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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice 
Section 1
[bookmark: _Int_bXcFhgbR][bookmark: _Int_JtciVI8e][bookmark: _Int_BMyUNKHv][bookmark: _Int_qxyGCilN][bookmark: _Int_rBOdY8Tm]There are many types of play. An example of two types of play performed by children is role play and creative play. Play is a crucial part of a child’s early life. They incorporate play into every aspect of their life, for example, at home, at school, alone and with peers. Playing teaches the child social and confidence skills such as learning how to do things independently and taking risks. Role play is where the child will take on the act of a contrasting character either independently or with peers. This can be in the form of playing ‘mummies and daddy’s’ or pretending to be ‘superhero's’. Role play enhances a child’s imagination and creativity when playing as they can ‘step into the shoes’ of their favourite characters and role models. This is often seen when a child role plays as a teacher showing the impact a teacher has on the child’s development as they are clearly role models and a person that a child looks up to. This emphasises the impact teachers have on a child’s holistic development. This idea is supported by Play Wales, (2022). Creative play is play performed through arts and crafts such as painting and clay modelling. Creative play allows the child to express themselves and develop their fine and gross motor skills. The child is able to communicate how they may be feeling through art by using either bright colours and fun shapes or, in contrast, dull and dark pictures. Creative play also allows the child to get messy. This has been said by Gov.uk, (no date) to relieve anxiety and stress as well as giving the child a willingness to explore and use their imagination creatively in verbal or non-verbal forms. This links to how creative play supports holistic development as controlling and expressing their feelings is a large part of developing while being in nursery as it gives them the understanding and ability to come to their peers and practitioners with their problems and being able to say these aloud. This type of play is also important for ALN (additional learning needs) children to be a part of as they can communicate their feelings, likes or dislikes non-verbally. For example, a non-verbal autistic child may smile and sway to a certain type of music to show that they are enjoying that type of music. This idea links to how role play and creative play support and encourage the child’s holistic development. Holistic development is the growth of the child in all aspects, not just educational. The child will develop physically, mentally, and emotionally due to this; being exposed to a new environment, routine, and peers which all aim to aid the child in independence and teach them social skills to bring with them into full-time school. According to birthto5matters, (no date) holistic development occurs every day as every child is unique and learns new skills and experiences daily. Holistic development affects children’s development of emotional, physical, understanding, and educational skills. The child will learn how to build stable relationships with peers and nursery practitioners. Due to interacting with nursery practitioners and peers daily, these bonds are crucial. Role play helps the child to learn more about themselves and other people and the world around them in a fun and interactive way. They can physically and mentally step into the shoes of another person which, therefore, aids them in understanding how to manage routine and develop different social skills. For example, where a child may role play as a teacher, they will imitate how the teacher does the attendance and speaks to a group of people. This idea is supported by Newby Leisure Blog, (2023) where they state that role play helps the child improve their communication and language skills as they learn different language and expressions from peers and the character that they are role playing as. Not only does this support the idea that role play helps the child develop holistically, but it benefits the child’s social and educational skill set. Similarly, creative play allows the child to express themselves. This supports holistic development as ‘expressing yourself’ is essential when the child is developing. It gives them confidence of independent performance with the support from the nursery practitioner. Getting physically messy also aids the child into being socially independent as they will learn to clean up themselves and their environment. This teaches the child routine and daily life skills proving significant benefit of creative play.
Vygotsky says that play promotes social, emotional, and cognitive development. Vygotsky believes self-directed play is how children learn social skills and independence as they must do everything by themselves. Not only does this force them to do things independently, but furthermore use their imagination in their play. Essentially using creative thinking to make their own games and rules as well as having to physically create any props they may need. For example, making a telescope so they can role play as an astronaut. This is supported by Scharer, J (2017) who says that Vygotsky sees play as the first steppingstone into developing independent and confident individuals, this is important for children as they need these skills for a smooth transition into school. 
