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Word count: 799
[bookmark: _Int_FAmYr5ZK]Sensory play, messy play, and the various stages of play are all important for supporting a child’s overall development. Sensory play includes activities that help children use and develop their senses. Most people are familiar with the five main senses: sight, smell, touch, hearing, and taste. However, children also rely on three other senses that are not talked about as often: proprioception, the vestibular system, and interoception Gascoyne, (2011). The proprioceptive system helps children understand where their body is in space and how to move it in relation to objects Processing Hub, (n.d.). The vestibular system supports balance, movement, and reflexes. Interoception helps children recognise what is happening inside their bodies, such as feeling thirsty, hungry, or noticing emotions Processing Hub, (2024).
[bookmark: _Int_Y03TR3Ts]Both messy play and sensory play have many benefits for children’s learning and development. It supports problem‑solving because many sensory activities involve memory, sorting, or simple puzzles. It also helps with speech and language development, especially when children take part in sensory activities with other children or with an adult. Talking about what they are doing, describing textures, or asking questions all help build communication skills. Outdoor messy and sensory play, such as using a mud kitchen, encourages children to move, explore, and use their gross motor skills. Activities like threading beads or using tweezers help develop fine motor skills. Sensory play is strongly linked to the natural environment, and it is important that children have regular opportunities to explore different textures, sounds, and materials Gascoyne, (2011). Whether indoors or outdoors, sensory play supports social development by helping children find others with similar interests. Outdoor sensory play can also help children build a connection with nature and enjoy fresh air Action for Children, (2022). Sensory activities encourage curiosity, creativity, and independent thinking. They also help children learn ideas such as opposites, time, and cause and effect Kable, (2020).
Vygotsky’s theory highlights the importance of social interaction for development. He suggests that children who only take part in solitary sensory play may miss some social learning. However, he also recognises that sensory play is especially common among children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), including non‑verbal children. For these children, sensory play can support gradual improvements in communication and language Gowrie, (n.d.).
Alongside messy and sensory play, children move through several stages of play that each support different areas of development. The first stage is unoccupied play, which usually happens between birth and three months. During this stage, babies explore their bodies and surroundings without any clear purpose. Although it may look like the baby is not playing, this stage is important because it helps them develop early motor skills, confidence, and problem‑solving abilities, such as learning how to roll over Montessor Academy, (2022).
[bookmark: _Int_9k9SgHc6]As children grow, they move into solitary play. In this stage, children play alone and focus on activities that interest them. Solitary play is normal and helps children develop independence and concentration. However, if a child continues to only play alone for a long time, it may make social interaction more difficult later and can sometimes be linked to antisocial behaviour. Many children with ALN prefer solitary play because they find social cues like sharing or turn‑taking challenging. For these children, solitary play can help them regulate their emotions and feel safe Waters‑Davies, (2022).
[bookmark: _Int_gHRuSh1j]The next stage is spectator or onlooker play. In this stage, children watch others play without joining in. This usually happens from around age two. Even though they are not taking part, children learn a lot by watching others, such as how to use toys, how to interact, and what interests they might share with other children. Onlooker play often leads into parallel play as children become more confident Woodbury, (2023).
Parallel play involves children playing next to each other using similar toys or doing similar activities, but without working together. There is little direct interaction, but this stage still helps children build trust and early social skills. They may begin to show empathy, such as offering a toy to another child who is upset.
Associate play usually develops between ages three and four. Children begin to share toys, take turns, and talk to each other during play, even though they are not working toward a shared goal. This stage supports communication and cognitive development because children learn to negotiate, explain their ideas, and respond to others Ralphs, (2023).
The final stage is cooperative play. This stage involves children playing together with a shared goal, such as completing a game or building something. Cooperative play may begin between a child and a caregiver but becomes more common as children form friendships. It supports teamwork, problem‑solving, and emotional regulation. Children learn how to share, take turns, and work together to solve challenges Laura et al., 2018, pp. (501–507).
