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Section 1
Physical play
Physical play involves any activity that gets children moving and using their bodies, and it plays a crucial role in early childhood development (Playworld, n.d.). This can be as simple as catching a ball, running around, or going for a walk (Playworld, n.d.). 
Physical play supports a child’s holistic development in many important ways (Early Years Resources, n.d.). One key area is physical development (Early Years Resources, n.d.). Regular movement helps children build strong muscles and bones, which are essential for healthy growth (Early Years Resources, n.d.). It also enhances their motor skills, balance, and coordination, all of which contribute to confidence and independence in everyday activities (Early Years Resources, n.d.).
Physical play also supports children’s cognitive development and learning (Early Years Resources, n.d.). It helps improve focus and attention span, both of which are essential for effective learning (Early Years Resources, n.d.). Physical activity also boosts memory and strengthens problem‑solving skills, providing children with important tools they rely on as they grow and develop (Early Years Resources, n.d.).
Physical play also has a positive impact on children’s emotional and mental wellbeing (Early Years Resources, n.d.). It helps reduce stress and provides a healthy outlet for releasing built‑up energy (Early Years Resources, n.d.). Regular physical activity can also improve a child’s sleep patterns, supporting better rest and overall mood (Early Years Resources, n.d.).
Physical play supports all six stages of play by giving children chances to move, explore, and interact. In unoccupied play, babies kick and move during tummy time. During solitary play, children practise physical skills on their own, such as stacking blocks. In onlooker play, they watch others and learn new movements (BBC, n.d.).
In parallel play, children play side‑by‑side without interacting, like running or jumping near each other. In associative play, they begin to share and join simple physical activities, such as chasing games. Finally, in cooperative play, children take part in structured physical games like tag, following rules and working together (BBC, n.d.).
Physical play supports Jean Piaget’s cognitive development theory, particularly during the sensorimotor stage, where children learn through direct physical interaction with their environment. For example, when a child crawls, they begin to develop spatial awareness and understand how their body moves in relation to the world around them (Teachkloud, n.d.).

Sensory play 
Sensory play involves activities that engage at least one of a child’s senses. This may include their sense of smell, sight, hearing, touch, or taste. Sensory play also involves the senses of balance and movement, helping children explore and understand the world through physical experiences (BBC, n.d.).
Types of sensory play include finger painting, playing with sand or water, exploring a mud kitchen with natural materials, and using scented playdough (Montessori Academy, n.d.).
Sensory play supports holistic development in multiple ways. It enhances cognitive development by improving concentration, memory, decision‑making skills, and problem‑solving (Montessori Academy, n.d.). It also benefits physical development by strengthening both gross and fine motor skills through hands‑on exploration (Montessori Academy, n.d.). Sensory play supports emotional development by building resilience and helping children develop self‑regulation (Montessori Academy, n.d.). Socially, it encourages sharing, cooperation, and communication with others (Montessori Academy, n.d.). Finally, it nurtures creativity by sparking imagination and promoting open‑ended exploration (Montessori Academy, n.d.).
Sensory play supports five of the six stages of play by giving children opportunities to explore, experiment, and interact through their senses. It also goes beyond the stages of play, as it promotes cognitive development, supports emotional regulation, and encourages the development of fine motor skills (Play Like Mum, n.d.).
Sensory play supports several stages of play by giving children opportunities to explore and interact through their senses. In unoccupied play, babies use their senses during tummy time for example, touching objects and looking around. During exploratory play, children focus on bonding and sensory experiences such as tasting, listening, and feeling different textures, which helps them develop awareness of sound, smell, and touch (Pathways.org, n.d.).
In solitary play, children begin to experiment independently, such as pressing buttons to hear sounds or playing with water. During symbolic play, they may use materials like playdough to represent objects. In parallel play, children play side‑by‑side for example, exploring water trays together, while still focusing on their own activity (Pathways.org, n.d.).
Vygotsky recognised sensory play as an important part of a child’s developmental needs. He believed that play allows children to explore the world around them, supporting their learning through hands‑on, sensory‑rich experiences (My Teaching Cupboard, n.d.).