Section 2

[bookmark: _Int_Uoq1lqoO]Within play, it is important for children to choose entirely what they do without input from an adult. This is called self-directed play. When children perform self-directed play, the child has complete control over how and to what extent they use their imagination and creativity in creating their own games and activities. Although adults are not to be involved in self-directed play, there are ways in which they can support the children in using self-directed play to its full extent. Ledendecker, M (2020) says that the role of the adult is to prepare the environment with fun and educational resources so that the child comes into an engaging environment that they will be ready to play in. This can be done through the adult buying resources such as balls, blocks, and boxes. However, this can also be done through collecting items from nature. For example, the parent or practitioner may take the child for a walk on the beach where they will collect pebbles, shells, and sticks. These can then be used in activities such as loose part trays. Next, the child should feel safe and comfortable in their environment as the next part of the adult's role is to let the child freely explore the toys and activities. The adult should stay nearby but let the child lead the play and explore their own imagination. Self-directed play is important as it allows children to learn at their own pace without any pressure. Gray, P (2024) says that self-directed play forces children to learn to take risks and measure their own limits. They learn how to work as a group as well as independently and begin to direct and lead their own activities based off their personal interests. Children also develop complex thoughts and opinions while playing that they do not recognise until later on in life when they need to problem solve independently. Children are experts at playing. They know what they want to achieve and how they are going to do it. They use their imagination constantly which helps them develop creatively, physically, and emotionally into confident and independent children. Juster, A (2015) strengthens this point by saying that everything that children do while playing affects their development. This is often in a positive way. For example, where a child learns to overcome an obstacle, they learn how to communicate with others for help or, equally learn to figure things out for themselves using innovative thinking. This may include ‘building a bridge’ to get over a body of water.
The Howard and Mcinnes paper states that if a child sees an activity as play, they are much more likely to be emotionally invested and likely to take part. However, if they see an activity as not play, they are likely to be uninterested and not engaged as they see this as work. Howard, J and Mcinnes, K (2012) say that if the child sees an activity as play, it will positively affect their well-being. Howard and Mcinnes performed a case study where they gathered one hundred and twenty-nine children aged three to five, they gave these children an activity. Half of the children were given this activity in a ‘play like’ form and the other half was given it in a ‘not play like’ form. From this, it was seen that the children that were exposed to the ‘play like’ attitude performed significantly higher as well as displaying a positive response and well-being to the activity. Whereas the children who were exposed to a ‘not play like’ attitude were found to be less engaged and expressed negative body language while performing the activity. This will affect their well-being significantly as the children will begin to link school with work, rather than play. This is not necessary in their early years because play is important for their development and well-being. For example, self-directed play gives the child independence and confidence which are essential in their early years as it benefits their holistic development. This case study reiterates the value of play for the child. This links to the importance of self-directed play because it shows how important play is for the child's emotional and physical well-being. By introducing independent activities that are disguised as play, the child is likely to engage happily as an exciting and playful environment is made. This maximises the potential for play to aid the children in their development.

Section 3
Observations are used in early years settings as a way for the practitioner to find out how and why a child makes certain decisions and behaviours. This can then be linked to assessing how they are developing and at what development stage they are at. The practitioner will observe the child by sitting nearby or alongside the child and watching them play. They will note down any comments or behaviours the child makes help the practitioner understand and adapt the specific needs the child may need. Furthermore, West Sussex City Council, (2021) says that, without observation, planning would be based off what the adult believes is important instead of what the children need. They say it is imperative that the child's needs are met and that the children should always be at the center of the practice. 
[bookmark: _Int_BqFRP4q2]There are many types of observation methods. One method is called a running record. This method includes the practitioner will observe the child over a short period of time by simply just watching the child, during this time the practitioner will note down every action the child makes from who they are playing with, how they are playing, what they are saying and how/if the child is communicating with their peers or practitioners. A benefit of running records is that they provide a detailed and time stamped piece of information that includes every action the child makes at the time of the observation. This helps the practitioners gauge a thorough understanding of what support the child may need. For example, they may discover that the child gets frustrated when attempting to share toys with peers, from observation they can set up sessions whereby the practitioner can model sharing to the child which will help them to do this themselves. This idea is supported by Mybrightwheel, (2023). On the other hand, there are limitations to a running record, running records are very time consuming and it takes a lot of concentration to write down what exactly is happening. It can be difficult for the practitioner to note down what is happening while simultaneously watching what the child is doing. This could lead to the practitioner not witnessing important actions made by the child due to looking at their notes, which means that the child could not get the support that they need. However, running records help to identify patterns of behaviour that may not have been recognised before being observed. For example, during the observation the practitioner may notice what triggers a child to break into frustration. If this happens multiple times, they can recognise this as a pattern and give the child the support they need to control their emotions when they experience the trigger. Equally, the practitioner may notice the child continuously sharing their toys and communicating with their peers. From this, the practitioner can praise this child in front of other children who may not have developed in their communication so that they can see the child being given positive praise. Running record observations gives a holistic view of the child. This can be seen as running records do not only focus on the child's academic growth. The aim of running records is to recognise the development of a child physically, emotionally, mentally, and socially. for example, if the child appears to be withdrawn and shy from their peers during their observation, the adult will acknowledge that the child is socially undeveloped, and therefore can put support in place for this to build the child’s confidence which equally positively effects the child’s well-being, social and mental development. 
