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Section 1: Evidence of a clear understanding of the importance of a variety of play types. The significance of holistic play should also be considered (750 words).
The Welsh Government (2014) defines play as independent, self directed and intrinsically motivated. It is commonly acknowledged that play is a vital part of children’s learning and development across all areas. Play is not separate to learning, it supports cognitive, physical, social and emotional growth all at the same time, contributing to holistic development. This section focuses on physical and creative play, analysing how each supports children’s overall development and how they can be effectively facilitated in practice (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009; Whitebread, 2012).
Physical play involves moving the body and actively engaging with the environment. It involves fine motor skills such as holding materials as well as gross motor activities including running, climbing, and jumping (Bottrill, 2018; Whitebread, 2012). Although physical play can take place in both structured and unstructured environments, it is most beneficial when it is child led and intrinsically motivated. Through these experiences, children develop spatial awareness, coordination, balance and muscle strength. Fine motor control is also strengthened, laying the foundation for challenges later on in life such as writing, dressing and independent self care (Bottrill, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_pJiHsIIH][bookmark: _Int_qDsPjnEs]Physical play also supports cognitive development. Piaget (1977) explains that children construct knowledge through active engagement with their surroundings. During the sensorimotor and preoperational stages, learning occurs through movement, exploration, and interaction. For example, when taking part in an obstacle course, children would be required to estimate distance, adjust speed and evaluate potential risks, demonstrating planning, sequencing and cognitive flexibility. These experiences enable children to refine and extend existing schemas, thereby promoting intellectual growth (Frost, 2021). Through physical play children simultaneously develop moto skills and cognitive abilities.
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory further highlights the role of interaction in learning. Within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), children can carry out tasks with guidance that they can not yet achieve independently. During physical play, adults can model safe practice, introduce new vocabulary, and provide reassurance during challenging activities. This sensitive scaffolding enhances language development, confidence and competence while preserving the child’s autonomy (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). When appropriately balanced, adult involvement transforms physical play into a socially and cognitively enriched experience.
[bookmark: _Int_DEknv3jZ]In addition to developmental benefits, physical play is important for children’s physical health and long term wellbeing. Regular movement strengthens cardiovascular health, muscular development, coordination, and bone density. Sustained engagement in active play during early childhood contributes to the prevention of childhood obesity and supports the formation of lifelong healthy lifestyle habits. The World Health Organisation (2019) recommends that young children take part in daily physical activity to promote healthy growth and decrease the risk of obesity. Similarly, the Department of Health and Social Care (2019) emphasises that early movement experiences establish enthusiasm towards physical activity that can continue into adolescence and adulthood. By embedding daily opportunities for energetic, child led physical play, practitioners not only support developmental progress but also contribute to preventative public health outcomes.
[bookmark: _Int_dl9qiRhp]Emotionally, physical play promotes resilience and self efficacy. Opportunities for monitored risk taking allows children to overcome fear and develop perseverance, strengthening positive self belief (Whitebread, 2012). Participation in group games fosters cooperation, negotiation, and shared goal setting. These interactions align with Parten’s (1932) stages of play, as children move naturally between solitary, parallel and cooperative play depending on context and confidence. Physical play therefore contributes to social competence as well as emotional regulation.
Creative play is another essential play type supporting holistic development. It incorporates imagination, symbolic representation, and self expression. Activities such as role play, storytelling, music, and art enable children to explore their interpretation on real life experiences (Bruner, 1966; Moyles, 2015). Creative play is most meaningful when it is child led, although sensitive adult involvement can extend and deepen learning.
[bookmark: _Int_59ed0XBO]Cognitively, creative play strengthens logical thinking, symbolic reasoning, and problem solving. During the preoperational stage, Piaget (1977) identifies symbolic thought as a key developmental milestone, as children begin using mental representations to interpret the world. Through imaginative scenarios, children absorb new experiences and accommodate existing schemas, therefore expanding conceptual understanding (Frost, 2021).