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[bookmark: _Int_cLd2RuMe] Child‑directed play, also known as child‑led play, refers to a style of play in which children choose what they want to play with, how they want to play, and when they want to engage in an activity. This approach places the child in control of their own learning experiences and allows them to explore freely without adult direction. When children are given this freedom, they naturally develop independence, confidence, and a stronger sense of wellbeing. Because the play is based on their own interests, they are more motivated and engaged, which supports their holistic development across emotional, social, physical, and cognitive areas.
Children often struggle to express exactly what they want to do or how they want to play. Child‑directed play gives them the opportunity to explore varied materials and activities on their own terms, helping them discover what they enjoy most. When a child chooses an activity based on their own interests, they are more likely to stay focused and involved for longer periods of time. This deeper engagement supports learning because the child is genuinely interested, rather than following instructions or expectations set by an adult. As a result, child‑directed play becomes a powerful tool for helping children learn about themselves, their preferences, and their abilities.
[bookmark: _Int_IUa1Fex6]Caregivers and practitioners play an essential role in supporting child‑directed play, even though they are not leading the activity. Their responsibility is to create a nurturing, stimulating, and safe environment where children feel comfortable exploring. This involves understanding each child’s individual needs, interests, and developmental stage. Adults must observe children closely to find what captures their attention and then provide materials and opportunities that match those interests. It is important to remember that child‑led play does not always look exciting or appealing to adults. What matters is that the activity is meaningful to the child. For example, one child may be fascinated by insects and enjoy spending extended periods outdoors searching for bugs or exploring a mud kitchen. Although this may not seem interesting to everyone, it is valuable for that child’s development because it supports curiosity, problem‑solving, and connection with the natural world. As Housley‑Juster (2017) explains, adults must make a conscious effort to show interest in each child’s individual needs and support them in their chosen activities.
Showing interest and encouragement is important because it helps build a child’s self‑confidence. When adults respond positively to a child’s chosen play, the child feels valued and understood. This sense of validation encourages them to express themselves more freely and to take pride in their interests. Self‑directed play also supports independence, as children learn to make decisions about what they want to do and how they want to do it. They begin to understand how to organise their play, solve problems that arise, and adapt their ideas when something does not go as planned. These skills are essential for later life, helping children develop resilience and confidence in their own abilities.
Another key benefit of child‑directed play is the development of imagination. When children are free to play without strict rules or adult‑led instructions, they naturally create their own games, stories, and scenarios. These imaginative experiences may not always make sense to adults, but they are meaningful to the child and support creativity, emotional expression, and cognitive growth. Ledendecker (2020) highlights that imaginative play is a natural outcome of child‑led experiences and contributes significantly to a child’s sense of identity and autonomy. Through imaginative play, children learn to explore ideas, experiment with roles, and express their thoughts in creative ways.
[bookmark: _Int_YpUoMVVP]Child‑directed play also allows children to explore at their own pace. Some children may prefer quiet, focused activities such as drawing, building, or sorting objects, while others may enjoy active, outdoor play. Child‑led play respects these differences and ensures that each child’s unique developmental needs are met. This approach supports emotional development as well, as children learn to regulate their feelings, cope with challenges, and express themselves through play. When children feel safe and supported in choosing their own activities, they are more likely to take risks, try new things, and develop a stronger sense of self.
[bookmark: _Int_o1A7iZLr]Overall, child‑directed play is a vital part of early childhood development. It supports independence, creativity, confidence, and emotional wellbeing. It also strengthens the relationship between children and the adults who support them, as it requires adults to observe, listen, and respond to children’s interests with respect and understanding. By valuing child‑led play, caregivers and practitioners create an environment where children feel empowered to explore, learn, and grow in ways that are meaningful to them.
