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Module 5-Play Theory
Bottril (2018) suggests that play is creative and should be open-ended, allowing children to explore, learn and challenge themselves. Similarly, Welsh Government (2014) and Play Scotland (n.d) state that Susan Isacc claimed that play is essential for healthy development in both child and the society around them. Play is a freely chosen, personally managed activity that influences children's behaviors. It is carried out with no specific goals or rewards. 
According to Ahmad et al. (2016) from Piaget's perspective, play is literally cognitive development. Through play, children gain information and abilities that are critical to their cognitive development. However, Elkind (2008) argues that play is critical to a child's holistic development, including social-emotional, physical and cognitive abilities. 
According to Holland (2018), there is a need for more policies, procedures and legislation to support UNICEF's (2022) Article 31, stating all children have the right to play and engage in activities appropriate to their age, alongside rest. Nevertheless, Llywodraeth Cymru (2024) claims Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 | Law Wales, procedures are followed to ensure equality and inclusion in play by addressing issues such as child poverty and working with local authorities to ensure all children have access to sufficient and secure play opportunities. Welsh Government (2002a) states the Wales Play policy (2002) was one of the first to recognise the right for children to play and to follow procedures and legislation, putting it as a foundation of the strategies. 
 It is also supported by Play Sufficiency Duty (2025) and Play Wales (2022) which ensures play opportunities through maintaining and improving provisions. 
Section 1 
Undiyaundeye (2014) believes that outdoor play in early years settings is crucial for children's physical, social, emotional and cognitive development. It offers exposure to fresh air and various play materials, promotes active exploration and is a vital part of early education, involving activities like climbing, digging and exploring natural elements.
Kiviranta et al. (2024) claims that studies carried out around Outdoor learning, says it is crucial for a child's holistic development as it enhances health, wellbeing and learning skills. It provides hands-on learning opportunities, with practitioners serving as mentors, promoting personal and social growth.
Outdoor learning aligns with the curriculum's learning principles and experiences in that children will become healthy learners while learning the history of the environment, local area, language, mathematics, science and technology by learning about nature and living things and being given the opportunity to take risks and solve problems (Welsh Government 2022b).
Additionally, Play Wales (2025) highlights the benefits of outdoor play for children's health and well-being, including improved physical strength, agility, flexibility, coordination, balance and self-esteem. Unstructured play promotes immediate well-being, builds life skills and supports problem-solving, teamwork, resilience and confidence.
However, Sandseter et al. (2019) contends that early year’s education and care practitioners, as well as parents in Europe, are partly responsible for the fall in outdoor play and not providing children with free choice in the wider environment. Cultural differences, as well as concerns about measuring children's risky play are creating a barrier to this form of learning in Europe. 
Tovey and Froebel Trust (no date) emphasize outdoor learning, nature excursions and gardening for effective children's learning. They believe children need space, light, direct experience, energetic, inquisitive creative learning, play, problem-solving and hands-on activities. The Natural Learning Initiative (2022) highlights the Reggio Emilia approach's emphasis on outdoor environments, promoting curiosity exploration, flexible curriculum, and sensory-rich experiences incorporating plants.

Action for Children (2022) emphasizes the importance of sensory play, which involves touch, sight, hearing, smell and taste from birth. This play helps children understand their bodies and the world, making it an essential part of their learning and development and can be used from birth and can be adapted to the child. It is fun, engaging and can be conducted in various environments using natural and manmade resources.
According to Kable (2020), sensory play promotes learning in all developmental domains, including cognitive development, exploration, curiosity, creativity and problem solving, making it a holistic approach. It also strengthens the brain's neural connections and promotes language, motor and physical abilities. Sensory play can foster resilience and confidence in a child's own learning; sensory play is a vital aspect of child’s development.  
Ceredigion County Council (n.d.) acknowledges that sensory play is crucial for children with additional learning needs, however, on occasion can be a barrier with sensory overload. Activities can be adjusted to create an inclusive environment with equal opportunities. Sensory play can also benefit children with hearing or visual impairments. For example, a child who is hard of hearing might feel the rhythm of a drum; a child who is blind or visually impaired can use various textures.
Gascoyne (2018) highlights the benefits of sensory play in a child's learning and development, stating that it fosters social connections, language skills, motor abilities, cognitive growth and overall wellbeing through enjoyable, unstructured play. According to Welsh Government (2022a), the six areas of learning and sensory play can be used in any sector such as expressive arts, through creativity or awareness of their environment. 
