


There are various types of play, and many sources outline a range of play types that contribute to child development. It is acknowledged that there are 16 different types of play. This gives professionals such as playworkers, managers and trainers a shared vocabulary for discussing play (Taylor, 2020). 
Children experience and explore the world they live in through play, their holistic development depends on play (McIlroy, 2023).
As stated on Play Learn Thrive, (no date), according to Piaget there are four ways in which children can play, these are functional, constructive, fantasy and games with rules. His theory suggested that these types of play take place at different stages of development. 
McIlroy (2023) states that the characteristics of play are that is it intrinsically motivated and spontaneous, it is carried out as if the activity is real, but it is driven by imagination, there tend to be no rules and is done purely for enjoyment. 
Each type of play supports different aspects of a child’s development such as physical, cognitive, emotional, and social growth.
Through play, children understand the world and how it works. Play reflects their experience of reality. Whilst playing children are thinking, problem solving, developing their memory, investigating, developing their language skills and concentrating. 
In this section I will focus on two different types of play, fantasy and sensory.
Fantasy play involves children pretending to be different characters and acting out various scenarios, which are not based on reality (Daou, 2011).
In fantasy play children take on different roles, using pretence and symbolism to fuel their imaginations. This type of play isn't realistic but greatly taps into a child's ability to imagine. Through these imaginative scenarios, children can explore and understand various social situations and interactions on a deeper level (Daou, 2011).
Imagination is the ability to come up with creative ideas in your mind. Children's creativity is expressed through their distinct responses to everything they perceive, hear, feel, and encounter. Their individual reactions to materials, experiences, and ideas can spark their imagination and creativity. The way children respond may include physical, emotional, social, cultural aspects or a mixture of these factors (Department for Education, no date).                                                                                                   As stated by the Department for Children, Schools and Families (2009), different kinds of play support children with their learning and development in the EYFS.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             As children grow in their role-playing skills, the capacity for make-believe holds particular importance in their learning journey. A crucial skill is developed when a young child starts pretending that one object can represent something else, such as a toy cow 'eating' toy bricks.
Davis (2012), states that fantasy play boosts children's ability to think flexibly and creatively, helping them to use their imaginative skills, think outside the box, and develop problem solving abilities. This is crucial for understanding different perspectives and nurturing innovation.
Through pretend play children experiment with social and emotional roles, developing empathy, co-operation, and understanding of others. It enables them to explore their identity, learn about the world, and understand how to interact socially.
This type of play also allows children to experiment with language, learning new vocabulary and how to communicate effectively. It provides opportunities to practise listening, understanding, and using words in various contexts, enriching their language and communication abilities. Children can also escape into an imaginative world, unwind, and relax (Davis, 2012).
Sensory play is vital for children's learning and development. The ability to remember information through our senses plays a crucial role in learning (Miles, 2023).   Sensory play involves engaging in activities that activate and stimulate the body's senses such as touch, taste, smell, sight, movement, and hearing. During sensory play, individuals take in sensory information which the brain then processes and organises (Montessori Edited, 2024).
[bookmark: _Hlk159884118]As stated on Action for Children (2022), there are many benefits to child development with sensory play. Sensory play involves activities that stimulate children's senses and supports their development by helping them understand that their actions can have an impact on what is around them, it can enhance brain development, memory, and problem-solving skills. It also develops fine motor skills, supports language development, and encourages creative thinking. Sensory play is enjoyable and offers a calming affect for children with anxious feelings. 
Nursery Resources (2022), states that sensory play is crucial for brain development. When children’s senses are fully engaged, they learn at their best. Before anyone is supposed to know how to do something, they must first experience it with their senses. This is the reason why children's development benefits greatly from sensory play. Sensory play activities help with the development of social skills, which is the interaction with others and forming relationships, creativity skills, by using materials to express creativity, cognitive skills such as reading, thinking, remembering, and reasoning. 
Motor skills - engaging in sensory play develops both fine and gross motor skills by encouraging children to touch, move, and interact with various textures and shapes.
Language development - sensory play opportunities promote verbal communication, laying a foundation for reading skills and prewriting abilities.
As stated by naeyc (2022)), playful learning in early childhood is essential because it supports development across various domains, enhancing children's cognitive, social emotional, and physical growth. By actively engaging in play, children explore and express themselves, fostering creativity and problem-solving skills (naeyc, 2022).
AAP (2022), states that play is essential in early childhood as it promotes brain and physical development, fosters social skills, and supports language and cognitive growth. It helps children explore their environments, build motor skills, and develop social emotional capabilities. Through play, children learn to resolve conflicts, negotiate relationships, and enhance their language and literacy skills. Cognitive skills such as problem solving, and early maths skills are also developed, laying the foundations for academic success and healthy mental development (AAP, 2022).
