
Piaget (Sagastui, et al, 2021) argues infants are more inclined to be motivated by their performance than their outcomes and claims they build their knowledge through their developmental process. Sensory play aligns with this theory as it encourages enjoyment in the process rather than focusing on the end result, building independence and confidence through the freedom it allows (Gascoyne, 2018). Pikler (Sagastui et al, 2021) believed in allowing infants freedom to manipulate their bodies into positions of natural intent and states that they can direct their own play, eliminating the need for adults to actively encourage it. Similarly, sensory play cultivates internal motivation and physical movement which can lead to whole-body experiences, extending physical development. Emotional development grows through sensory exploration as children transfer their emotions into tangible forms. Through creative means such as painting, drawing and playdough children have outlets for self-expression and communicate their emotions. Sand, water and shaving foam work as calming strategies, whilst smells and tastes ignite emotional awareness. Sensory play such as mud relieves stress and soft music, and lighting creates a relaxed ambiance (Williams, 2022).
Elinor Goldschmied’s treasure basket is a heuristic approach to sensory exploration which gives opportunity for children to explore and discover, independent of adult direction, using open-ended, natural, and everyday objects; creating an environment which inspires wonder, independence, and engagement (Helen, 2012). It offers a multi-sensory experience to expand physical and cognitive development through fine and gross motor skills such as deciphering how to grasp, lift, separate, and put together an object, as well as noticing similarities, and differences. And social and emotional development through bonding over shared attention and the comfort which is offered from soft materials (McTavis, 2023).
Imaginative play is another play type which meets all aspects of a child’s holistic development. It is characterized by creativity, spontaneity, and the exploration of fictional or make-believe situations. Cognitive development is enhanced when creating scenarios, roles, and narratives with situations that will require an element of problem solving as they navigate these imaginary worlds, making decisions and overcoming challenges. Imaginative play aligns closely with Piaget's preoperational stage as children use objects, actions, and language symbolically, blurring the lines between fantasy and reality. For example, a box becoming a chair, or believing toys can talk. Piaget believed children’s cognitive development is extended during these times as they add new schemas to existing knowledge (Aubrey and Riley, 2019; lumenlearning,NoDate).
Imaginative play conforms with Erikson’s ‘Initiative vs Guilt Stage’ (Cherry, 2023) as it creates a platform for children to develop independence and purpose. Children experience freedom to initiate, plan and control their play, allowing them to set goals, explore new ideas and take on different roles, gaining an appreciation for other’s perspectives and space to make mistakes without guilt. Social development is evident as children interact, bond, and share ideas, negotiate roles, and work together to build a shared make-believe world. They take turns, learn about social rules, and understand the consequences of rule-breaking. Emotional development advances as emotions, thoughts, and ideas are explored in a safe, imaginative context, promoting independent self-expression. For example, when pretending to be a superhero a child firstly expresses themselves by creating the narrative, shows empathy and understanding to peers ‘who are in trouble’ and conveys joy and excitement in the achievement of catching the ‘baddie’. They build confidence realising they are solely in control of the scenario and develop physically when jumping, running, spinning, acting out their character (Pentagon for learning and play, 2016).

Section Two
Play under pins all six areas of learning within the New Curriculum (HwbGovWales, 2022) and is critical to children’s learning and development. Play allows children space and time to make sense of the world around them, make mistakes, experiment with different roles and scenarios, and develop crucial skills that form the foundation for later learning and well-being. It is through play that children learn to navigate relationships, solve problems, express emotions, and learn about themselves. It is a time of physical exercise benefiting mental health and of happiness, fun and enjoyment (This is why play is so important, 2023).
While various forms of play contribute to a child’s holistic development, self-directed play holds a unique significance.
Self-directed play is where children are in control of their thoughts and actions, taking the lead to explore independently and learning at their own pace. They play with what interests them in the moment, making decisions on what they want to play with and for how long, cultivating a strong sense of self (Russel, 2024). Piaget acknowledges the vital role of self-directed play in his constructivist theory of cognitive development which focuses on children’s interactions with their environment.  By centring learning around the child’s interests and natural curiosity children grow and develop as they are more likely to stay engaged and motivated (TeAchnology,NoDate). Montessori supports self-directed play within the Montessori classroom by ensuring resources are organised and at child’s level. This enables children to ponder and pick out which toys and equipment they want to play with, which in turn promotes independent decision making (A FULL day Of Toddler Play, 2020).