From a sociocultural perspective, Vygotsky (1978) argued that imaginative play allows children to work beyond their everyday behaviour. When adopting roles such as “teacher” or “parent,” children follow social rules, regulate their behaviour, and use increasingly sophisticated language. With subtle adult scaffolding, creative play supports development within the ZPD and enhances self regulation (Carr and Lee, 2012).
Socially, creative play encourages collaboration, negotiation, and shared narrative construction. Children assign roles and resolve disagreements strengthening communication and empathy. Language development is also very evident as children rehearse vocabulary, sequence events, and practice perspective taking (Verywell Family, 2012). Emotionally, imaginative scenarios provide a safe context in which to explore relationships and experiences, supporting confidence and emotional regulation (Bottrill, 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_DbUqJ7DD]To facilitate creative play effectively, practitioners should provide open ended resources that stimulate imagination without imposing outcomes. Adults can extend thinking through open ended questioning and language modelling, consistent with Vygotsky’s (1978) scaffolding principles. By valuing the process rather than the finished product, practitioners preserve child ownership while promoting cognitive, social, and emotional growth (Moyles, 2015).
[bookmark: _Int_b4DvAlia]Overall, both physical and creative play make significant contributions to holistic development. Physical play strengthens physical coordination, resilience, and health, such as the prevention of obesity and the promotion of lifelong wellbeing, while creative play enhances symbolic thinking, language development, and emotional understanding. When appropriately supported through enabling environments and effective adult facilitation, these play types form a strong foundation for lifelong learning and wellbeing (Whitebread, 2012; Siraj-Blatchford, 2009).

Section 2: Evidence of a clear understanding of why it is important for children to choose their own play and the importance of the role of the adult in children’s play. (750 words)
Self directed play is a form of child led learning in which children independently choose their activities, decide how they will play, and control the direction and outcomes of their experiences. It is not simply unstructured time, it involves purposeful exploration, creativity, and decision making. The Welsh Government (2014) defines authentic play as “freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated,” highlighting that children must keep ownership of their play for it to be meaningful. This perspective recognises children as active agents in their own development, capable of constructing knowledge through exploration rather than simply receiving instruction (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009).
[bookmark: _Int_MMraZBKc][bookmark: _Int_eYwLymQd]Intrinsic motivation is a central element of self directed play. When children initiate and sustain their own play, their engagement is typically deeper and more sustained than when taking part in adult led activities. Deci and Ryan’s (2000) Self Determination Theory explains that intrinsic motivation supports persistence, concentration, and deeper cognitive processing. When children experience autonomy, competence, and social connection, they are more likely to remain engaged and overcome challenges. As a result, they adapt strategies, regulate their behaviour, and sustain attention for extended periods. Whitebread (2012) similarly argues that independence in play enhances self regulation and executive function, both of which are crucial for long term learning. Verywell Family (2012) also highlights that children learn most effectively when play is meaningful and enjoyable rather than externally imposed.
Self directed play promotes holistic development across cognitive, social, and emotional domains. Cognitively, children use higher order thinking skills to plan, test ideas, solve problems, and evaluate outcomes. For example, when building with blocks or loose parts, children consider balance, stability, and spatial relationships, refining their reasoning through trial and error (Fisher, 2016). These experiences encourage flexible thinking and resilience, as children learn that mistakes are part of the learning process.
Emotionally, self directed play strengthens independence and self confidence. When children make their own choices, they develop a sense of competence and ownership. Moyles (2015) suggests that play allows children to rehearse real life challenges in a safe and controlled way, supporting emotional regulation and resilience. Children learn to manage frustration, negotiate disagreements, and cope with setbacks without immediate adult direction. This contributes to positive self efficacy and long term wellbeing.
Socially, self directed play fosters collaboration, rule making, compromise, and conflict resolution. Children learn to express ideas clearly, listen to peers, and negotiate shared goals. Siraj-Blatchford (2009) emphasises that sustained shared thinking between children, and occasionally with adults, promotes deeper cognitive and social development. Through peer interaction, children refine communication skills and develop empathy, strengthening their social competence.
