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                                         Children’s play: Theory and Practice 

1.
Play is essential In helping children develop a sense of who they are and where they belong, and about people, the world, and building confidence in themselves. According to Dewis Wales (2023).

Messy play or Sensory play is the use of different materials that can be used like slime, playdough, water, sand, food and many more materials that can be used. It can help children to express, understand and channel any anger they may feel, helping them to regulate. Children can play either using their hands, fingers, feet or even tools like a spoon, rolling pin, jugs and any other tools they can find. Queensland Government (2023).

Play matters (2022) believe that children use the curiosity approach to messy/sensory play. It uses all of the sense’s, look, smell, feel, taste, hearing these are the natural uses, but it also helps with balance, posture and movement. Messy/Sensory play can be indoors as well as outdoors. It has many benefits to help with the child’s development like, fine motor skills learning to grasps, pinch, balance, eye coordination using the eyes and hand movements.

 According to Play matter (2022)  Cognitive development that develops the brains nerve connections, making the brain stronger in developing their sensory processing, problem solving, creativity, asking and answering questions, investigating, Language, maths, science, well-being, socialising with others, whether it is alongside each other or together, encouraging learning to share and taking turns. Messy/Sensory play can be adapted to all children making it an inclusive play. 

(Froebel 1782–1852, Steiner 1861–1925, Montessori 1870–1952, Paget 1896–1980) were all advocates for messy/sensory play and the importance it played in a child’s cognitive and physical development. They emphasised on the connection made between messy/sensory play and the environment/world around them. Gascoyne, S. (2018).   

[bookmark: _Hlk160304821]Froebel (1982 -1852) theory was based on giving children play experiences that would develop creativity and self-expression. He felt that when children played in the outdoors they were exploring the natural  environment around them, which would then build on their social skills, problem solving and the knowledge and understanding of the world, making open ended play. (Murphy, A. 2022, pp 41).

Dr Wardle, F. (2015) suggests that Constructive/Loose parts play is about children experimenting with being able to build or draw, taking risks on where they could build and draw, using different types of materials, Building can be using many objects like, Lego, blocks, wood, household materials like cardboard, plastic. Being able to build a den out of sticks, planks of wood, sheets, houses from Lego, cardboard, blocks, making rockets from recycling materials.
Drawing using pencils, crayons, paints, sand, playdough, fingers, feet, brushes and many more items. 
Constructive/Loose parts play can be an indoor or outdoor activity it encourages exploring, investigating, sharing, how to use tools safely, implementing the risks using tools, looking at the world around us, our environment. It covers all areas of learning but it helps build on the children’s maths, language, science, well-being. According to Dr Wardle, F. (2015)

The other benefits to constructive play/Loose parts play is it encourages the children’s imagination, experimenting, their cognitive development, fine motor skills, problem solving, social skills, creativity, it produces the curious approach. Constructive play can be open ended. Suggested by Tiner, L. (2014).

Some disadvantages that may take place is that children may feel slightly apprehensive when first shown constructive/loose parts and the sustainability of materials being used, some children may also feel nervous with the use of sharp tools and it may not be fully inclusive for all children to engage in activities. NCBI (2019)

Play Wales (2017) Agreed that constructive/loose parts play, provides an engaging environment and that children emerge in the play without thinking, developing the sense of belonging. Constructive/loose parts play can be incorporated into the home environment, offering flexibility and adaptability, developing the child’s self-confidence and believing in themselves that they can problem solve without the help of an adult.

However Birthto5matters (N.D). believe that the environment around us foster the holistic approach to development and learning. Recognising that it is constantly changing a child’s experience and that all development and learning is in the action that happens at the same time. Therefore the play that is mentioned both support the holistic play approach as they both include physical, language, emotional, well-being play.
(McMillan 1860-1931) agreed with Froebel (1982 -1852) that the outdoors was the best type of place for learning, and that it provided a way to self-express, encouraged their creativity, exploration, social and experimental learning. (Murphy, A. 2022, pp. 44).

































