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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice
Play is important as it allows children to develop in many different areas including cognitive development, physical development, and social development where it allows the child to communicate with other children and to learn the importance of sharing and cooperation. According to Howard (2013), children experience a sense of control during play, where they are free to do as they choose, think for themselves, and experiment with new behaviours and concepts.
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states in article 31 that ‘Every Child has the right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate of the child an to participate freely in cultural life and arts.’ Practitioners have a role to ensure that children have access to open-ended play to support development and to support the rights of the child. This may suggest that the six stages of play is equally important.
Play Wales (2018) states that we should live in a country where children can grow through play by having the freedom to discover, explore and develop. Play Wales (2018) also holds a strong ethos that children play everywhere they spend time, and it is a significant aspect of their life. 
When children play, they explore and investigate their surroundings, items, materials, and concepts. This kind of play is known as exploratory play. Children examine, manipulate, and explore with a variety of things using their senses during exploratory play. Curiosity, discovery, and sensory exploration are the characteristics of this kind of play. According to the National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA, 2024), Children's natural curiosity about how and why things happen assists in strengthening their brain pathways, which facilitates their ability to form connections during learning, experiment with emergent thinking, and make decisions. It may be harmful to children's development to not give them the chance to completely accept and explore their schema.
In her article, ‘The power of play’, Howard (2020) highlights the fact that play can be organised with specially made materials or with loose parts, as demonstrated by the display of "gifts," which are tiny, intricate items like wooden beads and blocks made by German educator Friedrich Froebel to support learning and development from the first few weeks of life onwards. Based on Piaget's theory of cognitive development (1936), children actively investigate and interact with their environment, moving through discrete stages of cognitive development. For Piaget's sensorimotor (birth to age 2) and preoperational (ages 2 to 7) stages, exploratory play is especially important. In order to comprehend the world around them, babies and toddlers participate in sensory exploration and object manipulation throughout the sensorimotor stage. They can learn about cause and effect connections, spatial concepts, and persistence through exploratory play. Children participate in imaginative play and symbolic play throughout the preoperational period, which helps encourage language development, representational thinking, and conceptual understanding. 
The Reggio Emilia Approach focusses on children having the freedom to control their own learning which embeds learning, understanding of concepts and knowledge. By recognising children as capable, competent learners and offering rich, meaningful learning experiences that cover the cognitive, social, emotional, and physical aspects of development, the Reggio Emilia approach promotes holistic development. 
Similarly, the Curriculum for Wales has a focus of play through the six areas of learning and experiences. Chicken and Maynard (2010) claims that before the overhaul of the Welsh curriculum, the Welsh Assembly Government still had a focus on play within the Foundation Phase. Chicken and Maynard (2010) highlights that ‘The Foundation Phase framework advocates a holistic, experiential and play‐based approach to children’s learning.’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). Chicken and Maynard (2010) also recognises the practitioner as the third teacher after the parent and the environment. 
The Welsh Assemblies Play Policy (2002) states that freely selected, self-directed, and internally driven behaviour is included in play. It is a basic and essential component of healthy development for both the individual child and the society in which they live, and it is done without regard to any external purpose or reward.
According to Bruce (2011), creative play can help connections to be made in their learning. Bruce (2011) explores the idea that children create things out of their imaginations through the process of creativity. Being creative through play could be having access to painting, making music, creating constructions in block play and Lego or telling stories through dolls and other resources such as cars or animals. According to Bruce (2011), the outcome of the play scenario, whatever that may be in terms of being creative, will be richer when the imagination is richer.  
The Reggio Emilia approach also has a focus on self-directed play where it is freely chosen to suit the needs of the child at the time. It should also be naturally child-led which has no specific goal and is intrinsically motivated. Within the environment, children should have access to resources such as mirrors, loose parts and blocks where they are free to access however and whenever they want. Aminpour, Bishop, and Corkery (2020), explore the idea that children who freely choose what to play and create their own rules for how to play based on their own self-led, genuinely motivated interests engage in self-directed play, which is a sort of autonomous play. It improves children's problem-solving abilities as they enjoy self-discovery and not having to worry about failing. It is also said that successful self-directed play has a resource-rich environment, children who are confident to explore and has knowledgeable practitioners. 