The role of self-directed play is to encourage independence and build confidence. When a child is given the chance to independently think for themselves and explore a prepared environment, they make decisions, weigh up options and take responsibility for their choices (Ledendecker, 2020). Choosing their own play activities stimulate children’s creativity and imagination and gives opportunity for natural social interaction, promoting and developing social skills, cooperation, and the ability to navigate relationships (Russel, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Hlk157083014]During self-directed play the role of the adult is to prepare an environment with open ended materials and resources of interest to the child and allow them to make all decisions, suspending any impulsions to direct or interfere (Ledendecker, 2020). Also to remain attentive and responsive with open ended questions but to only participate in play when invited, which could simply be eye contact, proximity, body language or verbally (A FULL day Of Toddler Play, 2020). 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, 2009) recognises the importance of a child’s well-being in articles six and twenty-four. In recent years ‘Play’ has been proven to enhance children’s mental wellbeing, resulting in the introduction of many play-based policies and interventions within education (Mclnnes, 2012). But how can we view what play is through the eyes of a child? Mclnnes (2011) studies found that practitioners were increasingly interacting with children using closed questioning and adult-lead activities. Many conveying they felt slightly uncomfortable with ‘Play’ and child-led activities, preferring what’s traditionally seen as work tasks. However, the study suggests that children performed significantly better when they themselves viewed their learning as part of their play. ‘Playfulness Learning’ is described when an adult is nearby but not directing the child and when their play is on the floor with choice. The children who carried out the same task through what they considered a non-play activity or formal learning, where they were at a table without choice and directed by an adult, did not perform as well. Mclnnes (2011) explains the latter as the child associating the adult’s presence as the cue it is no longer play. Evidencing therefore that when children see the adult as a co-participant to their learning, rather than in charge they are more likely to transform into a playful state of learning and therefore perform better. Mclnnes (2013) goes on to suggest that practice should incorporate both child-led and adult-led activities for optimal success. This study aligns with The Reggio Emilia Approach, where interactions between adult and child are based on shared problem-solving and open questioning.
The Reggio Emillia Approach (Early Education Support, 2006) views the adult as an observer, facilitator, and collaborator, who carefully observe and document children during play, getting to know them as individuals and building trust and close relationships. They do this by valuing each child’s viewpoint and opinions, allowing for open discussions, and working alongside in a collaborative way. The adult allows the child to make mistakes without intervening and respecting their choices within their play, which in turn fosters ownership of their learning. Observing children's play, adults gain insights into their interests, preferences, and developmental needs. By understanding each child, adults can support and extend their play experiences by facilitating self-directed play with open ended materials that provoke exploration such as stones, leaves, branches, and shells. Relationships with others, places and things is also a principle within the Te Whariki curriculum which emphasises the critical role of social and cultural learning (Veazey, 2020).
While self-directed play is beneficial for many children, there will be some who will struggle to make decisions independently, perhaps having limited imagination, suffer anxiety away from structured activities or have additional learning needs. Both Vygotsky and Burner promote scaffolding support to learners as they engage with challenging tasks. Vygotsky’s (Jaggy, 2023), ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ is based upon tasks that a child can perform with the help of a more knowledgeable other with whom they can play and practice activities that they are unable to do independently. Leong (Loizou, 2017) applies this concept to play by extending learning when children engage in activities just beyond their current abilities. For example, when a child is playing with toy figures; a fireman, nurse, and family, narrating a scenario where the family need rescuing from a fire; the adult scaffold’s learning by discussing the roles and responsibilities of the different ‘professionals’ using open-ended questions, providing materials, and helping when needed.

Section Three 
Observation methods are critical for studying a child’s growth and development. A scale-based observation such as the Schedule of Growing Skills is a methodical approach to measuring specific aspects of a child’s development using standardized scales to assess any short falls to a child’s developmental milestones (Norfolk & Waveney NHS, 2024).
The Schedule of Growing Skills assessment was originally developed for the National Childhood Encephalopathy Study in the late 1970’s for children up to aged three. Later revised and standardised in the UK in 1996 by Dr Bellman to incorporate cognitive development and extended to children up to the age of five (Williams et al, 2013). This scale observation can be used anytime to assess a child’s development, focusing on eight developmental areas including, Locomotor, Manipulative, Visuals, Hearing and Language, Speech and Language, Interactive Social Skills, Self-Care Skills, and Cognitive development. It is designed to offer a structured and systematic score sheet where the highest scores achieved in each skill set are totalled and compared to the child’s chronological age. The profile results work in conjunction with parents reports to gain an overall picture of the child, identifying any delays in development and ascertaining if any further assessments are required (NHS, 2022). 
Benefits of this observation method is firstly its speed; it takes around thirty minutes to complete and needs little training; the results are clear and instant, as the activities are scored and documented straightaway (Williams et al, 2013). The results from the pilot research study carried out by communitive paediatricians and health visitors, with five hundred children, had positive feedback. Describing the Schedule as easy to use and understand and one which helped them explain to parents the process of what they were doing (Lingam, 2016). The health visitors also explained that they noticed the benefit of the questions in promoting natural discussions with parents around ‘health and safety’, igniting open communication and information sharing. For example, when screening if a child could walk upstairs, would open a conversation about installing a stairgate. Another benefit being that all equipment is condensed into an easy to carry briefcase allowing any professional flexibility for transmission.
A limitation to this method is the environmental condition. As the activities are adult-led and conducted on a one-to-one basis with set materials, the child may feel under pressure and as a result clam up or simply lack interest. Thus, masking a true reflection of the child’s ability. It is possible they may not respond the same to the toys and activities on demand in isolation as they would during a free choice, stimulating, spontaneous, natural environment, perhaps amongst peers with toys and resources that interest them. Therefore, failing to capture the child's unique individual strengths. Another challenge, highlighted in the pilot scheme, is to ensure the questions represent cultural variations and are inclusive for all. For example, when assessing language, to use universal songs rather than traditional historic nursery rhymes which maybe unknown to some ethnic groups (Lingam, 2016).