2.

The UNCRC’s article 31 say that children has the right to rest, play and take part in activities regardless of their age, culture, background and gender. Suggested by Play Wales (N.D).

Education Scotland (2017) suggested that play is important to the children’s brain development 
and to building relationships. They suggest that children express and explore their feelings through play.
Self-directed play or also known as open-ended play is where children get an object and use it in different ways of play, without the adult intervening. The benefits of self-directed play, it helps to build confidence, it can help with problem solving, children can learn at their own pace, it can help to stimulate their imagination and motivation. Ledendecker, M. (2020).

According to Thigpen, T. (2023) Challenges that may be faced with self-directed play, is that some children may feel less confident with leading their own play, which can lead to a lack of motivation, resources maybe restricted and the curriculum can also be an obstacle, but although these maybe challenges they can also be overcome. 
As an adult you can encourage children to take risks in their play as there is no right or wrong way to play, resources can be found through donations from the local community and also from the environment around us, like pine cones, stones, sticks. Self-directed play can be included within the curriculum by being flexible and creative in the materials being used, as it encourages language, science, social and emotional well-being. Thigpen, T. (2023).

The role of the adult in self-directed play is to create a safe area for play, whether it be inside or outside, to provide materials that encourage self-led play, allowing the child to initiate the play and not to interfere during the play, an adult can observe the way in which the child plays, who they enjoy playing with and what they like/dislike. According to Aurora Early Education (2020).

(King, p and Howard, J. 2016, vol 9.) believe that play is based on the child’s choice, opportunities and the possibility, also known as free play. Giving children the choice to choose their play is important for their development and learning, giving them opportunities to explore freedom that child-led play initiates.

(Howard 2022 and McInnes 2023) researched many theorists who compared the behaviour at play and not at play. They concluded that children were better at problem solving and that there was an increase in their emotional well-being. (King, P. and Howard, J. 2016, vol 9).

Theorist Bruce suggested that an adults perceptive of play is about the child’s activities and not about the activity in its self. (King, P. and Howard, J. 2016, vol 9).

(Howard, J. 2013, pp,54) suggests that children stop seeing ‘play’ as ‘play’ when an adult is around and observing what they do, which changes the child’s behaviour in play, but when adults are not around children see ‘play’ as ‘play’ and can feel free and in control of how they choose to play and what with. 

(McInnes, K. 2012, pp.55) believes that adults who does not understand the meaning of ‘play’ can have an influence on how adults interact with children and therefore controls the play, but when an adult has an understanding of ‘play’ they let the child take control and make the choice preferred play.

The emotional and well-being of children during like play and not like play, found that children who choose like play, was a lot more happier and more focused on the activities and felt more at ease to move more freely, compared to children who chose not like play, they displayed negative behaviour, easily distracted and less at ease in moving freely. (Howard, J. and McInnes, K. 2012, pp, 740).

It was found that when children became familiar with adults who participated in the like play, and encouraged a more playful approach, children felt more involved and equal in the play, which made the play more open ended than a closed question. (Howard, J. and McInnes, K. 2012, pp, 741).

In conclusion when adults show an understanding to play, they are able to reflect on their techniques and experiences, enabling the practitioner to create an environment that children feel they are able to be more lively and fun-loving, whilst enhancing their emotional well-being and provide opportunities to development. (Howard, J. and McInnes, K. 2012, pp. 741).







3.

The Welsh Government (2017) suggests that an observation is where a practitioner will observe a child during their time within the setting, and to gain an understanding of the child’s individual needs, if any, what they are interested in, how they play and who they play with. To be able to get a full picture of the child, observation should take place indoors and outdoors, through child-led and adult-led play. 
Practitioners use the four purposes set out by the Welsh government, they look at personal and social development, language, literacy and communication, mathematical development and physical development. Through the observing and listening, practitioners should be able to evidence the progress and identify any difficulties/abilities, where practitioners are able to plan appropriate provision that supports development to the next level, and support the child’s involvement and enjoyment of learning. (Welsh Government, 2017, pp. 6-12 ).

