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) 
Regardless of a child’s ability, cultural background, gender, or individual needs, all children have the right to play as outlined in Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989). The Welsh Government (2002) supported this basic need with the implementation of a ‘Play Policy’, which recognises play as a vital part of the child’s holistic development. Play is also essential for the society within which children grow, as they use the natural environment to nurture and support their development. Holistic development refers to the growth of the whole child, including physical, cognitive, emotional, and social development. Play is widely recognised as a key method through which children develop across all these areas, simultaneously. 
According to theorist Bob Hughes there are 16 different play types all supporting a child’s development. Hughes’ play types demonstrate that play is not a single activity, but a complex process that supports multiple aspects of children’s development . In this discussion I will be focussing on two of these types rough and tumble play and symbolic play (Fennies Nurseries, 2024). 
Rough and tumble play (RTP) refers to energetic, dynamic play, such as wrestling, chasing, and play fighting that occurs in a non-aggressive manner (My Bright Wheel, 2026). This type of play does not only support physical development; it encompasses the whole child. RTP helps create positive bonds between peers, which enhances emotional development. By recognising facial expressions and picking up on social cues, children can improve their empathy (Nagel, 2019). 
RTP is beneficial for children, particularly in physical and social development. It allows them to create friendships while also figuring out their place within the social hierarchy. This type of play also develops essential skills such as ‘role reversal’ and ‘self-handicapping’ (Storli, 2021.p.2). Role reversal relates to changing positions during play; for example, a child who was being chased may become the one chasing (Pellis, 2022.p.1). Self-handicapping means that a child will reduce their strength to allow safe and enjoyable play for others (Fletcher, 2022). Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development also supports the importance of RTP. During the sensorimotor stage (0-2 years), children begin to use their motor skills to understand the world around them. They also start to recognise cause and effect, which teaches them their actions have consequences (Malik, 2023). These early experiences form the foundation for later physical forms of play. 
Davies (2022, p.22.) states that symbolic play occurs when a child uses objects to represent something else, for example, using payment cards as mobile phones. Logo Nursery School (2020) describe symbolic play as an instinctive exercise where a child will make use of their imagination to re-enact a previously observed situation. Vygotsky believed that children learn through social interaction, which supports the concept of symbolic play. Children often observe knowledgeable adults performing actions and later recreate these actions in their play using objects around them. For instance, they may have seen their parent put a baby in a crib and imitate this by having their toy baby and putting them in a box that symbolises the crib (Remorsa et al, 2024. p10.). 
Symbolic play helps develop a child’s neurological abilities. Their imagination begins to shine through, creating endless possibilities that push their cognitive boundaries. When children face challenges, they may turn to symbolic play to face these issues and come up with solutions, helping to develop their critical thinking and problem-solving skills (Teach HQ, 2025).  
Mildred Parten (1902-1970), a sociologist, describes six stages of play from birth to around four and a half years old. The first stage is unoccupied play, where there is little social interaction, and the baby focuses on observing their surroundings and exploring their own movements. Then they move onto solitary play, where children continue to play alone and remain focused on their own activities. 
The third stage is the onlooker stage, where children gain an awareness of others begins but they don’t actively join in with play. They observe and learn from a distance. Parallel play is the next stage, where children begin to play next to each other and may share resources, although communication is still limited and play is not yet collaborative. 
As children progress, they reach the associative stage, where they begin to interact with each other but still may focus on their own individual tasks. Finally, they reach the most advanced stage: cooperative play. This is where children are able to play together while working towards the same goal (Play Volution HQ, 2020). Parten’s stages of play illustrate how children’s play gradually becomes more social as their communication and cooperation skills develop.
Both Piaget and Vygotsky provide theoretical perspectives that help explain the development of play. Piaget viewed play as a reflection of a child’s cognitive development, suggesting that different forms of play emerge as children develop. In contrast, Vygotsky emphasised the social nature of play, arguing that children learn through interaction with others and through shared cultural experiences.
 
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 defined as play that is instigated by the child. Objects within their environment influence their play, allowing their imagination to develop as they create their own games or scenarios. Within this type of play there is an emphasis on adults not intervening unless essential, for example if play becomes inappropriate or turns aggressive (The Steiner Connection, 2022). This type of play allows children to explore their interests freely and develop creativity without the limitations of adult-directed tasks.
According to Rich (N.D.), free play or self-directed play, gives a child an opportunity to express themselves. It is child-centred, meaning that every child is an individual with their own way of communicating their feelings and learning experiences. Self-directed play highlights these differences and allows children to develop in their own way. 
Self-directed play is intrinsically motivated, allowing children the freedom to modify their ideas while exploring and creating new ones with no input from external factors. It should feel unrestricted so that children view the activity as play rather than an academic task (Stone, 2016). 
Resilience can also be developed through self-directed play. As children make their own choices, their independence grows. This type of play also supports their social development as children create positive relationships and communicate with others during play, which enables the advancement of their cooperation and negotiation skills. In addition, their emotional development is supported as free play allows children the opportunity to recognise and understand their own feelings while also developing empathy for others (Ahmed, 2023). 
