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Children`s Play: Theory and Practice
Play
Play Wales (2022) acknowledges that engagement in play holds significant importance in the lives of children. Children value the importance of time, opportunities for freedom, and access to high-quality play environments. Being involved in play activities is crucial for the holistic development of children, covering their physical, mental, social, and emotional health and overall well-being. Playing also contributes to various aspects such as socialization, resilience, health, and wellbeing, learning and development, and happiness. It is imperative to acknowledge that every child is entitled to the opportunity to engage in play, regardless of their cultural background, physical or mental impairment, gender, language, upbringing, behavioural traits, or specific needs. It is imperative that children are afforded the opportunity to engage in recreational activity within their local communities and within supervised environments, such as playgrounds, schools, and childcare facilities. It is vitally important for the physical, social, and cognitive development of children. 
The Welsh Government (2014) assigns significant significance to play and acknowledges its vital role in the lives of children within society. It is the belief of WG (2014) that children possess an inherent entitlement to engage in play, and that play serves as a central component in their overall enjoyment of life while also making significant contributions to their overall well-being. Furthermore, it is widely held that play serves as a crucial element in fostering the cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development of children. Children’s right to play is enshrined in Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).
Play Scotland (2024) states that child's play is considered as an essential mode of interaction through which children engage with their surroundings. Engaging in play is a cross-cultural and long-standing way of communication that is fundamental for childhood development. Play is the means through which children develop their comprehension of social interactions and the environment. The above-mentioned process encompasses observing, testing, trying, mimicking, and finding enjoyment in the environment and individuals around them. Play comes naturally to children, particularly when they have the freedom to explore, leisure time, and a physical environment to engage with.
According to Seefeldt and Barbour (1998), Vygotsky asserted that the interaction between adults and children during play holds equal significance to that of children engaging in play with their peers. Vygotsky posited that the involvement of adults was crucial in enabling children to participate in play activities that would be beyond their individual capabilities.
WJEC (2019a) states that the concept of solitary play pertains to the phenomenon in which a child elects to engage in play activities independently due to experiencing challenges with playing alongside others or owing to their particular stage of their holistic development. Infants and toddlers, beginning at the age of six months, engage in solitary play as they require opportunities for independent exploration of their surroundings and the available resources. During solitary play, children are afforded the opportunity to engage in introspective reflection, fostering self-awareness and self-acceptance. Even though they may spend time playing alone, people often find comfort in being near others.
Pritchard et al (2023) explains that solitary play is commonly used with children who have autism, however Thomas (2023) would argue that Mildred Parten, a theorist, states solitary play is popular with children in early years as they are yet to develop skills to play with their peers. Children require language and communication skills to play with peers and Coplan et al (2014) would agree that solitary play allows children who are of the ‘shy’ nature regardless of any Additional Learning Needs (ALN) prefer solitary play as there is no social expectations. Zhao et al. (2022) explored the links between early years and solitary play and discovered higher links with children with speech impediments that preferred solitary play. 
Moreover, according to Ress-Edwards (2022, p.30) the facilitation of creative play for children, which offers opportunities for satisfying curiosity, exploration, and self-expression, has the potential to enhance their creativity. In the context of play, problem-solving fosters the development of children's ideas and imagination. Successful resolution of challenges in this arena contributes to the enhancement of their self-esteem and confidence. Providing children with opportunities to explore and experiment with new concepts facilitates and enhances their holistic development.
In accordance with the UK Government (2024) when aiming to nurture children's creativity and imagination, it is important to carefully think about the wide array of opportunities offered within practice. Use a variety of visually pleasing materials, like fabric and wallpaper, to boost creativity and artistic expression. The potential of fabrics, fastenings, and accessories for role-play may exceed that of traditional dressing-up costumes. The exploration of various materials and media has the ability to stimulate flexible and creative thinking in children. Engage children in cognitive stimulation through the use of a variety of materials for exploratory learning experiences. It is recommended to provide ample multi-sensory experiences and offer opportunities for individuals to view visual images of artistic works. In due course, children will articulate their own perspectives regarding their lived experiences.
Play's advantages, as stated by Irvin (2017), play a vital role in fostering a child's healthy development. During the early stages of childhood, it is important to encourage and develop children's natural curiosity by providing a variety of play experiences.






Role of the Adult in Childrens play.
According to NiDirect (2024), engagement in play activities has been shown to enhance the cognitive, physical, social, and emotional well-being of children and adolescents. Children acquire knowledge about the world and self-awareness through engaging in play activities.
However, Freud (2023) mentions much like NiDirect (2024) that the engagement in play activities is imperative for the overall development of a child. Through play, children gain insight into their environment and find ways to cope with different feelings and experiences. In addition, it helps individuals in gaining insight into the dynamics of personal relationships and the complexities of human connections.  It's crucial for a child to have an adult present to supervise and guide their exploration of the world, ensuring their safety.