Learning Journals. (N.D). The Leuven scale is an observational tool that observes the child’s emotional well-being and involvement, these are key areas of a child’s learning and development. Practitioners use the Leuven scale on a 5 point score. 
The Leuven scale is divided into five sections:
Extremely low -  the child is showing a lack of interest and behaviour may look redundant.
[bookmark: _Hlk159527762]Low – Child is easily distracted.
Moderate - Child may look engaged but shows lack of concentration. 
High -  Child appears more engaged and less distracted. 
Extremely high – child shows complete involvement in the activity. 
Once observation has finished, the practitioner will review the notes taken during the observation and mark where the child is on the scale. Learning Journals. (N.D).

Leavers, F. (Ed) (2005) Says there are three steps to the evaluation:
Assessment, observing a child or group.
Analysis of the observation taken.
Implementation of actions to improve.
During the observation practitioners will look at how the children are feeling, (well-being) and if they are engaged, (involvement). Leavers, f. (Ed) (2005).

The Leuven scale was created by Ferre Laevers, he believed that children who scored high, were more at ease with their learning, had more confidence and showed an interest in learning, as where a child who scored low, were found to be less at ease with their learning, less confident and showed a lack of interest in learning. The Leuven scale is centred on the child’s emotional well-being and involvement, which went along the same concept that Piaget had. Structural Learning (N.D).
(McInnes 2013) also agreed with the concept that children who displayed a higher level was happier in their learning compared to other children who displayed low levels in their learning. (McInnes, K. 2013, pp. 55).

Evans, J. and Rebecca (2018). The Leuven scale when used correctly can be an effective tool to use in a learning environment, it has been compared to the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERs). Some of the advantages to the Leuven scale can help measure the child’s involvement in the activities, so practitioners are able to use the scale and reflect on the environment around them and the resources used.
 The Leuven scale is versatile as it can be used to observe any activity and can show that some children may need more support with their emotional well-being and involvement. Although it shows the advantages, the Leuven scale has disadvantages, it does not have an holistic approach, the observation of the child is not as accurate as the child does not show the same emotions and involvement each time. The practitioner may not know the child or the child’s background so results may not be factual. The Leuven scale is not for all children, some children may have additional needs that the scale does not incorporate. Evans, J. and Rebecca (2018).

Early Childhood Environment Rating scale focuses on measuring and improving quality, it looked at quality provision in the early years and the development of the child. This is mainly aimed at children aged 0- 2 years. Ecersuk. (N.D).

In conclusion practitioners use the Leuven scale as it is easily accessed and it measures the emotional and well-being and involvement in learning and the learning environment. Practitioners feel with proper support children can be empowered to become confident, capable, independent learners and have a sense of belonging. Leavers, F. (2011).

This is at the centre of the Welsh Governments curriculum for Wales and the four purposes to learning for children, focusing on children becoming ambitious, capable learners, being ethically informed citizens, raising creative enterprising learners, who are healthy confident learners. Listening to what children and young people want to learn about and what matters to them. Hwb. Gov. Wales. (2022).


4. 

Practitioners frequently make observations and assessments which takes place throughout the year, recording the observations allows you to share information with other practitioners, professionals and parents. Pacey (2017).

(Louis, A. 2020) suggests that practitioners should observe children at play as it will give an understanding of the child’s strengths and needs. By observing children during play inside and outside help practitioners to gain a better understanding of the needs, interests, skills and the understanding and knowledge of each child.
“At this age play is never trivial; it is serious and deeply significant it needs to be cherished and encouraged by parents” (Frobel, 1826. pp 4). Dr Louis, S. (2022).
When children see play as play and not as play, it shows not only in the value of play but also in the value of play in observation and assessment. Howard, J and McInnes, K. (2013)

Dr Louis, S. (2022). Believes that observations during child’s play is more than what the child is doing, it is about watching and listening and then reflecting on what the observation meant.

