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Professional Certificate in Play-Based Learning

Child Development and Play

Child development is a complex and fascinating process that involves physical, cognitive, emotional, and
social growth from infancy through adolescence. It is crucial for educators to understand the key terms and
vocabulary related to child development to effectively support children's learning and well-being. This
explanation will cover essential terms and concepts in child development and play, focusing on the
Professional Certificate in Play-Based Learning course.

**Developmental Milestones:**

Developmental milestones are key skills or abilities that most children reach by a certain age. They are used
as a guideline to track a child's progress in various areas, including motor skills, language development,
social interactions, and cognitive abilities. For example, a typical developmental milestone for a 2-year-old
child is being able to use simple sentences to communicate needs and wants.

**Attachment Theory:**

Attachment theory, developed by John Bowlby, emphasizes the importance of the bond between a child
and their primary caregiver in shaping the child's emotional and social development. It suggests that a
secure attachment provides a foundation for healthy relationships and emotional regulation later in life. For
example, a child who has a secure attachment with their caregiver is more likely to explore the environment
confidently and seek comfort when needed.

**Schema Theory:**

Schema theory, proposed by Jean Piaget, suggests that children actively construct their understanding of
the world through experiences and interactions. Children develop cognitive structures or mental
frameworks called schemas to organize and interpret information. For example, a child might create a
schema for animals based on shared characteristics like fur, four legs, and tails.

**Scaffolding:**

Scaffolding is a teaching strategy where an adult provides support or guidance to help a child learn a new
skill or concept. The adult adjusts the level of support based on the child's abilities, gradually fading as the
child gains mastery. For example, a teacher might use scaffolding techniques to help a child learn to tie
their shoes by breaking down the task into smaller steps and providing verbal prompts.

**Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD):**

The zone of proximal development, introduced by Lev Vygotsky, refers to the difference between what a
child can do independently and what they can achieve with the help of a more knowledgeable other, such
as a teacher or peer. It highlights the importance of collaborative learning and social interactions in
promoting cognitive growth. For example, a child may learn to solve a puzzle with assistance from a peer
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who offers suggestions and encouragement.

**Play-based Learning:**

Play-based learning is an educational approach that uses play as a vehicle for children's exploration,
discovery, and learning. It recognizes play as a natural and essential way for children to make sense of the
world, develop skills, and build relationships. Play-based learning environments are designed to be open-
ended, hands-on, and child-centered. For example, a play-based learning activity might involve children
building a structure with blocks to enhance their spatial reasoning and cooperation skills.

**Constructivist Approach:**

The constructivist approach to learning, influenced by theorists like Piaget and Vygotsky, posits that
children actively build their knowledge and understanding through experiences, interactions, and reflection.
It emphasizes the importance of hands-on learning, collaboration, and problem-solving in fostering
meaningful learning outcomes. For example, a constructivist approach to teaching math might involve
engaging students in real-world problems that require critical thinking and creativity.

**Executive Function:**

Executive function refers to a set of cognitive skills that enable individuals to plan, organize, focus attention,
control impulses, and adapt to changing situations. These skills are crucial for goal-directed behavior, self-
regulation, and decision-making. For example, a child with strong executive function skills may be able to
follow multi-step instructions, manage time effectively, and stay focused on a task.

**Sensory Play:**

Sensory play involves activities that stimulate children's senses, such as touch, sight, sound, taste, and smell.
It provides opportunities for children to explore and make sense of the world through sensory experiences.
Sensory play can support children's cognitive development, language skills, and emotional regulation. For
example, a sensory play activity like playing with textured materials (e.g., sand, water beads) can help
children develop fine motor skills and sensory awareness.

**Social-emotional Development:**

Social-emotional development refers to the growth of children's social skills, emotional awareness, and self-
regulation. It encompasses the ability to form positive relationships, express emotions effectively, and
navigate social situations. Supporting children's social-emotional development is essential for their overall
well-being and success in school and life. For example, a child who has strong social-emotional skills may
be able to resolve conflicts peacefully, show empathy towards others, and manage stress effectively.

**Inclusive Play:**

Inclusive play promotes the participation and engagement of all children, regardless of their abilities,
backgrounds, or characteristics. It emphasizes creating environments and activities that accommodate
diverse needs and foster a sense of belonging for every child. Inclusive play encourages collaboration,
empathy, and respect among children of different abilities and backgrounds. For example, an inclusive
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playground design may include wheelchair-accessible equipment, sensory-friendly materials, and visual
cues to support children with varying needs.