Although children lead the play, adults have a crucial and carefully balanced role. Rather than directing activities, practitioners act as facilitators, co thinkers, and observers. One key responsibility is creating enabling environments that encourage exploration. Open-ended resources, loose parts, and adaptable spaces support creativity and independence(Whitebread, 2012). The environment itself becomes a “third teacher,” inviting inquiry without dictating outcomes.
[bookmark: _Int_MZV9B8YQ]Effective adult involvement requires sensitivity and professional judgement. Practitioners must observe carefully before intervening, knowing when to step back and when to extend learning. To much supervision or instruction can interrupt intrinsic motivation by reducing autonomy and transforming play into adult controlled activities.However, complete withdrawal may limit opportunities for cognitive extension. Fisher (2016) notes that high quality interactions occur when adults respond thoughtfully to children’s ideas rather than dominating the experience.
[bookmark: _Int_GmX31HZt]Scaffolding, based on Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of the Zone of Proximal Development, involves offering guidance that supports children in achieving tasks slightly beyond their independent capability. This may include modelling vocabulary, asking open ended questions, or introducing subtle challenges. Wood (2014) argues that responsive interaction maintains child agency while encouraging thinking. Questions such as “What might happen if?” or “How could you make that stronger?” extend learning while preserving ownership (Moyles, 2015).
[bookmark: _Int_n2ze5C8c][bookmark: _Int_YnGuoQJ8]Adults also contribute to emotional security within self directed play. Secure, responsive relationships allow children to explore confidently and take appropriate risks. Siraj-Blatchford (2009) highlights that emotionally supportive interactions are linked to improved developmental outcomes. When practitioners validate children’s ideas, recognise effort, and provide encouragement during difficulty, children show higher levels of involvement and wellbeing (Laevers, 2005).
[bookmark: _Int_nxmewg0f]Despite its recognised benefits, implementing self directed play within structured educational settings can present challenges. Curriculum frameworks may prioritise measurable outcomes, potentially conflicting with open ended exploration. However, Bottrill (2022) argues that learning objectives can be implemented within meaningful play experiences rather than imposed externally. When play stays central, children are more motivated and learning becomes authentic and sustainable.
[bookmark: _Int_v6OZBsrj]In conclusion, self directed play is essential for promoting autonomy, intrinsic motivation, and holistic development. It strengthens cognitive flexibility, emotional resilience, social competence, and self regulation. The adult’s role is dynamic and responsive, creating enabling environments, offering sensitive scaffolding, providing emotional security, and advocating for the value of play within educational systems. When this balance is achieved, children stay active, motivated participants in their own learning (Whitebread, 2012; Wood, 2014; Siraj-Blatchford, 2009; Deci and Ryan, 2000).
Section 3:  In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children. Choose from the following observation types. (750 words)
[bookmark: _Int_r9Grvs09]Observation is the systematic process of watching, listening to, and documenting children’s behaviour to understand their development, learning, and overall wellbeing. In early childhood education, observation enables practitioners to identify children’s interests, dispositions, and learning processes in natural contexts (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). Rather than relying on just testing, the Welsh Government (2022) states that assessment should be ongoing, formative, and holistic to build a complete understanding of each child.
Structured observation tools promote consistency and reflection. One approach is the Leuven Scale of Involvement and Wellbeing, developed by Laevers (2005). Unlike methods that focus primarily on measurable academic skills, the Leuven Scale evaluates the quality of children’s experiences. It measures two key indicators, the involvement and wellbeing. The core principle is that deep learning occurs when children feel emotionally secure and are highly engaged in meaningful activity (Laevers, 2005).
[bookmark: _Int_CaWu4MM1]Involvement refers to the level of concentration, energy, persistence, and intrinsic motivation a child demonstrates. A highly involved child shows focus, curiosity, and determination. Wellbeing reflects how relaxed, confident, and emotionally secure a child appears within the environment. When both involvement and wellbeing are high, learning is likely to be deep and developmentally significant (Whitebread, 2012).
[bookmark: _Int_tsEgRJYk][bookmark: _Int_7VbFl0A2][bookmark: _Int_9eBnOfVe]The Leuven Scale uses a five point rating system. A score of one shows extremely low involvement or wellbeing, where a child may appear withdrawn, distracted, or anxious. A score of five reflects intense concentration, enjoyment, creativity, and confidence. Practitioners observe without interrupting play and record descriptive notes to justify their scoring. Importantly, the purpose is not to judge the child but to evaluate the quality of the learning environment and adult interaction (Laevers, 2005).