According to Childcare Education Institute (2022) when practitioners observe children in play they are not only looking at the child’s development but they are also engaging with the child and observing the child’s well-being and behaviour, watching how the child approaches to new situations and how they adapt to change.
When practitioners notice that the child is reluctant to part take in activities, a practitioner may make a safe space for the child, allowing them to participate at their own pace, or a child may feel frustration at trying to solve a problem, as a practitioner, you can help by adapting or scaffolding to support the child, most importantly when observation is taking place on a child, you pick up on behaviours that is unusual, may indicate that the child may just be coming down with an illness or something more underlying is happening. Childcare Education Institute (2022).

Welsh Government (2022) suggest that assessing children has three points supporting, identifying and understanding. The assessment is to understand what children are able to do and to ensure each child is making progress, and that they are given support if needed. Assessments give practitioners an understanding of the child’s emotional, cognitive, social and physical development, that goes across the five development pathways. When assessments are done effectively they can help practitioners identify children who need support and provide provisions to help and it can help to challenge children to reach their full potential. 
Assessments should be manageable, purposeful and useful to both children and practitioners.

Crosby Kile, N. (2021) believed there is a benefit to assessments because it celebrated the child’s growth and development by helping to identify the child’s strengths in what they do well and the areas that need support, it provides opportunities for children to have their say, practitioners are able to get to know the child better, and it also provides support for the school, parent/carers and any other professionals who may be involved.
In conclusion Crosby Kile, N. (2021) said in doing the assessments it can be successful in helping the child and practitioners as they are able to adapt the learning to the child’s need. 

McInnes, K. et al (2011) suggested that not all practitioners fully understood play and the development it lead to learning, therefore practitioners were less likely to join in with play and children were less likely to view practitioners as play partners. 

(Department for Education and Skills 2017, Welsh Assembly Government 2008a, NCCA 2009, and Learning and Teaching Scotland 2010) All agreed that play is fundamental for development and education, for all children.  Children who have free choice in play with an adult close by performed and behaved better than children who did not have free choice of play and adult-led. McInnes et al (2010) Linked this to children who sees play as play with an adult nearby compared to children who saw play as not play with and adult present. McInnes, K. et al (2011).

According to Howard, J. and McInnes, K. (2013) practitioners should provide appropriate play activities that are child-led and activities that are adult-led. The role of a practitioner is to understand that the child is in charge of their play, to provide a safe environment and utilise play when invited, being playful and fun and communicating with the child but not taking over the play is important so they understand that you respect their views and that their ideas are also important.













