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Play can be defined as a range of activities or behaviours engaged in for enjoyment, amusement, or recreation in childhood. According to Froebel (1887, quoted in Froebel trust, no date) play is “free expression...to investigate and to find things out.” Play is important because not only is it enjoyable for the child but also supports development, social skills and build relationships and can act as a stress reliever. Play Scotland (2024) suggests there are many types of play that practitioners can support in practice such as role play, locomotor play and creative play which can involve exploration, experimentation, problem solving and expressing feelings. 
[bookmark: _Int_gD69C19D][bookmark: _Int_mX3EmBxk][bookmark: _Int_ZzYqEJKn]Vygotsky’s Social-Constructivist theory believes that play facilitates cognitive development and placed emphasis on the meaning and value in play, which has impacted how we facilitate play in the modern world. Brown and Patte (2013) state that through play, especially imaginative play, children are not only practising what they know but can also learn new things. Through dramatic or make-believe play children can develop higher mental functions particularly when enhanced with social interaction with peers. The work of Vygotsky (1978, cited in Aubrey and Riley, 2019) state that language was a significant cultural tool used by children to make sense of the world around them. These are not inherited and need to be modelled by using language and stories. Nursery World (2016) suggests that language transmits knowledge, skills, and values. This allows children to access information and understand other people through talk and interactions during play. This can be based upon their own first-hand experiences and using toys to build stories around. However, Montessori (1907, cited Brown and Patte, 2013, p. 13) argued that imaginative play was to build something new which led the environment to be filled with real objects for children to manipulate. Children are often found to copying behaviour of adults and imitating language during imaginative play. Bruce (2011a) explained that Vygotsky noted children often speak out loud during play without talking to anyone in particular. This is similar to parallel play where children focus on the play but do not engage with others. As children get older, imaginative play can be engaged with other children developing social skills. 
Imaginative play gives children many benefits in other areas of their development. Children can build on their creativity as imaginative play allows situations that they cannot experience alone, such as role playing an adult going to work (Therapy Focus, 2024). Both fine and gross motor skills can be developed while imaginatively playing by making big movements pretending to be an animal or developing hand-eye coordination by dressing a doll. Playing with peers can sometimes lead to frustrations with many ideas and points of view. Children will need to navigate this by placing rules and problem solving while regulating their behaviour (Brown et al., 2022, p.149). 
Parallel play is part of a child’s developing social skills. Parallel play allows children to explore and experiment with toys and activities at their own pace while still benefiting from socially being around other children. The work of Parten (1933, cited Brown, 2014) proposed that children develop skills in six stages of play. The fourth stage is Parallel play when children play alongside each other with similar toys but do not actively engage or interact with one another. Instead, they focus on independent activities whilst being aware of the presence of others, and this usually occurs around the age of two to three years old. The work of Piaget (1936, cited Pound, 2008, p.37) developed a similar stage to parallel play known as the preoperational stage. Children around aged two to seven engage in parallel play as they begin to develop language and symbolic thought. Piaget believed that children at this stage are absorbed in their own world and their speech is egocentric where they have a lack of ability to communicate with others (MacBlain, 2018). 
According to The OT Toolbox (2022) parallel play offers children an opportunity to practice social interactions in a safe environment to develop their social skills and awareness before reaching the next social stage. During parallel play other skills are developing such as language and communication, where children can observe and listen to what is going on around them, picking up unfamiliar words to further support communication. Children may also learn social cues and develop empathy to see how they act and feel not just how they are playing. Physical development with fine and gross motor skills while watching others make movements which they can imitate and developing hand-eye coordination, balance skills and muscle strength with activities such as building blocks and puzzles (Oxford University Press, no date). Parallel play can be supported in practice by activities such as sand or water play and providing a space big enough with resources for children to come together. Children having freedom to choose what they play with will encourage experimenting and exploration as there are no confines in being told what to play with. This is supported by Clement, Maynard and Waters (2013) who suggests that engagement is greater when playing outdoors. Practitioners can support parallel play by interacting with the children by modelling language and supporting children to share resources. This can then lead to associative play when ready (Inspiration to play, 2024).
 
Self-directed play refers to a child’s ability to play without adult direction. This allows children to explore their interests, develop socially and improve their problem-solving skills. Learning through Landscapes (2021) suggest that children who self-direct their play are creating possibilities when taking charge of their own activities which can lead to behaviours that are freely chosen. This is important for children who are empowered to choose what they want to play, where and with whom they want to interact with (Playful Childhoods, 2023). Children use their imagination and develop their own ideas, make their own rules and decisions, all while the adult stands back and observes. The purpose of the activity is satisfying for the children to participate and take ownership of rather than achieving an outcome based on an adult’s agenda. However, according to Bruce, Louis, and McCall (2015) children need to learn with, from and through a practitioner.  This suggests that the adult can judge situations using professional knowledge to know when to step in, watch and observe or model for children to then go off independently. Furthermore, Bruce (2011b) explains that imagination can be shut down when the adult leads the play, but contrasts further to say that support is needed during free play as children will not develop their imagination on their own. Again, this suggests that an adult’s role is to decide what level of support is needed at the time.   