Piaget's theory suggests that children's cognitive development is influenced by experiences and environmental stimuli, acquired through sensory play, starting with the Sensorimotor Stage (0-2) where infants and toddlers explore their environment using their five senses. (Gasgoyne, 2016; York, 2001).
Similarly, Isaacs (2018) explains Montessori sensory activities are hands-on activities that stimulate a child's five senses, allowing them to manipulate objects, recognize texture and sound and classify materials. These activities promote independence and self-discovery, fostering self-directed learning.
Waters (2022) outlines different stages of play, including unoccupied, independent and spectator play. Unoccupied play involves observing the scene, independent play involves engaging in activities without concern for others and spectator play observes others playing. Parallel play teaches interaction skills.
According to Thomas's (2023) research, Mildred Parten's six stages of play are all utilised in a wide variety of plays. Outdoor and sensory play can make use of all six principles. As in both plays, a child can play alone, as an onlooker or an observer, and independently when surrounded by people and free from outside distractions. The latter three phases involve greater social interaction that can be modified for both sensory and outdoor play. 

Section 2
Hughes (2010; Juster, 2015; Vygotsky, 1980, cited in Aminpour, Bishop and Corkery, 2020) claim self-directed play is a form of independent play that develops when children freely choose what to play and create their own rules for how to play based around their own self-led, naturally creative and motivated interests. Childhood sociology supports play as it aids in problem-solving skills development in children through self-discovery and no concerns of failure (Hoffmann & Russ, 2016; Riley & Jones, 2010 and Frost et al. (2001 cited in Aminpour, Bishop and Corkery, 2020) physical play, cognitive play and social play are the primary types of self-directed play. 
Fiechtner and Albrecht (2019) highlight that self-directed play is crucial from babies to early school age, fostering motor skills development, nonverbal cue expression and social abilities. In toddler years, it focuses on imaginative exploration, creativity and language abilities. Preschool children develop complex, language-based play ideas and create structured games, requiring less teacher involvement.
Likewise, St Andrews International School Bangkok (2021) promotes self-directed play, allowing children to explore the world on their own terms, free from adult-directed agendas or structured rules. This unstructured time encourages innate curiosity and creativity, fostering self-discovery and imaginative scenarios.
Moreover, according to The Montessori School of the Burkshires (2024), self-directed play involves children initiating and guiding their own activities, allowing them to explore their interests independently. This style of play is distinguished by the child's individual decision-making, which is driven by internal motivation rather than a planned goal. It develops organically, encouraging creativity and discovery in a natural setting.
St Andrews International School Bangkok (2021) maintains that self-directed play is crucial because it promotes holistic development by improving cognitive, physical, social and emotional skills. It fosters independent learners and competent problem solvers, resulting in increased academic performance and the development of important life skills.
Additionally, Ledendecker (2020) states self-directed play offers numerous advantages, including fostering independence, enhancing confidence and promoting problem-solving skills. It enables children to learn at their own pace and encourages intrinsic motivation.
Furthermore, Ashton (2021) highlights the benefits of self-directed play for overall well-being and holistic development, emphasizing perseverance, problem-solving, social skills, creativity and curiosity, encouraging children to take charge of their education.
Moyles (2023) points out that Holistic play is a combination of self-directed and specialized play, emphasizing the importance of spiritual and emotional journeys, fostering attentive listening, respect and meaningful relationships among participants, resulting in helpful conversations and involvement.
According to Ashiabi (2007, cited in McInnes et al., 2013), the function of the teacher/practitioner in the early years is vital in supporting development. McInnes et al. (2013) maintains that in early childhood education, effective pedagogy involves adults taking on a variety of responsibilities, from guiding activities to encouraging children to take the lead. According to the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) project (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002, cited in Taggart et al.,2015), effective settings incorporate both adult-led and child-led activities. Adults should engage and interact with children while building on children's activities. 
Furthermore, Andrew (2017) emphasizes the crucial role of adults in play, which includes supporting and facilitating play experiences, providing a meaningful environment and promoting inclusive practices, which involve observing children's interactions and scaffolding their learning to enhance development.
Additionally, Rymanowicz (2015) emphasizes that adults in early childhood self-directed play have a crucial role as observers, facilitators and supportive providers, creating a safe environment and enhancing learning through cues like verbal language and mirroring behaviours.
Lee (2013) and Reggio Emilia Approach (2019) suggest the responsibilities of an adult closely resemble those of practitioners in international settings such as Reggio Emilia and Te Whāriki. They serve as facilitators and co-learners, fostering a safe and nurturing environment while actively engaging with children and supporting their learning by following their interests.