Juster (2017), states that child directed play takes place when children have the freedom to pick their activities and set their own rules for playing.                                                                               Research shows that self-directed play is vital for children's learning and well-being, allowing them to choose their activities and set their own play rules. Recognising and supporting self-directed play in everyday moments is crucial for parents, as it might not always appear as traditional fun but is deeply engaging and beneficial for children's growth (Juster, 2017). 
As stated on Pentagon Play (no date), in self-directed play, adults play a multifaceted role including being communicators, caregivers, facilitators, and observers. Their job is to listen attentively, build trust, assist in overcoming challenges, and cultivate meaningful relationships. By engaging with children's play, adults can introduce learning in a playful manner, encourage children to explore and question, and support them in developing their social and communication skills. It is crucial for adults to be present and active in play without dominating, enabling children to lead their learning and exploration.              
Rymanowicz (2015), states that adults play a crucial role in facilitating children's self-directed play by creating a supportive environment, offering choices, and extending learning opportunities without taking control. They should engage with children's play, validate their efforts, and intervene only when necessary to solve problems or ensure safety. By actively participating and observing, adults can understand children's interests and preferences, helping to plan future activities that enhance play experiences and promote learning and growth. 
Ledendecker (2020), states that self-directed play is essential because it builds children's self-confidence, encourages independence, stimulates their imagination, teaches problem solving, allows learning at their own pace, and cultivates internal motivation. By engaging in play without specific adult directed outcomes, children explore their creativity, make their own rules, and find personal satisfaction in their discoveries, leading to a deeper more meaningful learning experience. 
Albrecht (2016), states that by observing children whilst they are playing, adults around them can determine at what stage of development they are at. Young children are actively discovering their environment, understanding themselves and others, developing language and reading abilities and mastering self-control, all through play-based activities. 
As stated by the Health and Safety Executive (no date), a balanced approach to play and leisure for children is important. It states that health and safety laws should not be misinterpreted as barriers to play activities. Instead, the focus should be on managing real risks while maximising benefits, acknowledging that play is vital for children's well-being and development (HSE, no date).
As stated by the Department for Education and Skills (2017), the foundation phase profile is a valuable tool for assessing and observing a wide range of skills in young learners and tracking the learning journey and overall development of children as they go through the foundation phase. Its key objective is to establish a uniform starting point for assessment that aligns with the desired outcomes at the end of this crucial education phase. By harnessing the power of observations and ongoing formative assessments, educators are empowered to provide a rich and comprehensive curriculum that caters to the diverse developmental needs of every child under their care.                                                                                                    The profile is created to align with the assessments conducted by health professionals and aid in early detection of developmental delays or special educational needs (SEN) or additional leaning needs (ALN). This ensures support is provided to children who need it, and the gathered assessments offer useful information for all involved in children's learning and development, facilitating transitions between settings and schools (Department for Education and Skills, 2017). 
The Welsh Government (2022), states in a research document that the benefits of using the foundation phase profile are that it provides A detailed understanding of a child's development across a broad range of skills, allowing educators to observe and assess abilities that are critical for early learning success.
It also serves as a valuable tool in identifying students who may require additional support in their learning. Widely utilised by practitioners, it gathers evidence on possible developmental challenges and is considered an effective starting point for monitoring and addressing these issues, this facilitates timely interventions, ensuring that all children receive the support they need to thrive.
By highlighting individual strengths and areas for improvements, the foundation phase profile supports the creation of personalised learning plans. This tailored approach helps in meeting each child's unique educational needs.
Educators can use the insights gained from the profile to set specific learning targets and plan the next steps in a child's educational journey, ensuring a solid foundation for future learning (Welsh Government, 2022). 
As stated by Morgan et al (2022), the limitations of the foundation phase profile are that the assessment process can be quite time consuming for educators, requiring significant amounts of time to observe, record, and assess each child's development across a wide range of skills covered by the profile.
Some educators have criticised the foundation phase profile as being too much of ‘a tick box exercise’. This perception suggests that it may not always capture the subtle differences and holistic view of a child's abilities and learning journey.
There are concerns that the foundation face profile does not sufficiently cater to the individual needs and learning paths of each child. The broad and generalised statements within the profile can sometimes fail to reflect the unique strengths and challenges of individual learners.                                                                               The profile contains statements that can be too broad and vague, making it difficult to identify specific learning difficulties and to tailor interventions effectively for individual learners with additional learning needs.
Certain areas of development, particularly those that are more subjective in nature, such as personal and social development, well-being, and cultural diversity can be more challenging to assess accurately using the profile (Morgan et al, 2022). 
The Welsh Government, (2022), also states that the foundation phase profile is designed to give a holistic view of the child, taking into account various skills and areas of development. It evaluates children's abilities in different aspects, such as physical, social, emotional, and intellectual development to provide a thorough understanding of their strengths and areas for improvement. By considering all these factors, educators can customise their teaching methods to support a child's overall development, creating a more enriching learning journey.