Section 4
[bookmark: _Int_LGpXIYX9][bookmark: _Int_bQMcmeob][bookmark: _Int_nSnompY9]When observing children, it is important that they are in their most natural and free state. This is often seen when they are playing. Observing while playing means that the adult can discover the child's likes, dislikes, patterns in behaviour and how the child reacts and copes with different situations. This point is supported by Gowrie, (no date) who says that observation opens many new questions for the adult. They begin to question why they act in a certain way, how they could change their teaching strategies to fit the child’s needs and how the adult can help the child to gain social skills and confidence to benefit their holistic development. Bottrill, G (2018) stated that observation during play is a true reflection of the child. Bottrill also says that when a child freely chooses what they play and who they play with, they feel in complete control. This gives the child an intrinsic motivation to play freely with full confidence. Through this, the adult can see their true form in terms of how they interact with peers and practitioners. During the observation, if the child feels safe and comfortable in their environment, they will take risks and measure their limits which shows they have developed in their early years setting to be independent and adventurous individuals. This gives the adult an accurate reflection of where the child is in their development. The adult can support and expand this development in many ways. Firstly, the adult can simply stand back and allow the child to measure their limits and do what they want within reason. This benefits the child as they learn to do things for themselves and how to ask other peers or their practitioners for help. It is also important that the practitioner knows how to set up the environment in an engaging and enabling way. This is essential for the child as, during their early years they base their interests visually. If the child arrives in a dull and plain setting, they will not initially want to play. This will negatively affect the child as they will instantly feel uncomfortable and therefore withdrawn and dependent on a trusted adult, most likely a parent. In contrast, if a child turns up to an engaging, colourful environment with various areas of play with hidden education, they will instantly feel confident enough to play in these areas independently, which therefore builds up confidence and aids the child to build their social skills. PACEY, (2024) says that the adult should always promote learning in a fun way. They should take an interest in the child’s likes, dislikes, and interests, this aids a child’s development as they build stable relationships with their practitioner, they feel comfortable around them which means that they are more likely to come to them with their problems and when they need help. This helps the child develop mentally and holistically. In addition to this, practitioners knowing the children well means that they are able to conduct play and activities based on the child’s interests and weaknesses to help them develop in all areas. For example, if a child is struggling to express their emotions to an adult, they can notice this during their observation and set up sessions to build their confidence and communication, this links to how the adult can help the child develop holistically during observation.
[bookmark: _Int_LDUbws2w][bookmark: _Int_ZJiPXETA][bookmark: _Int_HWdh0wgU]The Howard and Mcinnes paper by Howard, J and Mcinnes, K (2013) says that when a child perceives an activity as play, they are much more likely to engage in it happily and will perform to a higher standard. Whereas, if a child sees an activity as work, they will instantly become disengaged and show poor well-being. This is important when observating children as they should not be able to tell that the observation is a way of assessing their behaviour. If the child is aware of this, they may begin to behave unnaturally to impress the adult and meet their standards even if this is not how they act daily. This will lead to inaccurate results hindering the ability for the adult to put support in place to expand the child's skills and development. Equally, if the child is aware of the observation taking place, it will affect their results due to their weaknesses. For example, if the child is undeveloped emotionally, they will be scared to fail even though there is no way for them to fail. This will lead to the child most likely being anxious throughout the observation, meaning they will behave withdrawn and shy even if this is not how they behave daily. This point reiterates the importance of having a stable and comforting relationship between the child and practitioner.
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