According to Water-Davies (2022 p. 15) Lewis et al.(2017) mentions that one of the core strands of the Te Whariki curriculum in New Zealand is Exploration, encompassing the domain of 'exploration through play'. This exhibition facilitates the integration of children's recreational activities and educational experiences by offering opportunities for interactive exploration of the surrounding environment.
Russell (2024a) asserts that self-directed play serves as a distinct opportunity for children to assume responsibility for their own learning experiences. Children can have the opportunity to delve into their areas of interest, actively engage in their passions, and develop additional skills within a secure and nurturing setting. The importance of self-directed play in a child's educational development cannot be overstated. Self-directed play involves children taking the initiative and engaging in exploration at their own tempo. The learning styles of children are varied and self-directed play affords them the opportunity to engage in learning activities at a pace and in a manner that aligns with their individual preferences and inclinations. It is widely recognized that children exhibit varying rates of developmental progression. Self-directed learning provides children with the opportunity to acquire skills and comprehend concepts of personal interest at a pace that is comfortable for them. This has the potential to significantly enhance their holistic growth and development.
According to Russell (2024b), the responsibility of adults is to create a secure and nurturing atmosphere to facilitate self -directed play, while promoting the child's inherent tendency to discover and acquire knowledge through play, without imposing predetermined objectives. The practice of self-directed play offers a multitude of advantages for children, encompassing the cultivation of crucial proficiencies such as cognitive, social, emotional, and linguistic skills, as well as the fostering of independence. Additionally, it serves to enhance the connections between adults by fostering favourable engagements. The integration of self-directed play within educational settings facilitates the opportunity for children to engage in self-paced learning and development through play-based exploration. In addition, offering a diverse selection of open-ended toys and enabling the child to take charge of playtime can play a major role in their development and happiness.
According to Howard and McInnes' (2012, a) study, Laevers et al. (1994) suggested the emotional well-being experienced by children during activity sessions, which they designate as either play or non-play, was assessed utilizing the Leuvens Involvement Scale. This scale was specifically developed for use with young children. The children in the present study exhibited behaviours indicative of heightened emotional well-being while engaging in activities they subjectively perceived as resembling play as opposed to those they viewed as dissimilar to play, as assessed by the Leuvens Involvement Scale. The Department for Education and Skills (2005a, b), Stephen (2006), and the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (2008), mentions engaging in play-based activities with young children has been shown to promote emotional well-being and foster holistic development. This aligns with the goal of facilitating experiences that are perceived as play by children.
According to Howard and McInnes (2012, b), professionals who possess a comprehensive understanding of the significance of children's individual perspectives on play, as well as the ability to effectively assess the playfulness of the activities they offer, will be in an advantageous position to establish conducive environments for engaging with the children under their supervision. This, in turn, will enable the children to experience a sense of playfulness, thereby promoting optimal emotional well-being and capitalizing on opportunities for holistic development.

Observation
Palaiolodou (2016. p. 215) mentions that Plowright (2001: 64a), states that the process of observation typically occurs simultaneously with the activities of the individuals or entities involved in the event being observed. Palaiologou (2013) asserts that observation constitutes a systematic approach to gathering data and information pertaining to human behaviour, serving as a fundamental tool employed by researchers.
According to Pacey (2016), observation plays a critical role in informing practitioners' understanding of the unique needs of each child under their care, thereby serving as an essential component of their professional practice. Engaging in the practice of child observation provides an opportunity to gain insight into and appreciate the distinct and specific characteristics of each individual child. In order to facilitate a better understanding of children's preferences, desires, and developmental status, it is necessary for adults to employ observational methods to systematically collect and analyse pertinent information. Utilizing these observations will enable adults to effectively support children's advancement and growth. During the process of observing children, one will closely analyse their actions, behaviours, interactions, and expressions. On occasion, one may choose to solely engage in the act of listening, while at other times, one may opt to partake in conversation with others. 
In addition, Neaum (2019, pp, 147-148) much like Pacey (2016) observing children is a valuable approach to grasp their learning and development. The investigation and analysis of what is observable play a critical role in understanding how children make sense of their environment, ultimately contributing to their learning and skill development. Observing the behaviour and learning patterns of children is an effective method for increasing professional knowledge.
Let us begin by considering what is Schedule of Growing Skills (SGS) according to GL Assessment the Schedule of Growing Skills (SGS) serves as an essential instrument for professionals seeking to ascertain the developmental milestones of children. The assessment of individuals can be implemented at any point in the developmental stage of children ranging from birth to 5 years. This approach allows professionals to evaluate their development at a time that is suitable and practical.