REFERENCES

A Spencer, R., Joshi, N., Branje, K., Lee McIsaac, J., Cawley, J., Rehman, L., FL Kirk, S. and Stone, M. (2019). Educator Perceptions On The Benefits And Challenges Of Loose Parts Play In The Outdoor Environments Of Childcare Centres. AIMS Public Health, [online] 6(4), pp.461–476. Doi: http//doi.org/10.3934/publichealth.2019.4.461.
ACECQA (2019). The Importance Of Play In Children’s Learning And Development. [online] Startingblocks.gov.au. Available at: https://www.startingblocks.gov.au/other-resources/factsheets/the-importance-of-play-in-children-s-learning-and-development [Accessed 3 Feb. 2024].
Aurora Early Education. (2020). Leading Vs Supporting – Adult’s Role In Child Play. [online] Available at: https://auroraearlyeducation.com.au/leading-vs-supporting-adults-role-in-child-play/#:~:text=However%2C%20it [Accessed 17 Feb. 2024].
Birth to 5 Matters (n.d.). Holistic Development And Learning – Birth To 5 Matters. [online] Available at: https://birthto5matters.org.uk/holistic-development-and-learning-2/ [Accessed 4 Feb. 2024].
Cardiff Flying Start (2020). ‘How To Guide’ – Well-Being And Involvement. [online] www.youtube.com. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SKWfs6ylIEg&t=209s [Accessed 21 Feb. 2024].
ChildCare Education Institute (2022). What You Can Learn from Observing Children. Available at: https://www.iacet.org/news/iacet-blog/blog-articles/what-you-can-learn-from-observing-children/#:~:text=Observing%20children%20can%20tell%20you,they%20navigate%20through%20the%20world. [Accessed 1 Mar. 2024].
Crosby Kile, N. (2021). Purposes And Benefits Of Assessment. Observation And Assessment. [online] Available at: https://www.continued.com/early-childhood-education/articles/purposes-and-benefits-of-assessment-23738 [Accessed 2 Mar. 2024].
Education Scotland (2017). Learning Through Play | Learning At Home | Parent Zone. [online] Gov.scot. Available at: https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/learning-at-home/learning-through-play/ [Accessed 14 Feb. 2024].
Evans, J. and Rebecca (2018). Observing And Evaluating Children’s Well-Being. [online] Early Years Foundation Stage Forum. Available at: https://eyfs.info/articles.html/observation-hub/observing-and-evaluating-children%E2%80%99s-well-being-r233/ [Accessed 24 Feb. 2024].
Gascoyne, S. (2018). Messy Play In The Early Years. 1st ed. [online] Routledge. Available at: https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/mono/10.4324/9781351234702-2/messy-play-theoretical-roots-sue-gascoyne?context=ubx&refId=ebafc207-0da8-43a2-b81f-983071a99647 [Accessed 4 Feb. 2024].
Howard, J. and McInnes, K. (2013). The Essence of Play : A Practice Companion For Professionals Working With Children And Young People. [online] Taylor & Francis. Available at: https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780203075104/essence-play-justine-howard-karen-mcinnes [Accessed 2 Mar. 2024].
Howard, J. and Mcinnes, K. (2012). The Impact Of Children’s Perception Of An Activity As Play Rather Than Not Play On Emotional Well-Being. Child: Care, Health and Development, 39(5), pp.737–742. doi: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2214.2012.01404.x.
King, P. and Howard, J. (2016). Free Choice Or Adaptable Choice: Self-Determination Theory And Play. American Journal Of Play, [online] 9(1). Available at: https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/free-choice-adaptable-self-determination-theory/docview/1870202640/se-2?accountid=130472 [Accessed 17 Feb. 2024].
Learning Journals. (n.d.). What Is The Leuven Scale And How to Use It. Available at: https://learningjournals.co.uk/what-is-the-leuven-scale-and-how-to-use-it/ [Accessed 21 Feb. 2024].
Leavers , F. (Ed) (2005). Well-being And Involvement In Care. A Process-Oriented Self-Evaluation Instrument for Care Settings. Leuven University: Kind & Gezin and Research Centre for Experiential Education.