Bowlby’s attachment theory (1958) suggests that children who have a consistent caregiver are more inclined to participate in free play because they feel safe enough to explore their environment. Children understand that they have a nurturing presence to return to when needed (Little, 2019). Bronfenbrenner (1979) supports this idea, recognising that a healthy ecological system supports a child’s independence. For example, a warm and supportive microsystem (family, peers, and teachers) provides children with the confidence to explore independently, knowing they have a secure base to return to (Fisher, 2025). A child’s support network directly influences how a child perceives play, whether they are a positive model is crucial as adults who are actively involved in enhancing their child’s development can understand their behaviour and respond accordingly (Feurtes, 2025.p.39). 
Adults can take on several roles when supporting children’s play, including the facilitator, the observer, and the partner. The facilitator creates an enabling environment by providing access to open-ended materials that offer stimulation for children's development (Connect Childcare, 2024). 
The observer is there to overlook a play scenario and only intervenes when necessary. Within this role, the adult is supporting the child by remaining available but allows the play to remain child led. Observing play also allows practitioners to identify learning behaviours and potential difficulties that may affect a child’s development (Caro, 2014). 
The partner role involves the adult joining the play while still allowing the child to lead the activity. Children often enjoy the presence of adults during play, but they must remain in control. To thrive within this role, adults must show interest and act with sensitivity, avoiding asking too many questions as this can disrupt a child's though process (Playful Interactions, 2022). Overall, an adult's role is significant in supporting child led play. Although their roles will vary, ultimately adults are there to gain trust, build relationships, and help support the child’s holistic development (Amin, 2022). 
The play cycle is a process of six components: meta-lude, play cue, play frame, loop and flow, and annihilation (King, 2020). The cycle helps parents and practitioners understand how children initiate and experience play. When adults understand this process, they can support play without interrupting it unnecessarily (Smart Kidz, 2022). 
Play begins with meta-lude, which refers to the cognitive preparation where the child is thinking about what they will play. The next stage is the play cue, where the child signals their intentions to play through verbal communication, body language, or facial expressions (Judson, 2024). It is important that these cues are recognised by others, as ignoring them may prevent play from developing further (Care Learning, 2025). 
Once the cue has been accepted, the play enters he play frame, which refers to the boundary that contain the play. These boundaries may include the physical environment or the informal rules created by children themselves. The stage of flow occurs when the child becomes fully immersed in play (King, 2023). Finally, annihilation occurs when the child's play naturally comes to an end. It is important to note that this is not adult intervention as it is child led (The Kids Club, 2025). Understanding the play cycle allows practitioners to support children’s play while ensuring that their engagement and creativity are not disrupted.
Section 3 – In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children. Choose from the following observation types (750 words); 
Observation is a key method used by early years practitioners to monitor children’s development, behaviour, and engagement within the learning environment. Observation forms a fundamental part of everyday life and involves carefully noticing behaviours, actions, and interactions in different contexts. In relation to the early years, Peterson (2020) states that practitioners need to be observant every day to ensure that play environment and equipment adhere to safety regulations and that they will not impose harm on children when in use. 
As well as an engaging safe environment, practitioners should also observe children for health and development purposes. Observing children allows practitioners to gain a deeper understanding of their development, particularly through play. It enables teachers to become aware of a child’s ‘capacity’ and ‘interests’ that motivate their behaviour, encouraging staff to adapt activities to suit individual needs (Kurt, 2019). 
Parents and caregivers who are attentive will continuously notice their child’s developmental milestones. However, some may miss certain stages due to returning to work or other commitments. In these cases, early years settings can provide valuable feedback to parents through observations. For example, in the Reggio Emilia approach, practitioners record daily information such as children’s naps, meals, activities, and behaviour in order to inform parents about their child’s day. Feedback from parents on this level of observation was positive, with one parent reporting that knowing what their child ate and when they napped aided in knowing how to follow routine at home (Smidt, 2015).  
The Leuven Scale, developed by Ferre Laevers and colleagues at the University of Leuven in Belgium, focuses on two key indicators of children’s development: well-being and involvement. Well-being refers to a child’s emotional security and comfort within an environment, while involvement measures how engaged and focused a child is during activities. Both elements are considered essential for supporting holistic development (Moorhouse, 2024). 
The Leuven Scale works on a scale of 1-5, where 1 indicates a child is not involved in a particular activity and 5 is the most involvement (MacRae, 2020.p.234). The scale measures a child's emotional well-being alongside their engagement, which is important because children who are highly involved in activities are more likely to develop positively. During observations, practitioners assess the children’s behaviour to determine their level on the scale. For example, a child who is disengaged from an activity crying and throwing a tantrum may be measured as a 1, whereas a child who is content in an activity, comfortable and motivated, may be measured as a 5 (Learning Journals, 2026). 
