THE IMPORTANCE OF PLAY IN CHILD DEVELOPMENT
Play is important to all aspects of a child's development. Children learn ideas and concepts and enhance language, social, and motor skills through play.  As Piaget states,” Play is a child's work.”

There are several stages of play.  These stages are not sequential, but are what the child requires to satisfy his/her needs for an individual situation.  As the child develops socially, communicatively, motorically, and cognitively, s/he becomes capable of more advanced play.


Types of play as related to social development:
Solitary play- During solitary play, a child plays alone and independently. The child is completely absorbed in the activity and is not concerned by what others are doing. Examples of solitary play include an infant shaking a rattle in her crib and a preschooler building or pretending in the dramatic play corner by herself/himself. Children of all ages engage in solitary play.

Parallel play-Children are engaged in parallel play when they play side-by-side, using the same toys and materials, but do not necessarily play with them in the same way.  During parallel play, the children do not engage in social interaction. A child may notice what his peers are doing, but he will not directly attempt social contact. Parallel play is a common play pattern with children age two to three.

Group play- Group play experiences provide young children with opportunities to learn social rules such as sharing, taking turns, and cooperation. During associative play, children play with other children sharing materials, but the activity is not organized and each child acts as he or she wishes.  During cooperative play, the children play in an organized group for the purpose of making something, attaining a goal, dramatizing a situation or playing a formal game. Each child plays a role in relationship to other members in the group. It is often during these situations that young children learn to negotiate/persuade with peers.  They may discuss what role they want to play and, if a conflict occurs, have to problem solve with others.  Most activities provided in a nursery school or preschool setting support social or group play in young children. It is during this stage that children begin to develop friendships. This type of play is commonly first observed during the preschool years or around three to five years of age.


Types of play as related to cognitive development:
Sensorimotor play-  The sensorimotor stage typically occurs from infancy through age two. In sensorimotor play, children engage in motor movements beginning with early reflexes and moving toward more intentional actions. These early actions are initially the result of trial and error; children learn through their actions that their behavior has an effect on the environment. As children develop, their actions become more sophisticated and as a result more deliberate. For example, sensorimotor play includes the reflexive behavior of an infant grasping a rattle placed in her hand, as well as the intentional behavior of an older infant picking up and shaking a rattle to make sound. This type of play involves whole body movements including running, jumping, climbing, balancing, and filling and dumping. 

Pretend play- Simple pretend play direct toward self (i.e. eating, sleeping) begins from 12 -16 months.  Increased use of nonrealistic objects in pretending is generally within 18-24 months.  Children at the pretend play level are able to act out adult roles, actions, and events that are familiar to them. From 24 - 36 months, pretend play skills become more symbolic. This means that children are able to substitute one object for another. The younger child "feeds" a baby doll with a toy bottle, whereas the older child is able to "feed" the baby with a wooden block, pretending that the block is the baby bottle. It is during this level of play that the child reenacts their own life experiences. 
Constructive play- Children at the constructive level manipulate objects and materials in their world resulting in an end product, such as a chalk picture, a block tower, or a sand mountain. Here children draw designs on a piece of paper, build with blocks, play and dig in the sand, and use puzzles and manipulatives. As children become skilled in manipulating objects and materials in their environment, they also become more skilled in expressing thoughts, ideas, and concepts. At 24 months, children begin to construct.  From age three it predominates. 

Mastery play-The child at the mastery play level is able to demonstrate skilled motor movements and engage in forms of imaginative or pretend play simultaneously. Children at this level move about their environment with ease, confident in their actions. A child at the mastery level would be able to run and jump over obstacles on a playground while pretending to be a cartoon superhero. Mastery play typically emerges around four to five years of age and continues to develop as the child encounters new play experiences and challenges.

Formal games with rules- At age of five, children become interested in formal games that have rules. During the middle childhood years, as children’s thinking becomes more logical, games with rules play is predominant .This is when children begin to realize that most activities and games will not work unless everyone follows the same set of rules. This level of cognitive play is much more organized than the earlier levels and may involve competition and defining criteria that establishes a "winner."
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