Leavers, F. (2011). Experiential Education: Making Care And Education More Effective Through Well-Being And Involvement. [online] Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development. Leuven University / Centre for Experiential Education, Belgium. Available at: https://www.child-encyclopedia.com/pdf/expert/child-care-early-childhood-education-and-care/according-experts/experiential-education-making-care [Accessed 24 Feb. 2024].
Ledendecker, M. (2020). Why Encourage Self-Directed Play? [online] www.berkshiremontessori.org. Available at: https://www.berkshiremontessori.org/msb-blog/self-directed-play [Accessed 14 Feb. 2024].
Louis, A. (2020). Why Observe Children At Play? Available at: https://www.himama.com/blog/why-observe-children-at-play/#:~:text=Educators%20and%20parents%20should%20observe,environment%20we%20are%20surrounded%20by. [Accessed 29 Feb. 2024].
Louis, S. (2022). Observing Young Children. [online] Available at: https://www.froebel.org.uk/uploads/documents/FT_Observing-young-children_Pamphlet_INTERACTIVE_REV-2.pdf [Accessed 29 Feb. 2024].
McInnes, K., Howard, J., Miles, G. and Crowley, K. (2011). Differences In Practitioners’ Understanding Of Play And How This Influences Pedagogy And Children’s Perceptions Of Play. Early Years, [online] 31(2), pp.121–133. Available at: https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/09575146.2011.572870 [Accessed 2 Mar. 2024].
Pacey (2017). Assessment And Planning For Learning In Wales Supporting Members To Provide The Highest Standards Of Care And Learning For Children. Available at: https://www.pacey.org.uk/Pacey/media/Website-files/PACEY%20member%20practice%20guides%20(PDFs)/PACEY%20member%20practice%20guides%202017%20(PDFs)/Assessment-and-planning-for-learning-Feb-17.pdf [Accessed 29 Feb. 2024].
Play. Wales. (n.d.). Right To Play - Play Wales. Available at: https://play.wales/play/right-to-play/ [Accessed 3 Feb. 2024].
Playful Childhoods. (2023). This Is Why Play Is So Important. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UnfdamgVFhY&&t= [Accessed 3 Feb. 2024].
playmatters.org.au. (2022). The Benefits of Messy Play.  Available at: https://playmatters.org.au/blog/the-benefits-of-messy-play [Accessed 4 Feb. 2024].
Queensland Government. (2023). Messy Play Ideas. Available at: https://earlychildhood.qld.gov.au/early-years/early-learning-at-home/play/messy-play-ideas [Accessed 3 Feb. 2024].
Thigpen, T., S (2023). Seven Barriers To Self-Directed Learning: The Power Of Teacher-Led Change. Available at: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/seven-barriers-self-directed-learning-power-change-thigpen [Accessed 18 Feb. 2024].
Tiner, L. (2014). Why Constructive Play Is Important To EYFS Pupils. Available at: https://www.dbdplay.com/blog/the-benefits-of-constructive-play [Accessed 4 Feb. 2024].
Wardle, Dr, F. (2015). Community Playthings | Constructive play. Available at: https://www.communityplaythings.co.uk/learning-library/articles/constructive-play [Accessed 4 Feb. 2024].
Waters-Davies, J. (2022). Introduction to play. Los Angeles: Sage.
Welsh Government (2017). Foundation Phase Profile Handbook. [online] Welsh Government, pp.6–12. Available at: https://hwb.gov.wales/storage/f9d85dba-85a4-4e87-bb58-a24730ad7e57/foundation-phase-profile-handbook-revised-september-2017.pdf [Accessed 21 Feb. 2024].
Welsh Government (2020). Developing A Vision For Curriculum Design  Available at: https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/designing-your-curriculum/developing-a-vision-for-curriculum-design/#curriculum-design-and-the-four-purposes [Accessed 24 Feb. 2024].
Welsh Government (2022). A Curriculum For Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings.  Available at: https://hwb.gov.wales/api/storage/b1801d78-38c3-4320-9818-d9996c21aef8/220914-a-curriculum-for-funded-non-maintained-nursery-settings.pdf [Accessed 2 Mar. 2024].
www.Dewis.Wales. (2023). Children’s Play - Dewis Wales. Available at: https://www.dewis.wales/childrens-play-cyp [Accessed 14 Feb. 2024].
www.ecersuk.org. (n.d.). The Scales In Research - ECERS UK website. Available at: https://www.ecersuk.org/3 [Accessed 24 Feb. 2024].
www.structural-learning.com. (n.d.). Leuven Scale: A Teacher’s Guide. Available at: https://www.structural-learning.com/post/leuven-scale-a-teachers-guide [Accessed 22 Feb. 2024].


2