Section 2
Self‑directed play is when the child chooses the roles, rules, and direction of their play. They take full control of what happens, allowing them to explore their interests and ideas independently (Waters-Davies,2022, p.4). 
Self‑directed play is important for many reasons. It helps children build self‑confidence and independence because they make their own choices, set their own goals, and work through challenges without adult direction (Berkshire Montessori, n.d.). As they do this, children begin to recognise their own abilities, which supports a growing sense of confidence and capability (Berkshire Montessori, n.d.).
Another reason self-directed play is important is to develop problem solving skills and critical thinking skills (Imagination Playground, n.d.). The child must come up with their own scenarios, rules and solutions whilst playing on their own (Imagination Playground, n.d.). The outcome of this will be the child will become more creative and solve problems independently (Imagination Playground, n.d.).
Self‑directed play significantly boosts imagination and creativity (eeBoo, n.d.). When children lead their own play, they often transform everyday objects like a cardboard box into entire worlds, vehicles, houses, or anything their imagination can construct (eeBoo, n.d.). This kind of open‑ended exploration strengthens their creative thinking because they learn to see beyond an object’s typical purpose (eeBoo, n.d.). Over time, this “creative flexibility” helps children develop problem‑solving skills, original ideas, and the confidence to express their own imaginative thinking (eeBoo, n.d.).
Self‑directed play plays a  role in developing children’s social skills (Sunstone Montessori, 2019). When children play together without adult direction, they must learn to share resources, communicate their ideas, and negotiate roles or rules within the game (Sunstone Montessori, 2019). These interactions help them practise turn‑taking, listening, and expressing their needs clearly (Sunstone Montessori, 2019). Over time, children begin to build empathy as they recognise that others may have different ideas, feelings, or perspectives (Sunstone Montessori, 2019). They also learn how to manage disagreements and resolve conflict independently, which strengthens their emotional resilience and social understanding (Sunstone Montessori, 2019). Through these experiences, children develop the foundations of positive relationships and cooperative play (Sunstone Montessori, 2019). Vygotsky’s theory suggests that children learn effectively through interaction with a more knowledgeable other, so opportunities for children to play and learn together are highly beneficial (YouTube, 2023).
There are many ways an adult can support self‑directed play. One of the most effective is providing a wide range of open‑ended resources and materials that spark children’s imagination and allow them to explore freely (Connect Childcare, n.d.). Adults can also ensure that the play environment is safe, accessible, and thoughtfully arranged so children feel confident to make their own choices (Connect Childcare, n.d.). Most importantly, the adult should act as a facilitator rather than a director observing, offering gentle guidance only when needed, and stepping back so children can take the lead in their play (Connect Childcare, n.d.).
Having a safe environment for free play is essential, as it allows children to explore confidently and independently (UNICEF, n.d.). When children know the space is secure and free from hazards, they can focus fully on their play, take appropriate risks, and engage more deeply in their ideas without constant adult intervention (UNICEF, n.d.). Providing a safe space for active, physical play whether children are jumping, rolling, or simply sitting is equally important (Berkshire Montessori, n.d.). This can be as simple as clearing an area in the living room or ensuring the back garden is free from obstacles (Berkshire Montessori, n.d.). When the environment is both safe and spacious, children can move freely, test their abilities, and participate in energetic play with confidence (Berkshire Montessori, n.d.).
Having a wide range of resources allows a child’s mind to expand, explore, and transform ordinary objects into whatever they imagine. When children have access to varied materials, their play becomes richer and more inventive, enabling them to experiment, create new scenarios, and express their ideas freely. Without this variety, play can become limited and repetitive, reducing opportunities for creativity and problem‑solving (Department for Education, n.d.).
In contrast, when children are offered diverse resources such as loose parts, natural materials, and open‑ended object their play becomes more imaginative and dynamic. They begin to construct new worlds, test out ideas, and engage in deeper thinking. This type of exploratory play supports the development of problem‑solving skills, flexible thinking, and cognitive growth as children learn to use materials in multiple ways and adapt their ideas as they play (Department for Education, n.d.).