Additionally, there are various categories of play which can be supported by an adult, and it is important to recognise that a practitioner can move through these categories through effective observation. Hwb (202) state free play is where children have control directed by their interests and motivations. Practitioners can observe and reflect on what they see (Bruce, 2011). Guided play is child led with practitioner/child collaboration. Here, the practitioner follows the lead of the child and observes to then plan the environment or resources for the child to engage with. Play based learning is the practitioner planning for experiences with learning intentions.  Then there are teachable moments that are unexpected and offer an opportunity for learning where practitioners will need to introduce or expand on an area of interest or a curiosity. Practitioners are expected to use different pedagogical approaches while observing (Broadhead, Howard and Wood, 2010). The role of the adult in play can be adapted to allow children to progress uninterrupted or by stepping in to keep the activity going.  According to The Education Hub (2019) unintended interference in play may hinder children’s creative thinking so practitioners will need to match their responses according to the level of help and support that children need. This can be achieved through prompting reflection or by taking on a role in the play and communicating ideas to support and extend the play (Savage and Gray LTD, 2023).
Bottrill (2018) suggests that the role of the adult should be seen as a facilitator who guide children when needed in their play. As a facilitator their role is to listen, react, provide open communication and negotiation and challenge when appropriate. While children are playing adults should stand back and watch to see what children are learning. Adults are encouraged to interact with children to provoke their imagination, hearing stories that offer wonder and being exposed to language which they can create in their play. To do this, children require time and space to engage in deep play where they are focused and absorbed in their own learning. Through choosing their own play children are taking opportunities to challenge themselves with limitless possibilities. Additionally, Hwb (2022) support this theory of play that children can engage in deep levels of involvement and lengthy periods of uninterrupted, active learning. 
[bookmark: _Int_onWmmzQt]Bruce (2011b) states that the skill of the adult is to encourage and cooperate in the children’s play led by the initiative of the child as a partner to share the process. Play will then alert the adult to what the child is able to do and what is needed in order to support and learning at the stage. This is also supported by Vygotsky (1978) who suggests that adults support children as a scaffolder. They know when to intervene and support the child’s learning through the Zone of Proximal Development. Adults then withdraw the support as the child is capable to finish the activity independently.
Furthermore, the Curiosity Approach (2024) states that play should provide opportunities for children explore and discover their own interests. By adults encouraging children to ask questions, they seek answers and learn about the world around them. Providing hands on experiences allows children to develop their problem solving and gain a deeper understanding of concepts that may not occur with traditional teaching methods. If children are taught to gain an outcome or skill, then there will be a lack of opportunity for adults to see what the children know (Early Years Matters, 2023). When adults slow down and let children lead their own learning children become self-driven, motivated and discover more learning through choosing to play according to their own interests.
 
Observations in Early Years are a way of assessing children’s development through their play. Settings have many different ways of observing and assessing children such as the Foundation Phase Profile, running records, trackers and use of apps. According to Brodie and Lindon (2016) it can also be important to consider the reasons for observing to gather the information and use a specific technique to achieve this. Observations are important as they give information on the child’s interests, their level of engagement with activities what they know or are yet to discover (Hwb, 2022). The use of effective observations allows practitioners to see progress of development and helps to plan next steps and to further children’s interest and learning. These observations may be snapshot of a child achieving a developmental ‘first’ or a longer narrative story to collect as much information as possible.
The Leuven Scale is conducted using two separate areas of development which is important when viewing the child holistically. It focuses on well-being and involvement, putting the child at the centre of their learning and allows practitioners to identify how best to support individual children (Learning Journals, 2024). The scale consists of five points with descriptors ranging from one being extremely low levels to five being extremely high. Practitioners observe children individually or as a group for a period of approximately two minutes.  Scores are given for well-being and/or involvement (Early Learning HQ, 2020). 
Firstly, involvement is when a child is completely absorbed in an activity. Emotionally healthy schools (2019) suggest that children showing high levels of involvement show interest, motivation and fascination while concentrating on an activity. This perseverance can lead to deep level learning which promotes children’s development and enables reflection on what has been learnt. Structural learning (2021) state that low levels of involvement show that learning may be limited. This can present itself as a child showing no concentration, signs of exploration or interest in an activity. If this continues there could be a reason for concern and development could be delayed. Likewise, within the day children cannot maintain high levels of involvement and this will fluctuate. 
Secondly, the Leuven Scale is also used to measure a child’s emotional well-being during an activity or play. According to Healthier Minds (No date) children with low levels of well-being are unhappy in the setting seeming to be tense, anxious and not at ease in their environment. This would present as a child showing distress by crying and cannot be comforted. Children showing high levels of well-being are having fun, laughing, and enjoying the company of others being comfortable in their environment, engaged and content in what they are doing (Early Excellence, 2022). Similarly, as with the involvement scale, children will move through all these stages during their play either on one activity or through the course of the day.       