Educators and practitioners value the foundation phase profile for its comprehensive approach, which includes not only academic skills but also personal and social developments, well-being, and cultural diversity. This wide-ranging assessment framework is crucial for setting learning targets and planning next steps that are personalised to each child's unique developmental trajectory. However, despite its intent to cover a wide array of skills, there have been criticisms regarding its execution, such as being overly broad in some areas and not sufficiently adaptable to the different needs of individual learners (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Play has been recognised for its valuable role in child assessment and intervention. Decades of research have highlighted that play leads to important, positive outcomes, providing children with opportunities for cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal learning. Through play, children can practice managing complex interpersonal interactions and express creativity, which is associated with resilience and coping. This underscores play’s significance not only in assessing developmental progress but also in implementing psychological and educational interventions (Frontiers, 2024). 
Play is acknowledged as a crucial component of children’s learning and growth, providing a mix of fun and educational experiences that foster different aspects of development. A recent survey by Ofsted highlighted the importance of blending teaching and play in early years education, emphasising that they should not be treated as separate activities. Effective early years practitioners seemingly incorporate play into their teaching methods, which greatly benefits children, particularly those facing disadvantages. This approach underscores how integrating play with teaching can effectively enhance learning and development across various settings, from schools to childcare providers. 
The importance of play in facilitating children's learning and development across various areas has been widely acknowledged. Its fundamental role is acknowledged in both the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and the statutory framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage (Ofsted, 2015).
In early education, playing a crucial role involves ensuring that every child, including those with special needs, receives inclusive and responsive care and teaching. This means practitioners need to observe and cater to each child’s needs during play, guiding their learning through both structured play and direct teaching. This publication emphasises the idea that children are capable learners who thrive with appropriate support, combining various learning methods such as play, adult modelling, and peer observation. 
The EYFS focuses on not only what children learn but also how they learn. It emphasises providing children with the chance to engage in their own play and independent exploration, which is both enjoyable and motivating. Additionally, children benefit from adults supporting their learning by offering just the right amount of assistance to accomplish tasks they couldn't manage alone. Encouraging children to think, discuss, and plan ahead, such as gathering materials for building a den, is crucial in nurturing the characteristics of effective learning.
It is crucial to observe and understand the activities children enjoy and identify any challenges they may face if they are developing at a slower pace. Providing additional support during their early development stages is essential for their confidence. Waiting for them to catch up is not beneficial. For instance, if children are not yet speaking in sentences, they will not be able to write in sentences either. They will require plenty of engaging experiences to enhance their communication skills. This is why investing time in listening to them and engaging in conversations is highly valuable (Department for Education, 2023). 
The Ofsted survey emphasises that each chance to engage in play enables children to learn and grow. Play for children serves a purpose and enhancing these opportunities involves both teaching children how to play and using play as a teaching tool (Ofsted, 2015). 
According to the DfE (2023), play is important to children's learning, enabling them to explore, experience, and have a go. When children are engaged in play, this allows practitioners to observe children's actions and interactions in real time, providing an insight into their developmental stages, interests, and areas where support is required. This approach emphasises the importance of understanding child development and tailoring assessment and educational planning to meet each child's unique needs. 
Children have the ability to learn, and with the correct assistance, every child can advance in their educational journey. Effective teaching involves blending different methods. Children learn through play, adults serving as role models, observing peers, guided learning, and direct instruction.
Adults can support meaningful play by creating environments that empower children to create their own games or participate in activities that enhance their education. Children also benefit from learning in groups with the guidance of practitioners, fostering their development in the early years. A carefully designed learning environment, both indoors and outdoors plays a crucial role in pedagogy (DfE, 2023). 
As stated by Howard and McInnest (2012), a study that was conducted found that when children viewed an activity as play, they had shown greater emotional well-being compared to when they viewed the activity as something other than play. 
Emotional well-being encompasses physical, social and emotional health (Statham and Chase, 2010). Evidence shows that children’s well-being is important for positive outcomes as good emotional well-being can protect children from various problems in the future such as violence and crime (NICE,2022). 
As stated by Howard and McInnes (2012), the study conducted on 129 children which consisted of two activities, one session was ‘play like and the other session ‘not play like’, found that there was a notable difference in the emotional well-being demonstrated by the children during these two types of activity sessions. The children who participated in the ‘play like’ activity scored higher than those who participated in the same activity but ‘not like play’.
The results support the theory that play can be regarded both as an observable behaviour and a state of mind. Additionally, they highlight how play can boost children’s emotional well-being.
The paper also draws attention to the importance of training practitioners to understand children's views on play and use that knowledge to create playful settings that help raise the developmental benefits of play.
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