**Risk-taking Play:**

Risk-taking play involves activities that challenge children's physical, emotional, or social boundaries in a
safe and controlled manner. It allows children to explore their capabilities, build resilience, and learn to
assess and manage risks. Risk-taking play is essential for children's growth and development, as it helps
them develop confidence, problem-solving skills, and a sense of agency. For example, risk-taking play
activities like climbing trees, balancing on logs, or engaging in pretend play scenarios can help children
learn to assess risks, make decisions, and overcome challenges.

**Child-directed Play:**

Child-directed play, also known as free play or unstructured play, allows children to choose and lead their
play activities without adult direction or intervention. It gives children the freedom to explore their interests,
creativity, and imagination at their own pace. Child-directed play fosters independence, decision-making
skills, and self-expression. For example, a child-directed play session might involve children engaging in
make-believe play, building with loose parts, or exploring nature in a free-flowing manner.

**Cooperative Play:**

Cooperative play involves children working together towards a common goal, sharing ideas, and taking
turns in a collaborative manner. It requires communication, problem-solving, and teamwork skills to achieve
a shared outcome. Cooperative play promotes social skills, empathy, and conflict resolution abilities. For
example, a cooperative play activity like building a fort together, solving a puzzle as a group, or playing a
team sport can help children learn to collaborate, communicate effectively, and respect each other's
contributions.

**Parallel Play:**

Parallel play is a stage of social play where children play alongside each other without direct interaction or
engagement. It often occurs in early childhood when children are still developing their social skills and
comfort levels with peers. Parallel play allows children to observe and imitate each other's actions, laying
the foundation for more complex forms of social play. For example, children playing with different toys in
the same room or sandbox without directly interacting with each other are engaging in parallel play.

**Symbolic Play:**

Symbolic play, also known as pretend play or imaginative play, involves children using objects, actions, or
roles to represent something else or engage in make-believe scenarios. It allows children to explore
different roles, express emotions, and make sense of their experiences through play. Symbolic play supports
language development, creativity, and problem-solving skills. For example, a child pretending to be a
doctor treating a patient, a chef cooking in a restaurant, or a firefighter rescuing people is engaging in
symbolic play.

Read online: https://certificates.gsbf.co.uk/guides/3033991/child- Greenwich School of Business and Finance - 25 Jun 2026
development-and-play



GSBF

Greenwich School of
Business and Finance

Change your life. Start from here

**Reggio Emilia Approach:**

The Reggio Emilia approach is an educational philosophy that originated in the Reggio Emilia region of
Italy. It emphasizes the image of the child as competent, capable, and full of potential. The approach values
child-led learning, collaboration, and the arts as essential components of early childhood education. Reggio
Emilia-inspired practices often involve project-based learning, documentation of children's experiences, and
a strong emphasis on the environment as the third teacher. For example, a Reggio Emilia-inspired
classroom might have natural materials, open-ended provocations, and ateliers for children to explore and
Create.

**Loose Parts:**

Loose parts are open-ended materials that can be moved, combined, and transformed in various ways
during play. They encourage creativity, experimentation, and problem-solving as children manipulate the
parts to create their own play experiences. Loose parts can be natural (e.g., sticks, stones, shells) or synthetic
(e.g., blocks, fabric scraps, bottle caps). For example, a collection of loose parts like wooden blocks, scarves,
and cardboard tubes can inspire children to build structures, create art, or engage in imaginative play.

**Play Environment:**

The play environment encompasses the physical space, materials, and social interactions that shape
children's play experiences. A well-designed play environment should be safe, stimulating, and inclusive,
allowing children to explore, create, and interact in meaningful ways. It should offer a variety of play
opportunities that cater to different interests, abilities, and developmental levels. For example, a play
environment might include sensory-rich areas, nature-inspired elements, and flexible play zones to
accommodate diverse play preferences.

**Reflective Practice:**

Reflective practice involves critically examining one's beliefs, assumptions, and actions to improve
professional practice and enhance learning outcomes for children. It requires educators to engage in self-
reflection, seek feedback from colleagues and families, and consider the impact of their pedagogical choices
on children's development. Reflective practice helps educators refine their teaching strategies, deepen their
understanding of children's needs, and cultivate a culture of continuous improvement. For example, an
educator might engage in reflective practice by journaling about their teaching experiences, discussing
challenging situations with a mentor, or participating in peer observations to gain new perspectives.