[bookmark: _Int_g3oX8MFh]This approach aligns closely with research on effective early years practice. The EPPE project found that high quality interactions and emotionally supportive environments significantly improve long term outcomes for children (Sylva et al., 2010). By measuring involvement and wellbeing, the Leuven Scale helps practitioners find whether those high quality conditions are present.
The Leuven method is particularly effective during self directed play. When children choose activities freely, their engagement is more authentic and intrinsically motivated. For example, a child constructing a tower may show high involvement through sustained attention, problem solving, and persistence after failure. Visible enjoyment and relaxed body language may indicate high wellbeing. In contrast, wandering without focus may suggest low involvement, prompting reflection on whether resources, challenge level, or adult interaction need adjustment (Fisher, 2016).
[bookmark: _Int_bnUGU2Jo]The emphasis on intrinsic motivation links to Deci and Ryan’s (2000) Self-Determination Theory, which highlights autonomy as central to deep engagement. Howard and McInnes (2013) similarly found that children who perceive activities as play show greater emotional wellbeing and engagement than when tasks are presented as work. Therefore, the Leuven Scale captures the emotional quality of learning rather than simply recording observable outcomes.
A major strength of the Leuven Scale is its focus on process rather than performance. Wood (2014) argues that assessment systems overly focused on measurable outcomes can undermine play based education. By prioritising involvement and wellbeing, practitioners consider whether learning conditions support curiosity and independence. Bruce (2011) supports this view, suggesting that observation in early years should honour children’s natural ways of learning rather than impose expectations.
[bookmark: _Int_9q6MQXaI]However, the Leuven Scale does not assess specific curriculum skills such as early writing or number recognition. It provides insight into readiness and engagement rather than achievement. For this reason, it is often used alongside other approaches. Carr (2001), for example, developed Learning Stories as a narrative method of documenting children’s strengths and dispositions. While Learning Stories provides qualitative detail, the Leuven Scale offers a structured, measurable framework. When combined, these methods provide a more comprehensive understanding of development.
There are also limitations. Interpretation of involvement may be subjective, as different practitioners may perceive behaviour differently. Involvement levels can fluctuate depending on mood, peer relationships, or environmental factors. Repeated observations across different contexts increase reliability and validity (Moyles, 2015). Additionally, practitioners must remain unobtrusive to avoid influencing behaviour, ensuring that observations reflect authentic engagement.
Despite these limitations, the Leuven Scale remains valuable because it centres children’s emotional and cognitive experiences. It encourages reflective practice by prompting adults to adjust environments, resources, or interactions if involvement and wellbeing are low. This child centred focus aligns with play-based learning principles and supports holistic development (Laevers, 2005; Welsh Government, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_Tjih6s1z][bookmark: _Int_zc46EjCZ]In conclusion, the Leuven Scale provides a structured yet holistic approach to observing children. By assessing involvement and wellbeing, it captures the depth and quality of children’s learning experiences. When used alongside narrative observations and within play based environments, it supports reflective practice and promotes emotionally secure, engaging learning conditions that enhance long-term developmental outcomes (Sylva et al., 2010; Bruce, 2011; Carr, 2001).
[bookmark: _Int_Zz7jowD5]Section 4: Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and consider how this affects the child engagement and the accuracy of the observation. (750 words)
Observation and assessment are central to effective early years practice because they provide insight into children’s development, interests, and individual learning pathways. Rather than serving as a mechanism for comparison or judgement, assessment in early childhood should be formative, responsive, and holistic (Welsh Government, 2022). High quality observation enables practitioners to adapt provision, extend thinking, and create emotionally supportive environments that promote both wellbeing and cognitive growth.