In practice, a teacher would conduct short, focused observations, typically lasting around two minutes to identify levels of involvement and wellbeing within the setting. These observations would need to be carried out throughout the day as children's emotions can fluctuate and readings would not be accurate from one examination. Where any abnormalities appear teachers can tailor a child's needs, creating an inclusive and engaging environment (Main, 2026). 
One benefit of the Leuven Scale is that it allows practitioners to gain insight into how engaged children are within activities and adjust their teaching approaches accordingly (Gosling, 2026). Another advantage is that it encourages reflection as a teacher or practitioner. By observing through The Leuven Scale, practitioners can see what resources and activities enrich and engage a child as well as what disengages a child. This information provides an opportunity to evaluate and adapt their pedagogical practise (Arnerich, 2021). 
There are, however, some criticisms of the Leuven Scale. Learning Journals (2026) suggest that children with special educational learning needs (SEND) may not always display obvious behaviours, making it more difficult for practitioners to accurately assess their well-being and involvement levels. In addition, some argue that the scale may create unrealistic expectations that a child should consistently stay at 5 within the scale, when in reality a child's emotions and engagement fluctuate naturally throughout the day (Revolution for Schools, 2024). 
Overall, the Leuven Scale is considered a holistic observation method because it focuses on the child’s emotional experience rather than solely measuring academic ability. By recognising the importance of well-being and involvement, practitioners can identify when a child’s needs are not being met and provide appropriate support. This aligns with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), which suggests that a child’s basic emotional and psychological needs must be met before effective learning can take place (Trivedi, 2019, p.38) 
Section 4 – Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and consider how this affects the child’s engagement and the accuracy of the observation. (750 words) 
Within early years practise, observations and assessments aid practitioners in understanding a child's development. Observations allow us to view the child as an individual, where one may pick up on a child’s ability, their likes or dislikes, where assessments gather that information to analyse and gain evidence of a child’s progress (West Sussex, 2021). Play in the early years activates neurons within a child's brain cortex, it creates new connections that develop a child holistically, ‘the more often children are in a play state, the more new brain circuits form and build their skills’. This allows a child’s natural abilities to be shown, enabling practitioners to observe meaningful scenarios to assess their development (National Institute for Play, 2025). 
Susan Issacs mentions that observations allowed a window of opportunity into seeing a child’s interests that leads to adapting resources and the environment to allow a child’s growth. Issacs believed that play enhances a child’s learning and her acknowledgments allowed practitioners to value play as ‘indispensable’ in the holistic development of a child (Solly, 2018.p.4). 
Chilvers (2018.p.13) observed a young boy and emphasised that when observing, the most accurate image of his development was when the child was able to show his own understanding. This demonstrates that when children are allowed to play freely, they are more likely to express their natural abilities without the pressure of adult expectations. Observing children within play therefore provides practitioners with a more authentic understanding of their development, as children are more relaxed and engaged in activities that interest them.
Play for early years is a universally recognised tool in the development of children, Lev Vygotsky emphasised the importance of interacting with others, he thought that social interactions enhanced a child’s ability for example the game ‘Teddy Bear Garden’ can spark imagination as the child is viewing the adults fingers as the bears legs, this type of guided pretend play allows creative development but with gu8dence from practitioners or caregivers they can expand on those skills (Smolucha, 2021). Piaget (1967) as cited by Alharbi (2022) believed that children aged 2-7 enjoy engaging in play independently, their cognitive abilities develop through play types such as imaginary play where language and communication skills are enhanced. The theorists mentioned above shine a light on how play supports a child’s development and show how observing through play can highlight levels of their development which practitioners can use for ‘play-based learning’ (Parker, 2022.p.3).  
 
Due to play being significant during childhood it has influenced the frequent use of assessment for the development of a child (Salcuni, 2017). Erik Erikson (1977) recognised play assessment as a tool to aid children in therapy, he implemented play to understand how children dealt with their emotions (Bergan, DATE). According to The Curriculum for Wales assessments allow a ‘deeper understanding’ of a child’s development, assessments give practitioners the opportunity to support and help children progress in the right direction from what they have observed, assessments also offer practitioners the chance to plan a child's next steps within their development to support them for the future. Practitioners will observe children through play, as their natural abilities show one can assess the child’s ability which can aid in the recognition of any delays (Department of Education, 2025). 
Adults have a role to play in supporting a child’s observation and assessments, ensuuring that the environment around them is promotes engagement allowing their motivations to thrive and their freedom of choice to flow (Birth to Five Matters, ND). Practitioners can ‘build strong partnerships’ between them and the caregiver through observations, it offers an insight to a child’s development a caregiver could be missing out on and vice versa which is why sharing and discussing observations can create a strong bond and help support a childs development even further (Connect Childcare, 2024). Practitioners should be knowledgeable with their observation skills for an accurate representation of a child’s abilities; effective observations aids a practitioner to ‘build a holistic picture of each child’, when practitioners stand back to observe and only intervene when appropriate it enhances the child’s development as it allows the child to learn at their own pace knowing they have the reassurance of an adult if they need it (Pacey Cymru, 2025).
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