**Assessment and Documentation:**

Assessment and documentation are essential processes in early childhood education that involve observing,
recording, and reflecting on children's learning and development. Assessment helps educators understand
children's strengths, interests, and areas for growth, while documentation captures children's experiences,
progress, and achievements over time. Both assessment and documentation inform curriculum planning,
individualized support, and communication with families. For example, educators might use a combination
of anecdotal notes, photographs, videos, and children's work samples to assess and document children's
learning in various domains.
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**Inquiry-based Learning:**

Inquiry-based learning is an approach that encourages children to ask questions, investigate topics of
interest, and seek answers through exploration and experimentation. It promotes curiosity, critical thinking,
and problem-solving skills as children engage in hands-on investigations and collaborative projects.
Inquiry-based learning empowers children to take ownership of their learning and develop a deeper
understanding of concepts. For example, an inquiry-based learning unit on plants might involve children
conducting experiments, making observations, and researching different types of plants to understand their
growth processes.

**STEM Education:**

STEM education focuses on integrating science, technology, engineering, and mathematics concepts into
interdisciplinary learning experiences. It emphasizes hands-on exploration, experimentation, and problem-
solving to foster critical thinking, creativity, and innovation in children. STEM education aims to prepare
children for future careers in STEM-related fields and develop a strong foundation in analytical and
technical skills. For example, a STEM activity like building a bridge out of recycled materials, programming a
robot to complete a task, or conducting a science experiment to explore cause and effect relationships can
engage children in meaningful learning experiences.

**Inquiry Play:**

Inquiry play combines elements of inquiry-based learning and play-based learning to promote children's
curiosity, exploration, and discovery. It encourages children to investigate questions, test hypotheses, and
engage in hands-on activities that spark their interest and creativity. Inquiry play fosters a sense of wonder,
problem-solving skills, and a love for learning in children. For example, an inquiry play project on magnets
might involve children exploring different objects to see if they are attracted to magnets, predicting
outcomes, and discussing their findings with peers.

**Emergent Curriculum:**

Emergent curriculum is a responsive approach to curriculum planning that builds on children's interests,
experiences, and ideas as the basis for learning. It allows educators to adapt and adjust the curriculum in
real-time based on children's needs, discoveries, and feedback. Emergent curriculum values child-initiated
learning, exploration, and collaboration in shaping the direction of learning experiences. For example, an
emergent curriculum might emerge from children's questions, observations, and interests in a particular
topic, leading to in-depth investigations, projects, and discussions.

**Holistic Development:**

Holistic development refers to the interconnected growth and well-being of children across multiple
domains, including physical, cognitive, emotional, social, and spiritual dimensions. It recognizes that
children's development is influenced by a range of factors, such as genetics, environment, relationships, and
experiences. Holistic development emphasizes the importance of nurturing children's whole selves through
integrated and balanced approaches to learning and care. For example, promoting holistic development in
early childhood settings might involve providing opportunities for children to engage in diverse activities
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that address their physical, emotional, cognitive, and social needs.

**Cultural Competence:**

Cultural competence is the ability to interact effectively and respectfully with individuals from diverse
cultural backgrounds. It involves understanding and valuing cultural differences, beliefs, and practices to
create inclusive and welcoming environments for all children and families. Cultural competence in early
childhood education promotes equity, diversity, and social justice by recognizing and celebrating the
unique identities and experiences of each child. For example, practicing cultural competence might involve
incorporating diverse perspectives, languages, and traditions into the curriculum, engaging families as
partners in children's learning, and fostering a sense of belonging for all children.

**Family Engagement:**

Family engagement involves building partnerships with families to support children's learning,
development, and well-being. It recognizes that families are children's first and most important teachers
and collaborators in their education. Family engagement practices involve open communication, mutual
respect, and shared decision-making between educators and families. Family engagement strategies can
include regular communication, family events, home learning activities, and opportunities for families to
contribute their knowledge and skills to the learning community. For example, inviting families to
participate in classroom activities, workshops, or celebrations can strengthen the connection between home
and school and enhance children's sense of belonging and support.