It is important for adults not to interfere in a child’s play, as stepping back supports the development of independence, critical thinking skills, and deep concentration. When children are given space to lead their own play, they learn to make decisions, solve problems, and stay focused without relying on constant adult direction (Nature Play, n.d.). Adulteration occurs when an adult interferes with a child’s play rather than adding value to it, and this type of interruption is one of the biggest barriers to genuine self‑directed play. When adults step in unnecessarily, they disrupt the child’s flow, limit their creativity, and reduce opportunities for independent exploration (The Kids Club, n.d.).

Section 3
Observing a child involves carefully watching and listening, then documenting how they interact, behave, and play to understand their interests, needs, and individual development (West Sussex County Council, n.d.). Effective observation is a key part of early education, as it ensures that practice is tailored to each child and supports accurate tracking of their progress over time (West Sussex County Council, n.d.).
Observation is essential because it enables practitioners to understand each child’s interests, strengths, challenges, and unique needs (MECTA, n.d.). Through careful watching and listening, practitioners can identify what a child enjoys, how they learn, and which milestones they are approaching. By noticing what a child can already do, practitioners are better able to plan how to support them in reaching the next stage of development (MECTA, n.d.).
Thoughtful observation also allows practitioners to design meaningful, engaging activities that capture the child’s attention and reflect their individual learning style (MECTA, n.d.). This not only supports progress but also helps children feel valued and understood. Over time, consistent observation strengthens relationships, as practitioners build trust and connection through genuinely knowing the child and responding to their needs (MECTA, n.d.).
Adults take on several key roles when supporting children’s play, including the observer, facilitator, and partner roles. In the observer role, the adult looks, listens and waits to understand the child’s developmental stage, learning style and interests (Pentagon Play, n.d.). As a facilitator, the adult provides subtle, unobtrusive support that enables children to take the lead while still benefiting from gentle guidance (Essex Early Years and Childcare, n.d.). In the partner role, the adult joins the play to extend thinking and learning, following the child’s cues, offering a secure environment and acting as a co‑player when appropriate (Rigby, 2022).
The chosen observation method is the Leuven Scale. This is a five‑point assessment tool used to evaluate a child’s emotional well‑being and level of involvement in early years settings (EYWorks, n.d.). Developed by Professor Ferre Laevers at Leuven University in Belgium, the scale helps practitioners understand how deeply a child is engaged in their learning experiences (EYWorks, n.d.). By focusing on well‑being and involvement, the Leuven Scale provides valuable insight into the quality of a child’s play and the effectiveness of the learning environment (EYWorks, n.d.).
The Leuven Scale consists of five levels for both emotional well‑being and involvement: extremely low, low, moderate, high, and extremely high (Learning Journals, n.d.). For emotional well‑being, the extremely low level describes a child who is visibly distressed, crying, withdrawn, or showing clear discomfort (Learning Journals, n.d.). At the low level, the child may appear uneasy, shy, or reluctant to engage, showing signs of uncertainty in the environment. A moderate level indicates a neutral emotional state, where the child is neither particularly happy nor unhappy and may participate without deep engagement (Learning Journals, n.d.). At the high level, the child displays positive emotions, interest, and contentment, appearing focused and comfortable. Finally, the extremely high level reflects deep emotional well‑being, where the child is fully at ease, confident, and showing sustained enjoyment (Learning Journals, n.d.).
The scale also assesses involvement using the same five levels (Learning Journals, n.d.). At the extremely low level, the child appears bored, absent, or disengaged from the activity. At the low level, the child is easily distracted and shows minimal involvement. A moderate level suggests that the child is participating but not fully absorbed (Learning Journals, n.d.). At the high level, the child is engaged, focused, and not easily distracted. At the extremely high level, the child demonstrates intense concentration, enthusiasm, and deep involvement in the activity (Learning Journals, n.d.).
One advantage of the Leuven Scale is that it places the child at the centre of their own learning, making it a highly effective tool for supporting development in the early years (Learning Journals, n.d.). It enables practitioners to respond adaptively to each child’s needs, adjusting their approach based on the child’s well‑being and level of involvement (Learning Journals, n.d.). This method also avoids a ‘one‑size‑fits‑all’ approach, as it can be applied flexibly to every child, regardless of their stage of development or learning style (Learning Journals, n.d.).