King and Newstead (2020) propose the play cycle as a structured approach to child development, consisting of six key components: Meta-lude, Play cue, Play return, Loop and flow, Play frame and Annihilation. Meta-lude signifies higher levels of play, cue signals engagement, return responds to intentions and Annihilation occurs when play frame loses significance.
Sturrock and Else (1988) introduced the play cycle as a framework for understanding children's play experiences, addressing adulteration and questioning interventions' necessity and timing. They emphasize the importance of maintaining play's integrity without imposing control or alteration.
Furthermore, Swansea University (2023) explains that children engage in play by utilizing their internal experiences and the external environment, interpreting pre-cues as external cues that inspire thoughts. Adults play without altering it in four ways: observing, serving as a resource, providing medial intervention, becoming a partner or initiating and reciprocating play cues and returns.
Section 3 
The Azilo training (2021) emphasizes the importance of observation in assessing a child's holistic development, including physical, emotional and social skills, behaviours and gestures, to uncover their interests, preferences and interactions with peers and their environment. Observation involves watching, listening, documenting and analysing children during their play. Additionally, Kashin (2022) states that learning about play and development can be achieved by observing children. 
Rosa (2015) defines observation as the formal and informal process of documenting and gathering evidence of a child's behaviour and interactions, allowing practitioners to view each child as unique, requiring objective skills and participation. Observation requires objective skills; looking, listening, recording, where every child has the right to participate.
UNICEF (1989) outlined in Section 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child Article 12, emphasizes that children are entitled to express their views and have those views considered in any matters or processes that impact them.
Features (2021) claims the importance of observation in understanding a child's environment and unique behaviours, providing practitioners with valuable insights to support their child's future development effectively.
Furthermore, Smidt (2015) maintains observing children closely provides valuable insights into their holistic development, interests and preferred learning styles. This understanding enables practitioners to tailor their approaches, thereby enhancing learning opportunities and creating engaging and enriching educational experiences.
Gowrie New South Wales (2023) maintains that observation is crucial for designing a responsive, child-centred curriculum, supporting specific goals, articulating skills and providing parents with feedback on their child's educational progress.
Additionally, Louis (2022) asserts that observation is crucial in identifying children's needs, providing necessary support, identifying resources for improved learning, fostering relationships and aiding in planning future educational experiences to cater to diverse needs.
According to Bruce, Louis and McCall (2015), numerous theorists have used observation as a method initially focusing on their own children. Notable figures include Piaget (1920), Navarra (1955) and Ruth Weir (1970s), each examining various skills. Piaget observed behaviours in natural settings, while others concentrated on language development and the creative expressions of their children through art. 
According to Gowrie New South Wales (2023), photographic and video documentation can successfully illustrate a child's learning process, providing insights into their development, abilities, interests and dislike while also demonstrating their skill progress over time. Likewise, Connect Childcare (2024) suggests that photographic and video observation is a valuable method for recording challenging play and learning experiences, enabling personalized planning based on individual needs.
Jotter (2019a) states, visuals and recordings of the child accompanied by detailed annotations and descriptions of the context in which each image was captured, offer essential understanding of the child's identity and individuality. Rosa (2015) suggests that sharing videos, recordings and observations with parents and children can enhance learning discussions, highlight experiences, foster celebration and build relationships, even with families / parents with language barriers or learning needs.

Gowrie New South Wales (2023), highlights the benefits of using photographic and video observation in child therapy, allowing for immediate capture of a child's mood and direct quotations, while maintaining a distance to prevent alteration of behaviour. This method also allows practitioners to document the play experience, facilitating review, evaluation and assessment.
However, Online learning college (2021) highlights barriers to using photographic and video observations, including obtaining parental consent, time-consuming analysis, potential bias and potential shyness among children. Additionally, the study highlights the potential for negative behaviours and significant moments in recorded videos.
Similarly, Jotter (2019b) notes that jottings are made in real-time by documenting significant events as they occur. However, this observational method cannot be presented to children as a form of celebration since it is a written approach. Additionally, it is not necessarily time-intensive, as it focuses solely on recording key events and behaviours without extensive analysis.
The Welsh Government (2022b) emphasizes the significance of effective observation in educational settings, stating that it aids in informed planning for future learning, supports children and institutions and should be conducted consistently and manageable across various environments.