According to Williams et al. (2016a), a significant issue with the SGS pertains to the extensive range of age categories included on the profile form. The profile form is designed to assess developmental milestones in infants and young children, with two-month screening intervals during the first year of life. However, by 18 months of age, the intervals expand to six months, and by 36 months of age, they further expand to 12-month intervals. Consequently, it may lack sensitivity to developmental changes as children progress in age, especially given the requirement for scores to fall within two age bands below in order to indicate developmental delay. This also indicates that the developmental status of children over time, or those of varying ages, cannot be objectively compared and contrasted. 
Williams et al. (2016b) aims of a study was to highlight and propose a solution to problems associated with scoring a UK developmental screening tool known as the SGS II the new scoring method demonstrated better criterion-related validity in terms of higher sensitivity, comparable specificity, generally higher over-referrals, and lower under referrals. The SGS II could be a valid, cost-effective way of screening for developmental delay in young children using this new, more sensitive scoring method then the original SGS that was issued. 
According to Bellman, M, Lingam, S, Aukett, A. (1996) anticipate that SGS will establish a benchmark for developmental screening, thereby promoting widespread adoption of best practices. This resource shows potential for application in both introductory and intermediate stages of development. The process of evaluating, appraising, and documenting the traits, characteristics, or performance of an individual or a group. Also, SGS will provide an understanding of the holistic developmental progression of the child and will decide if additional assessment or treatment is necessary. The SGS is intended to serve as a quantitative measure to identify areas in which a child may be experiencing challenges. Although it is not a comprehensive diagnostic tool, this instrument can still provide important diagnostic indicators about a child's issue. 





Importance of play in observation
Neaum (2019a, pp. 148-149) asserts that effective observation and assessment of children's play involves a compassionate approach that acknowledges the purpose of such endeavours as recognizing each child as a unique individual with distinct strengths and needs. It is important to acknowledge that each child will bring with them a unique set of experiences when entering a particular setting. The experiences will likely have exerted a direct influence on the students' acquisition of knowledge and their overall growth and progress. Certain children may have had experiences that facilitated their learning and development, thereby acquiring knowledge, skills, and aptitudes that align with anticipated developmental norms.
Early Years Matters (2023) says that the process of observing children is crucial in the field of child development and education. Due to the distinct and individualized capabilities and talents possessed by each child, first hand observations in various settings serve to capture these qualities. The initial focus should always be on the child. An examination of children's preferences, activities, and interactions with others and resources affords adults with valuable insights into the unique characteristics of children as individuals. The act of observation also presents opportunities to assess the specific requirements of children, thereby facilitating a more precise formulation of future educational strategies. Regular observations are conducted as a component of daily activities. Assessment within the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) comprises two primary forms: ongoing assessment, which entails daily evaluation by practitioners to determine a child's current abilities and knowledge, thus facilitating the formulation of strategies aimed at advancing the child's learning. This particular assessment is often referred to as formative assessment, as it serves to inform the planning of subsequent steps involving both the child and the parent. The Revised Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) includes a form of assessment referred to as 'summative' assessment, which occurs on two occasions.
Early Years Careers (2016) suggests that observing children's play can offer a diverse range of valuable information to the observer. The data offers insights into the child's individual characteristics and attributes. Observations are an integral component of the assessment and planning process within the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYF). Observations are an integral component of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) assessment and planning framework. The act of observing children's play entails the deliberate act of attentively observing their activities while refraining from direct interference. The specific type of observation employed will dictate the intended purpose of the observation. The observation of children's play is motivated by a variety of factors, which may be influenced by specific circumstances. Nonetheless, the primary objective is to gain insight into the child or group of children, as well as to monitor and evaluate the practices of practitioners. Additionally, observations are conducted to examine the interactions between adults and children, to assess the language development of the child, and to observe patterns of behaviours exhibited by children.
Neaum (2019b, p.156) asserts that the compassionate observation and assessment of children's play involves recognizing the aim of observing children's learning as a means to appreciate each child as an individual with unique strengths and needs.
Observing children in play indeed provides valuable insights into their developmental progress. Play serves as a natural medium through which children explore and make sense of the world around them, allowing researchers and educators to clean information about various aspects of their cognitive, social, emotional and physical development. (Ginsburg, 2007). Through play, children exhibit their emerging skills, interests and abilities, providing observers with a window into their developmental milestones and challenges. For instance, pretend play can indicate a child's growing understanding of symbolic representation and social roles. While pretend play may reflect their motor skills' development. Researchers often employ systemic observation techniques, such as narrative records or time sampling, to document and analyse children's play behaviours in naturalistic settings (Frost, 2012). Additionally, adults, caregivers can support children's development through scaffolding, providing guidance and support while allowing them to explore and problem-solve independently. (Wood et al; 1976). By actively engaging with children during play, adults can foster their development by offering appropriate challenges, modelling behaviours, and providing feedback, thus promoting learning and growth.
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