The role of the adult is fundamental during children’s play. Howard and McInnes (2013) shares the idea the practitioners must give children a stable foundation, show them respect, be consistent, engage in meaningful and sensitive interactions, and use language in open, comprehensible exchanges. Howard and McInnes (2013) also suggests that adults must pay attention to nonverbal signs during play in order to decipher what children are experiencing and thinking. This should be without interrupting the child’s play. Avoiding or minimising interruptions during children's play is advised since it could hinder the development of critical skills and dispositions and disturb the natural process of learning and discovery. Children may show play cues towards the adult which may be shown through their body language, eye contact and imitating. Howard and McInnes (2013) also expresses that play is seen by many practitioners as a disposition or a means of highlighting the positive sense of self and wellbeing that play provides.
According to Bruce (2011), adults are not viewed as knowledge- and information-sharing empiricist educators. Rather, they are viewed as the tool, the mechanism, through which children can create their own rules that support their development and devise their own plans, actions, and reactions. Furthermore, Amin (2022) supports this by claiming that when a child is deeply engaged in play, which is evidently fulfilling and enjoyable, they definitely don't want to be disturbed unnecessarily. This suggests that adults should not interrupt free flow play unless it is absolutely necessary. It can also suggest that the adult should be used as a resource within the environment and should wait to be invited in by the child. Amin (2022) also adds that when an adult joins in on a child's play, it doesn't have to end; instead, the practitioner should be seen as co-explorers who never stop asking questions and being interested themselves. Students shouldn't think of an adult as someone who already knows everything but can also explore with the child. The adult should engage children in playful activities. This gives the adult the ability to assist, scaffold, and promote play in a way that is not practical when watching from a distance. This also embeds learning, especially when questioning is involved. It also supports holistic play where the adult can be the active listener that can change planning and provision if necessary. Amin (2022) claims that It's important to respect the choices children make while they play and to be there for them without taking control.
King’s (2023) research on the play cycle suggest that the adult should ‘not control or take over the play cycle.’ Just like Amin (2022) states, the adult should act as a resource. The role of the adult is particularly important within the ‘return’ section of the play cycle, where the play cues are returned, and active involvement takes place within the child’s learning through play. Sturrock and Else’s (1998) research shows that adults can break the play cycle by wanting to join in by interrupting or not receiving a play cue, by controlling the play or trying to improve the play. 
Vygotsky placed a strong emphasis on how social interaction and cultural background influence how children develop. Children learn via social interactions with adults who have more life experience, such as parents, teachers, and classmates, in accordance with Vygotsky. Adults can act as knowledgeable collaborators who assist and scaffold children's learning experiences when they are playing. This is consistent with Vygotsky's theory of the zone of proximal development, which holds that children can do more when they have the assistance of others. When it comes to their play, adults can offer direction, support, and encouragement to children. By posing open-ended questions, offering appropriate resources, and demonstrating newer approaches or tactics, they can aid in extending the knowledge that children acquire. (Aubrey, 2022). 
The role of the adult also involves successful observation. Brodie (2014) declares that any practitioner of young children's primary responsibility is to observe the children in their care while they play Through observation, practitioners can learn more about how children develop cognitively, socially, emotionally, and physically. Adults are able to identify developmental milestones, unique differences and areas of strength and challenge by watching children at play.
According to Smidt (2015), The practice of observation needs to become more planned and conscious if it is to be a helpful tool for practitioners in preparing for the learning and development of the children. Smidt (2015) also points out that the act of observation is essential to the ongoing assessment process. This is for both the practitioner and the child. It allows the assessing of children’s development but also the assessing and reflection of the adult’s quality of planning and setting up of appropriate resources. ‘Careful observation of children’s learning can help us make this provision better’ (Smidt, 2015, p.80). 
Bruce et al. (2015) suggests that to get a complete view of the whole child, it's important to see every child in a range of contexts. Planning will be aided by watching unplanned play. One of the most important ways we can evaluate and enhance children's learning is by observing them play. Observations should take place when the child is alone, in a group with other children, with an adult, and with another child. Similarly, Archer (2015) argues that planning will be informed by seeing how children move and by their development, interests, and delight.
Bruce et al. (2015) also states that without adequate record-keeping, it is impossible to provide a high-quality curriculum for young children. This is why observation is key in providing a resource rich curriculum that children have free access to. 
There are many ways of observing children, including making a running record in the play that they are participating in. Brodie (2015) explores the idea that typically, the child is observed by the practitioner for twenty to thirty minutes in order to record as much information as possible. This approach is less common since it takes a lot longer. To obtain a more comprehensive picture of development, the running record observation might be scheduled ahead of time to guarantee that every child is seen in this manner once every half-term.  There are many benefits of this observation tool. A running record is a detailed document which pinpoints every aspect of the child’s play. It’s also easy to refer back to because of how detailed it is. Running records are also a real-time documentation of the child’s play which allows the practitioner to record in detail of developmental points. It also allows skills that have been shown to be identified easily as well as showing clear next steps. It is said that running records are also easy to decipher because of how detailed they are. As with other observation methods, there can be limitations to this observation tool. It can be time consuming as it should be a detailed document. It can be easy to forget key points that have been witnessed that should be written on the running record also because of how detailed the document should be. Also, if a child recognises that they are being watched, they may act different and interrupt the flow of play. 