The Schedule scoring system itself presents a problem. The age bands on the profile form do not match up directly with the chronological age of the child at the time they are being assessed especially as they get older. The gap is every two months for the first year and only annually by aged four and five. Therefore, if a child is assessed at four and a half for example, the scores must be put at either forty-eight or sixty months. If the score is put at forty-eight months the development could look fine but put at sixty months and it could show a development delay. Hence the scores may not prove to be accurate as the child gets older (Williams et al, 2013).
If an observation is limited in its information gathering it will more than likely not give a holistic view of the child’s development. Some assessments may intentionally focus on a particular area to provide detailed information for targeted interventions, while others may aim for a more comprehensive understanding of a child's overall development (Teach Early Years, NoDate). The Schedule of Growing Skills focuses on set areas of development making it challenging to achieve a holistic perspective or capture the dynamic nature of a child's growth. The recording score sheet also is restrictive, limiting the option of taking additional information, failing to consider what a child can do on a larger scale.
Section Four 
As mentioned, play is a crucial part of childhood, but it is also essential in the observation and assessment process. Assessments can be done in several ways; ‘Running Records’, when behaviour, interactions, and learning activities are recorded in real-time. ‘Time Tracking’, involving tracking activities, transitions, and routines, recording the duration of each activity. ‘Interaction Trackers’, recording verbal and non-verbal communication, gaging relationships, social skills and emotional development. And Schedule of Growing Skills, a framework for monitoring progress, identifying strengths and areas for growth (Copland, 2022).
Observation is a way to assess if a child is reaching expected developmental milestones, highlighting delays and enabling timely support and interventions. They also provide opportunities to look at a child as a unique individual and provide individualized support. This links to the New Curriculum (Education Wales, 2022) which focuses on individual progression steps in learning and in what a child can do instead of what they cannot, celebrating achievements and understanding each child has their own path and will progress at different rates. According to Montessori by observing children's interactions with materials, peers, and the environment, adults gain a true representation of their development, and have opportunity to adjust experiences and environments to align with their interest’s which in turn will extend their learning (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Acknowledging the information gathered from observations such as what a child enjoys, builds positive relationships between the adult and child, laying foundations for effective communication, emotional support, and collaborative learning experiences (Eclkc, 2019). Collaboration is a focus in the Te Whariki Curriculum which looks at learning through the eyes of the child. Similarly, the New Curriculum and the Te Whariki Curriculum have both moved away from assessing against pre-set milestones and rather focus on what individuals need to progress as a unique person through play based learning (Education Wales, 2022/ Veazey, 2020). The documentation aspect of observation provides evidence in meetings with families and professionals and are tools for adult reflection on practice ensuring high quality care (Eclkc, 2019).
In the early 20th Century Mildred Parten (Thomas, 2023) an American psychologist and educator developed an approach upon observing how children played, interacted, and behaved, both individually and in groups, focusing on a child’s social development and looking upon the relationship between play and social interactions. This method is based upon categorizing a child’s social participation during play into six stages, Unoccupied Behaviour, Onlooker, Solitary Independent Play, Parallel Activity, Associative Play and Cooperative or Organized Supplementary Play (Yaoying, 2010). Observing children in a social setting over time allows insights into possible patterns in behaviours, routines, and interests. 
Play is important when observing children as it gives opportunity for them to express themselves naturally and spontaneously. During play they feel comfortable and relaxed, allowing for authentic observations of their behaviours and stages of development (Kurt, 2020). 
The Welsh Government (Play Wales, 2022) defines Play as ‘encompassing children’s behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated’. Wilson’s paper (2005) explains the significance of intrinsic motivation within play and the importance of this when observing. If the child’s decision making and motivation comes from within rather than external factors, they are more likely to have an enhanced learning experience. For example, if a child spontaneously makes the decision of what they want to play with, the play is intrinsically motivated, they are motivated by the pleasure they gain from the experience. However, if the child is told to participate in an activity with the promise of a reward, the action would be classified as extrinsically motivated. The importance of this was highlighted within Wilson’s (2005) research results which identified that individuals who are intrinsically motivated are more focused, confident and happier which then leads to a higher achieving performance in comparison to those activities which are extrinsically motivated.  
For an assessment to be successful it is important the observer has an accurate representation of the child’s highest learning ability.  Mclnnes (2013) suggests this is gained from one main factor, that the child views the task as play. This identification of play is characterised by the amount of choice they have, where the activity takes place, if it is voluntary and whether an adult is present. Montessori argues, an authentic view of the child is only gained when observation is carried out without interference from the adult, allowing the child freedom to play and choose (Macblain, 2022). The observing adult has a responsibility within the play cycle not to cause adulteration and understand any attempts to improve, extend or control would potentially stop play altogether in the eyes of the child subsequently effecting the observational results. 
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