Nevertheless, Senedd Wales (2025) raises significant concerns regarding childcare funding, which may adversely affect staffing levels and the training necessary to achieve excellence in care and education.
According to Birkeland, Baste and Ødegaard (2020), countries such as Norway recognize the significance of observation during early childhood, however such observations tend to be infrequent and informal, often lacking a focus on the child's learning.
Louis (2022) suggests that observing children through photographs and videos provides a comprehensive understanding of their behaviour, interactions and family dynamics. Parents and guardians can contribute by sharing visual documentation, fostering a comprehensive understanding of their child's holistic development.
Section 4 
Louis (2022) emphasizes that play is essential for a child's development, serving as a fundamental aspect of human growth. It facilitates the understanding of emotions, feelings, ideas, personal experiences and an overall holistic development. Through play, children take charge of their own learning, elevating their imagination and creativity to new heights, finding their interests, starting to understand their surroundings and their world around them, gaining understand of themself.
According to Neaum (2016, cited in Kurt, 2020), the best way to evaluate a child is to watch them play since it gives a genuine understanding of how they behave when they are relaxed, comfortable and enjoying themselves. Since it enables the observation of a child's behaviours and discloses their interests and motivations, this method is ideal for obtaining a thorough grasp of the child's learning and development.
Moreover, Louis (2022) states that, Friedrich Froebel emphasized the importance of observation of children during play, stating that they learn and develop through their activities, senses and interests; arguing that adults should closely monitor children's play to gain insights into their thoughts, interests and evolving ideas, thereby maximizing the effectiveness of adult intervention.
Furthermore, Azilo training (2021) maintains by observing a child's play, exploration and learning activities, practitioners can evaluate the child's developmental growth. This observation indicates the future assistance required for the child to pick up new interests, abilities and information as well as whether the surroundings and resources, such as toys or equipment are effective in encouraging development.
Research by Howard and McInnes (2013, cited in Bulgarelli, Besio and Stancheva-Popkostadinova (2018), suggests that play observation and assessments provide a more precise evaluation of a child's development compared to traditional assessment methods. This approach reduces feelings of failure and pressure, as play is a more natural and voluntary activity for children. Similarly, in contrast to traditional standardised tests, Kaugars (2011, cited in Bulgarelli, Besio and Stancheva-Popkostadinova, 2018) claims that play-based assessments offer a more effective way to uncover a child's psychological and developmental abilities because they reflect the natural variability of play and offer a variety of options for exploration.
Furthermore, nidirect (2018) maintains that play significantly enhances the cognitive, physical, social and emotional development of children. Observing a child during play reveals numerous beneficial skills being cultivated, as play serves as a medium through which children explore their environment and their own identities. Research indicates that through play, children develop essential attributes such as confidence, self-esteem, resilience, social interaction, independence, curiosity and the ability to cope with challenges. This holistic approach provides a clearer understanding of a child's overall development, as various skills are engaged while the child feels comfortable, happy and relaxed.
Kinzler and Spelke (2011, cited in Lee and Song, 2024) indicate that when children become aware of being observed, their behaviour could tend to conform, leading them to adjust their actions to align with those of their peers in pursuit of acceptance and similarity. When a child engages in play within a supportive environment, their behaviour remains consistent, allowing them to maintain a sense of comfort and self-assurance.
Bulgarelli, Besio and Stancheva-Popkostadinova (2018), suggest naturalistic observation during children's play, focusing on child-initiated activities. This approach allows children to engage in a more relaxed and authentic manner. In addition, The Colorado Department of Education (2021) emphasizes recording play to uncover interests and dislikes, aiding in future planning. Observing children at different times of the day promotes personal growth and creates an inclusive learning environment, fostering a more authentic and relaxed learning environment.
Howard and McInnes (2012) emphasize the importance of education and training in child development, emotional health and play in activities. Studies show that children's emotional health improves when they view activities, highlighting the benefits of play for children's mental health and its relevance to professional practices in Early years settings.
Froebel Trust (2024) asserts that practitioners must be knowledgeable about both the methods required for effective observation and the observations they make. This entails being able to watch from a distance without participating until asked, ready or when necessary. Practitioners must also have a thorough understanding of each child's likes/dislikes and interests to correctly arrange or modify the learning environment as necessary to enhance the learning experience.
Janelle (2023) states the understanding of play is greatly aided by important theorists such as Lev Vygotsky, Mildred Parten and Jean Piaget. While all individuals have a different take on play, they all agree that it is essential to children's overall holistic development.
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