One criticism of the Leuven Scale is that it may not always be suitable for children with special educational needs or disabilities, particularly those who are non‑verbal (Learning Journals, n.d.). These children may appear less present or less expressive, which can lead to limited or inaccurate assessments of their well‑being and involvement. Additionally, children from different cultural backgrounds may display emotions and engagement in ways that differ from the expectations of the scale, like the cultural limitations noted in Bowlby’s attachment theory. This highlights the importance of using the Leuven Scale alongside professional judgement and a broader understanding of each child’s individual context (Learning Journals, n.d.).
The Leuven Scale offers a holistic perspective because it focuses on two core aspects of a child’s experience well‑being and involvement rather than solely on academic outcomes (Early Years Staffroom, n.d.). By examining a child’s social, emotional, and mental state, the scale provides insight into how happy, secure, and comfortable they feel within the learning environment. This broader view helps practitioners understand not just what a child can do, but how they are experiencing their learning, which is essential for supporting meaningful development (Early Years Staffroom, n.d.).

Section 4
Assessing and observing children during play is essential because play places them in their natural environment, allowing practitioners to see their social, cognitive, emotional and physical development (nidirect, n.d.). Play also supports children’s confidence, self‑esteem, social skills and interaction, making it a valuable context for understanding their progress (nidirect, n.d.). Through play, educators can observe children’s cognitive processes, including how they solve problems, think, and make sense of the world around them (National Literacy Trust, 2024). Play further reveals how children are developing their fine and gross motor skills, offering insight into their physical growth.
Observing a child at play also helps adults understand the child’s interests, needs and ways of thinking, as play provides a window into the child’s inner world (Masterson, 2021). Adults can use sensitive questioning to deepen this understanding and support meaning‑making. Play additionally shows how children manage and express their emotions, which is important for recognising how they cope with challenges or difficult feelings (UNICEF, 2023).
Effective observation relies on strong communication, as this helps adults build trusting relationships with children (Mohamed, 2023), interpret their non‑verbal cues (Cumbria County Council, n.d.), and understand their emotional expressions (UNICEF, 2023). Observing children at play therefore provides a holistic assessment, offering insight into their communication, motor skills, emotional wellbeing and overall development (Lillio, n.d.).
Play provides a far more accurate, holistic and authentic view of a child’s developmental stage than formal testing because it captures what children can do naturally, without pressure or adult‑led direction (Tapestry, n.d.). Through observing children in play, practitioners can immediately identify areas where a child may need additional help or targeted support, allowing interventions to be timely and responsive. Play‑based observations also reveal a wide range of developmental domains cognitive processes such as problem‑solving, emotional regulation, social interaction, communication, physical skills, and personal interests offering a complete picture of the child as a learner (Azilo Training, 2019). 
Adults can strengthen children’s play by offering scaffolding that extends their thinking and supports development. By working within each child’s zone of proximal development, adults provide just enough guidance and information to help them learn something new while still allowing the child to remain an active, independent learner (Realise Training, 2025).
Adults can strengthen children’s play during observation by tuning into the child’s social, emotional, cognitive, and developmental needs. Observation helps adults notice how a child interacts with others, manages feelings, solves problems, and uses emerging skills, allowing them to offer support that is both responsive and developmentally appropriate (Lillio, n.d.).
When adults watch closely, they also begin to recognise a child’s interests, motivations, and preferred ways of learning. These insights allow adults to plan future experiences, introduce new challenges, and provide meaningful guidance that builds on what the child already enjoys and understands. Over time, this leads to richer learning opportunities and more confident, capable learners (Masterson, 2021).
An enabling environment is essential for supporting a child’s play. Adults play a key role in creating spaces that are safe, nurturing and stimulating, allowing children to develop independence, feel a sense of belonging, and remain fully engaged in their play (Estyn, n.d.).
Howard and McInnes argue that play is defined by the child’s own perception, meaning an activity is only experienced as play if the child themselves views it that way (McInnes and Birdsey, 2016). Their research shows that when children interpret an activity as play, they demonstrate higher emotional well‑being, deeper engagement, and more sophisticated problem‑solving skills compared with tasks they perceive as work or “not play.” This highlights the importance of designing learning experiences that children recognise as genuinely playful rather than adult‑directed (McInnes and Birdsey, 2016).
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