[bookmark: _Int_59WdIuMB]Formative assessment plays a crucial role within this process. Black and Wiliam (2009) argue that assessment is most effective when it informs future teaching and helps learners progress, rather than simply measuring achievement. Similarly, the Assessment Reform Group (2002) emphasises that Assessment for Learning should involve careful observation, professional judgement, and responsive planning. In early years contexts, this means practitioners must observe children within meaningful play experiences and use their findings to adjust interactions, challenge levels, and environmental resources.
[bookmark: _Int_kv3WNYgG][bookmark: _Int_z7MtUWFj]Structured tools such as the Leuven Scale contribute to this reflective cycle. By evaluating involvement and wellbeing, practitioners can identify whether learning conditions are best (Laevers, 2005). However, structured assessment must be balanced with professional interpretation. Carr (2001) argues that narrative approaches, such as Learning Stories, allow practitioners to recognise children’s dispositions, strengths, and identities as learners. While the Leuven Scale provides measurable indicators of engagement, Learning Stories offer deeper contextual understanding. Together, they support a more comprehensive approach to assessment.
[bookmark: _Int_vZcdL7Lu][bookmark: _Int_ZCrhbTea][bookmark: _Int_GwhMCVaW]From a sociocultural perspective, learning is shaped by interaction and participation within social contexts. Rogoff (2003) describes learning as guided participation, where adults support children’s development through shared activity. Observation allows practitioners to identify moments of sustained shared thinking, which the EPPE project found to be strongly associated with improved long term outcomes (Sylva et al., 2010). Therefore, assessment should focus not only on individual performance but also on the quality of interactions and collaborative learning experiences.
Neuroscientific research further reinforces the importance of emotionally secure environments. Shonkoff and Phillips (2000) highlight that early experiences significantly influence brain architecture. When children experience stress or insecurity, learning can be inhibited. Conversely, environments that promote wellbeing support cognitive flexibility and self-regulation. Assessing wellbeing alongside involvement, as advocated by Laevers (2005), therefore reflects a scientifically grounded understanding of development.
A major strength of observation-based assessment is that it respects play as a legitimate context for learning. Frost (2021) and Bruce (2011) both argue that play fosters creativity, resilience, and problem-solving. Broadhead (2006) further shows that social play provides opportunities for negotiation, communication, and collaborative thinking. Observing children within play contexts reveals complex learning processes that formal testing might overlook. This supports Wood’s (2014) argument that overly structured, outcome driven approaches can undermine authentic engagement.
[bookmark: _Int_4I6XtOhX]However, observation and assessment also present challenges. One significant issue is subjectivity. Practitioner interpretation may be influenced by unconscious bias, expectations, or time pressures. Moyles (2015) suggests that collaborative reflection and professional dialogue can strengthen reliability. Repeated observations across different contexts also improve validity and ensure that judgements are not based on isolated incidents.
Another issue is accountability demands. Increasing policy pressures often require documented evidence of progress, which can lead to excessive recording and reduced time for meaningful interaction. While frameworks such as the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) advocate holistic assessment, practitioners may still experience pressure to demonstrate measurable outcomes. This creates a potential conflict between child centred education and performance driven systems.
Critically reflecting, effective assessment should empower practitioners rather than constrain them. Observation should enhance understanding and guide provision, not reduce children to scores or checklists. When used ethically and thoughtfully, it promotes inclusion by recognising diverse learning styles and cultural backgrounds. Rogoff (2003) reminds us that development occurs within cultural communities, meaning assessment must be sensitive to contextual differences.
[bookmark: _Int_gC3Y792Q]Furthermore, observation encourages reflective practice. By analysing patterns of involvement or disengagement, practitioners can evaluate whether environments are sufficiently challenging and stimulating. If involvement is consistently low, it may indicate that resources lack complexity or that adult interaction is overly directive. Conversely, high levels of sustained engagement suggest that provision effectively supports intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2000).
In conclusion, observation and assessment are powerful tools in early childhood education when grounded in research and reflective practice. Structured approaches such as the Leuven Scale provide measurable insight into engagement and wellbeing, while narrative methods capture children’s identities and dispositions. When informed by formative assessment theory, sociocultural perspectives, and neuroscientific research, observation supports holistic development and high quality early years provision (Black and Wiliam, 2009; Rogoff, 2003; Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000).
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