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Children’s Play- Theory and Practice 

Section one: 

According to Bottril (2018) play can not be defined. Play can be whatever children make it. Real play is owned by the child and should be from the child and for the child. Real play is open ended offering opportunities for self appointed challenges and providing infinite possibilities as well as endless interpretations. The opportunity for children to be passionate and imaginative with the capacity to express themselves and their feelings can be achieved through play. Play is the mechanism that children are able to view the world and develop an understanding of their environment as well as themselves. 

As stated by First Walkers (2023) active play has a key role in the holistic development of the child. Active play excludes the use of digital entertainment, children experiencing hands on encounters is undeniably beneficial for their holistic development. Play provides children with the ability to utilise their interpersonal and social skills. Through socialising and sharing with peers children are able to develop their social development further, learning social cues matures a child’s empathy and independence. Play allows children to take risks through physical activities including building their stamina, motor skills, coordination and balance. Play provides children with the ability to develop their communication skills on a basis that they are able to develop an understanding and recognition of non verbal language. Building confidence through play children have the ability to make friends, supplying a sense of community and belonging to the child. Through play experiences children gain a sense of accomplishment encouraging creative thinking which is enhanced through play. Children having the freedom to experiment and explore through play inspires their sense of self whilst motivating their holistic development. 

As indicated by Empowered parents (2022) symbolic play has a variety of benefits on a child’s holistic development. Symbolic play is a type of play that children are able to engage with the space around them to create narratives of their play. Using their bodies, materials and toys to represent imaginary objects can help children create a story within their play. For example a box could become a boat or space ship or a skipping rope is transformed into a fire mans hosepipe. Symbolic play has a key role in a child’s cognitive development as described by Marike De Witt (2016) when she cited Piaget. Piaget outlined the pre-operational period experienced by two year old’s, where the child has the ability to represent things in a mental capacity or symbolically. During this phase, this is when symbolic play emerges. Suggested by Birth to 5 Matters (no date) symbolic play play is significant to a child’s language development, building executive function, nurtures social and emotional skills as well as encouraging their creativity. Providing children with the capacity to experience and experiment through their play motivates their problem solving skills and curiosity to discover what each object does and what it could possibly represent. 

According to Play Scotland (2023) deep play can be described as risky play where children are able to encounter experiences that could potentially cause harm or danger like climbing a tall tree or balancing on a tall wall. Deep play allows children to concur fears and develop survival skills which offers an opportunity for children to manage and overcome challenges. A play which is adventures or even threatening develops a child’s resilience building their confidence. Children observing their environment as well as their own strengths and weaknesses encourages their holistic development through their problem solving skills. An obstacle which may be physically, mentally or emotionally demanding serves children with a deeper need to confront their morality and motivating commitment to achieve a goal. 


Section two: 

Self directed play can be described as an activity with no adult directed outcome as indicated by The Montessori School (2021). As described by Learning through Landscapes (2012) self directed play is when children are able to pick what they want to play with or what game they want to play. Self directed play is child led which has no specific goal or purpose, the process of playing is more important than the outcome. An intrinsically motivated activity like if a child wants to paint a picture of whatever they want to rather than being instructed to paint a bunny during the period of Easter. This type of play should be natural to the child, where they feel comfortable to explore. Giving children an opportunity to experiment and be imaginative through their play without the pressure of an outcome. 


When considering self directed play it is fundamental that practitioners have a clear understanding of what the play cycle is and how they can support it. According to Else and Sturrock (1998) the play cycle can be expressed in four key aspects. Firstly the Metalude this is when a child has an inner drive to proceed to play which is then issued to the environment, like putting on a costume in the role play area. Next is the play cue this can be an invite to a peer or a practitioner to play, this can be a look, gesture or verbal invitation. Then either the practitioner or peer will respond to the cue entering the frame. The frame is the stage to contain and conduct the play. A flow will afterwards occur during the play cycle when there is a consistent response and frame. During a play cycle it is critical that practitioner understands their role to prevent destroying it. A child may invite a practitioner into their play cycle just to use as a tool to achieve something for the play activity and not as a participant. However if practitioner is invited in as a part of the cycle it is significant that they are aware of extending rather than distributing. 


Reference Self directed play offers children a sense of freedom to explore their own limits through what interests them. Developing resilience through risk and mistakes made through play gives children a great opportunity to be in control of their own movements offering independence. Self directed play can encourage a child’s self esteem providing them with problem solving skills through conscious design making. 



Despite the benefits offered to children through self directed play it can often be difficult to achieve in schools. A successful element to self directed play is the environment. The environment appropriate for self directed play should provide an opportunity for risk but should also be safe. As well as the environment being Intriguing to children encouraging interest and motivation for self directed play. 

For practitioners to be able to encourage self directed play it is important that they are knowledgeable. A practitioner that is properly trained to observe children during their play cycles have the means to motivate self directed play. Being patient and understanding each child, where a child feels understood inspires their comfortability through their self directed play. The significance of the role of the adult in a child’s confidence through self directed play is described by Nilsson and Ferholt (2014) when cited Vygotsky. Vygotsky believed that the standard of a child’s social and cultural relationships were key to developing their cognitive skills through play. Through the appropriate support and quainty of guidance given to children their ability to expand and progress through play were greater.

Implied by Howard and McInnes (2012) self directed play has a immediate connection to a child’s emotional well being. Their paper demonstrates that when children perceive an activity as play they show more evidence of their emotional well being in comparison to when they participate in activity they do not perceive as play. There was a considerable difference expressed in the level of emotional well being presented by the children in both play and not play activity types. The children who took part in the like play activity scored remarkably higher that the children who undertook the same activity but under the circumstances of not play. Considering whether a child approaches an activity as play rather than not play supply’s a greater emotional well being. Provided from the Howard and McInnes study the benefits of self directed play has a direct impact on a child’s emotional well being. Whether a child interprets an activity as play or not as play can encourage their holistic development to expand further. 


Section three: 

As indicated by A Curriculum for Funded Non Maintained Nursery Settings (2022) observations illustrates practice within the early years. Observing children provides an opportunity for practitioners to discover what inspires, attracts and captures the children in their care. Understanding children’s levels of involvement, their capabilities, emotional states and friendships within their setting ables practitioners to provide the best experiences that offer a guide for children to progress. Observations can be a form of knowledge that can expand and influence current planning within setting. 

As described by GL assessment (2023) a sort of observation carried out by health visitors is a Schedule of Growing Skills (SOGS). The Schedule of Growing skills is an observation carried out from one month to five years old, it evaluates children through nine key areas. This includes passive posture, active posture, locomotor, manipulative, visual, hearing and language, speech and language, interactive social and self care social. 