**Professional Development:**

Professional development is an ongoing process of learning, growth, and reflection that educators engage
in to enhance their knowledge, skills, and practices. It involves participating in training, workshops,
conferences, and collaborative learning opportunities to stay current with research, trends, and best
practices in early childhood education. Professional development supports educators in continuously
improving their teaching approaches, building relationships with colleagues, and advocating for high-
quality learning experiences for children. For example, attending a professional development workshop on
emergent curriculum, joining a learning community focused on play-based learning, or pursuing advanced
certifications in early childhood education can help educators expand their expertise and effectiveness in
supporting children's development.

**Reflective Journaling:**

Reflective journaling is a practice where educators write down their thoughts, observations, and reflections
on their teaching experiences, interactions with children, and professional growth. It serves as a tool for self-
assessment, self-awareness, and continuous learning. Reflective journaling helps educators process their
emotions, identify patterns in their practice, and set goals for improvement. For example, an educator might
use a reflective journal to record insights from classroom observations, document children's progress, and
brainstorm new ideas for teaching and learning.

**Inclusion:**
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Inclusion is the practice of ensuring that all children, regardless of abilities, backgrounds, or characteristics,
have equal access to learning opportunities, resources, and support in educational settings. It involves
creating environments that value diversity, promote equity, and celebrate the unique strengths of each
child. Inclusion recognizes and accommodates individual differences by providing personalized learning
experiences, adapting materials and activities, and fostering a sense of belonging for all children. For
example, an inclusive classroom might implement universal design principles, offer differentiated
instruction, and provide individualized support to meet the diverse needs of children.

**Play Therapy:**

Play therapy is a therapeutic approach that uses play as a medium for children to express their thoughts,
feelings, and experiences in a safe and supportive environment. Play therapists utilize toys, games, art
materials, and imaginative play scenarios to help children explore and work through emotional challenges,
trauma, and behavioral issues. Play therapy aims to promote healing, self-expression, and self-awareness in
children by tapping into their natural inclination to play and create. For example, a play therapist might use
role-play, storytelling, or puppets to help a child process emotions, build coping skills, and develop positive
coping strategies.

**Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD):**

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by challenges in social
communication, repetitive behaviors, and sensory sensitivities. Children with ASD may have difficulties with
social interactions, verbal and nonverbal communication, and adaptive skills. Early intervention,
individualized support, and a strengths-based approach are key in supporting children with ASD in their
development and learning. For example, implementing visual supports, providing sensory accommodations,
and using structured routines can help children with ASD navigate daily activities and build skills in social
communication and self-regulation.

**Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP):**

Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) is an educational framework that emphasizes tailoring teaching
strategies, materials, and environments to align with children's developmental stages, interests, and
individual needs. DAP recognizes that children learn best when they are actively engaged, challenged at
their level, and supported in their growth across all domains. It promotes child-centered learning, hands-on
experiences, and responsive interactions between educators and children. For example, implementing DAP
in early childhood settings might involve offering a variety of play-based learning activities, adapting
teaching methods to children's learning styles, and providing opportunities for children to explore and
create based on their interests.

**Self-regulation:**

Self-regulation refers to the ability to manage one's emotions, behaviors, and attention in order to achieve
goals, cope with challenges, and adapt to different situations. It involves skills such as impulse control,
emotional regulation, and problem-solving. Developing self-regulation is essential for children's academic
success, social relationships, and overall well-being. For example, a child who can regulate their emotions
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during a conflict, stay focused on a task despite distractions, and use calming strategies to self-soothe is
demonstrating strong self-regulation skills.

**Qutdoor Play:**

Outdoor play involves children engaging in play activities in natural or outdoor environments, such as
playgrounds, parks, gardens, or nature reserves. Outdoor play offers numerous benefits for children's
physical health, cognitive development, social skills, and emotional well-being. It allows children to explore
nature, take risks, and engage in sensory-rich experiences that support their holistic development. Outdoor
play can involve activities like climbing, running, jumping, digging, exploring, and observing nature. For
example, outdoor play experiences like building a fort with sticks, planting a garden, or going on a nature
scavenger hunt can provide children with opportunities for physical activity, creativity, and connection to
the natural world.

**Child-led Play:**

Child-led play, also known as child-initiated play or child-centered play, gives children the autonomy and
agency to direct their play experiences based on their interests, preferences, and needs. It allows children to
make choices, solve problems, and express themselves through play. Child-led play supports children's
independence, creativity, and decision-making skills.
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