[bookmark: _Int_jloSGGXA]Additionally, The Leuven scale is standardised which clearly shows the ways to support observations and gives an indication of children’s development. An initial observation gives a starting point, and this can be used to measure progression. Children in a new setting will most likely start low on red but as they become more confident their scores will improve. Early Learning HQ (2020) state that this rating can be reflective and impact how practitioners prepare the environment and provide suitable activities or interventions to increase well-being and involvement according to the child’s interests. By observing well-being practitioners can assess if children are being challenged comfortably. According to Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (1978) children need to be challenged but not too much where they will reach frustration or too little where they will be bored. Sics (2005) suggests that being at the limit of capabilities is where deep level learning happens. Rich experiences of this leads to more complex thinking (Jones and MacRae, 2020). 
Furthermore, Siraj-Blatchford, and Wong (2006) believe that practitioners observing through the Leuven Scales may interpret the scales differently. When looking at children playing an observer may have different opinions of where to put the child’s involvement rating. However, when the practitioner observes a group of children, these should have the same variable of opinion which aids consistent scoring. The Leuven scales will not work effectively for children with additional learning needs, especially those who are non-verbal. The behaviours in the descriptors are often not present or obvious for children with additional needs (Learning Journals, 2024). Results can be shared with parents but without prior knowledge or information, would parents understand the scoring system or what it means? Ideally a learning journal with short observations and photos would be an additional support to the Leuven scale to show a fuller, holistic view of the child. Observations would be conducted a short time after a child seems settled in the setting as their well-being will score low (Famly, 2021).

Observations and assessments of children are necessary to demonstrate they are achieving skills consistently and independently across a range of situations (Bruce, Louis and McCall, 2015). When this is observed through their play, it gives a full picture of the child being themselves as they are engaged with their chosen activity. They are exploring their interests and being curious in their environment in which increases their well-being. Adults observing are able to give an accurate reflection of where the child is in terms of development by assessing what they know, noticing any issues and can plan for further next steps of learning (Danniels and Pyle, 2017). 
Additionally, Montessori Schools (2020) agree that observing self-directed play allows children to discover their own outcomes rather than an adult directed task. This benefits children by letting them learn at their own pace giving them the opportunity to build on their own knowledge in ways that make sense to them. This gives the practitioner a true reflection of a child’s ability without any interference or judgements.  
According to Howard and McInnes (2012) children are more likely to engage with play when they are free to follow their interests and not be directed to do an activity. In this experiment it was concluded that when children undertook an activity ‘like play’ their emotional well-being scored higher using the Leuven's Involvement Scale than activities ‘not like play.’ This can be defined as ‘like play’ where there was an adult present, but the child had the choice to participate. ‘Not like play’ is where the adult was directly present, and the child was asked to participate. Children in ‘like play’ were more engaged, happy, and moved freely, whereas children in ‘not like play’ were easily distracted. This experiment summarised that many areas of development occurred when children get to choose their own play. It was reported that children demonstrated problem solving skills, self-regulation, and meta-cognition because they could build autonomy, independence, and a sense of agency which is important for their growth and well-being. Crawley et al. (2013) supports this by stating that children are less likely to approach an activity as play in the presence of an adult.
Furthermore, Hwb (2022) assessment policy identifies learner progression at five different ages, and these have descriptors at each stage for supporting development. It aims to support children focusing on their interests and making opportunities for learning. Assessment recognises and celebrates achievement using positive language such as “I have” and “I can.” Next steps are then put in place which will be different for every child as they are unique. 
Likewise, the Te Whariki approach (Ministry of Education, 2017) uses a similar approach to Wales where they have a play-based curriculum and assessment to discover what children know and can do which supports their interests and progression. Children learn in their own way supported by an adult who knows them well. Through the woven principles, assessment supports the curriculum planning to enhance children’s learning. Observations are written and analysed which considers pathways for learning and practitioners plan to support these. Opportunities are also made for parents to engage with their children’s learning and contribute their own observations and suggestions heavily focusing on the sense of family and community built on relationships. 
[bookmark: _Int_4ha3OxBG]The role of the practitioner is to observe children in play by looking and listening. This is aided by understanding child development and knowing the children being observed. Anything of significance is recorded such as the child’s responses, behaviour or new learning acquired as soon as possible to accurately assess learning and development. Practitioners should be objective while making observations and not allowing preconceptions to influence what is being observed (PACEY, 2016). Practitioners should also be aware of recognising when there is a need for concern with areas of development and discuss this further with colleagues and parents. After recording observations, reflection is needed to think about what has been observed, to then assess and plan further development or learning. The observation cycle of planning, observation and assessment feeds into each other and contributes to the practitioner's knowledge of the child (West Sussex County Council, 2021). 
Article twelve of the United Nations Convention Rights of the Child (UNICEF, no date) state that children have a right to express their views. Involving the child with what you have observed can allow practitioners to share or celebrate their success of development or learning to make them feel valued. Listening to children and their opinions can gather feedback on how you provide next steps. Practitioners can also share observations or assessment with parents as this can build on next steps to find out interests at home. 
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