According to Bruce et al. (2015) by means of in-service training, practitioners will additionally acquire the ability to identify broad patterns in the growth of every child and modify their planning accordingly, so as to advance the child's learning. This is a fundamental part of children’s development. It is also said that acquiring a thorough understanding of every child is crucial for maintaining accurate records and observation. 
According to Bronfenbrenner's theory, it's important to understand how children develop in relation to their many environmental systems, such as their families, schools, and communities. It is possible to gain insight into how various environments affect children's play experiences as well as their possibilities for learning and socialisation by watching them play in various contexts. 
Children's play in a variety of contexts, including the home, school, and outdoors, can be observed to demonstrate Bronfenbrenner's theory of nested environmental systems and the interactions between multiple areas of influence on child development.
For children, play is the primary and natural form of expression. Children can express their ideas, emotions, and experiences in a safe, familiar, and comfortable way through play. Playing with children gives an insight into their inner lives, interests, preferences, and developmental stages.
Schemas are patterns of behaviour and thought in children that lie underneath the surface characteristics of different contents, situations, and particular experiences, according to Athey (2007). Professionals may have observed children who appear to take pleasure in performing similar tasks in a variety of ways. These could all be different enclosure schemas. Or a child whose paintings have a circular quality and who likes to play with objects that go round and round, such wheels, automobiles, and gears. This young person might have a rotating schema. One method to start with the child is to observe, recognise, and engage with their schemas.
Within the Curriculum for Wales (2022), there are three enablers. These are the enabling adult, experiences, and environment. These are considerably important when observing children. The enabling adult must know the children well in order to carry out a successful observation. They also need to have a deep understanding of child development to know what skills they are looking out for when carrying out the observation. This also links to the enabling experiences and environment. These need to be set at a high standard to encourage natural, free flow, child led play. 
The Curriculum for Wales sets out six Areas of Learning and Experiences. These are expressive arts, heath and well-being, humanities, languages, literacy and communication, mathematics and numeracy, and science and technology. It’s important that play activities are embedded into provision around these six Areas and Learning and Experiences. The Curriculum for Wales emphasises a holistic approach to education that values play as a fundamental aspect of learning and development. The curriculum framework places a strong emphasis on children's holistic development, which covers their physical, social, emotional, and cognitive growth. Children can develop and integrate these various learning characteristics in a natural and engaging way through play. As a natural and beneficial approach for children to experiment, investigate, and make sense of the world around them, play is valued and acknowledged in the Curriculum for Wales. Play is recognised as an essential component of learning itself, rather than only a diversion from it.
McInnes et al. (2013) highlights the fact that early childhood practitioners seem to find that the best pedagogy involves the adult in a range of roles, from leading activities to letting the child take the lead. The language that adults use in their pedagogical encounters with children is a crucial component. Research has demonstrated that language that effectively promotes growth is predicated on collaborative problem-solving and the application of open-ended questioning strategies (Alexander, 2004; Chappell et al. 2008; Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2002).
McInnes et al. (2013) says that it is believed that the cue of adult presence is more likely to be utilised to distinguish between play and non-play activities in environments where children are left to explore on their own and adult–child interactions take the form of direct education using simple vocabulary and closed questioning. The cue of adult presence is less likely to be utilised to distinguish between play and non-play in environments where play is co-constructed between children and adults and where there are more shared interactions between adults and children. Children will consequently approach tasks with a more playful attitude, which will have an impact on their future learning behaviours.
Hakkarainen et al. (2013) discusses how an adult should concurrently consider each concrete child's proximal, distant, and self-growth zones of development. An adult never knows how a child will develop in the future. The area between prospective and distant development is where individual development is achieved. When children play together, their development moves from co-development to self-development.
Hakkarainen et al. (2013) believes that practitioners who work with young children should both offer and model higher forms of play as well as encourage the development of continuing play. It’s important that adults model play for developmental reasons. It will show the child how to share, communicate effectively and use resources appropriately. 
All things considered, observing children play is a very effective way to comprehend, promote, and improve children's development and wellbeing. It offers insightful information on their learning styles, preferences, and unique characteristics, assisting practitioners and carers in establishing supportive, welcoming, and stimulating learning settings where every child can flourish.
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