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[bookmark: _Int_ski8kuFr] Observing a child is a far more complex process than simply watching what they do. Observation requires practitioners and caregivers to truly see, understand, and interpret each child’s individual needs, interests, and behaviours. Effective observation involves paying attention not only to what a child is doing, but also to how and why they are doing it. This deeper level of understanding is essential for supporting children’s development, as it allows adults to recognise where each child is on their developmental journey and how best to support them. Strong observation skills enable practitioners to design activities, environments, and learning opportunities that genuinely stimulate and engage each child. When adults take the time to learn about children’s interests, strengths, and challenges, they are better equipped to create nurturing environments that promote growth and wellbeing. This process also helps build a trusting relationship between the child and the caregiver, as the child begins to see the adult as someone who understands them and can respond to their needs appropriately (MRCTA, 2024).
[bookmark: _Int_otFHXqnv]Tracking observations are one of the key methods used to understand children’s behaviour and development in more detail. This type of observation involves creating and following a structured plan that focuses on the child’s movements, choices, and interactions within the setting. A tracking observation typically begins with a floor plan of the environment, including both indoor and outdoor areas. The practitioner marks the areas the child visits and records how long they spend in each place. This method allows adults to see patterns in the child’s play, such as which areas they prefer, how long they stay engaged in certain activities, and whether they move frequently from one activity to another.
[bookmark: _Int_MydW8SSj][bookmark: _Int_dbVQRMvx]Tracking observations do not have a fixed time limit. A practitioner may choose to observe a child for a prolonged period if they want to find deeper patterns or recurring themes in the child’s behaviour. For example, if a child appears to move quickly from one activity to another, a longer observation may reveal that the child is not simply flitting around but is transporting objects from one area to another, which may indicate a transporting schema. On the other hand, tracking observations can also be brief, capturing short but meaningful moments that show a child’s developing skills or interests. These shorter observations can still provide valuable information for planning future activities and supporting the child’s development.
Tracking observations can also highlight areas where a child may be experiencing developmental difficulties. If a child is not meeting expected developmental milestones, this may become clear through repeated patterns in the tracking data. For example, a child who consistently avoids certain types of play or struggles to engage with activities may require more support. By finding these patterns early, practitioners can plan targeted interventions to help the child develop the skills they may be struggling with (Brodie, 2017).
[bookmark: _Int_K7fLGszn][bookmark: _Int_xeKFxf8L]There are three main strategies commonly used within tracking observations. The first is the use of time samples. Time sampling involves recording observations at regular intervals to track when a child reaches certain developmental milestones or to identify the periods during which they show particular behaviours. This method helps practitioners build a clearer picture of the child’s developmental progress over time.
[bookmark: _Int_wufIGyTT][bookmark: _Int_KbjqE3dU]The second strategy involves taking photographs or videos. Visual documentation can be a powerful tool for understanding a child’s development and interests. Photographs and videos allow practitioners to look back and find patterns that may not be immediately obvious during live observation. For example, repeated images may show that a child consistently chooses the same type of activity or plays with the same group of children. Conversely, visual evidence may reveal that a child tends to play alone, which could indicate a preference for solitary play or a difficulty engaging socially. These insights can help practitioners plan activities that support the child’s social, emotional, and cognitive development.
The third strategy is the use of event samples. Event sampling involves recording how often a particular behaviour occurs. This method is especially useful for finding patterns in a child’s actions, such as how often they engage in a specific type of play, how often they interact with peers, or how regularly they display certain emotional responses. Event samples help practitioners understand not only what a child is doing, but also how consistently they do it, which can provide important clues about their interests, needs, and developmental stage (Telford, n.d.).
[bookmark: _Int_ZUGmGN0G][bookmark: _Int_ulQi1lUU][bookmark: _Int_SIPThAIU][bookmark: _Int_15bBF8Y2][bookmark: _Int_Mq0tuKRI]Together, these observation strategies allow practitioners to build a detailed and accurate picture of each child’s development. By combining time samples, visual documentation, and event samples, adults can better understand children’s behaviours, identify their strengths, and recognise areas where they may need additional support. This comprehensive approach ensures that practitioners are well‑equipped to create meaningful, engaging, and developmentally appropriate experiences for every child. 
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[bookmark: _Int_2wc5SMpH][bookmark: _Int_5zbIP21i] Observing children during play is one of the most effective ways for practitioners to understand how children express themselves and how they are developing. Play is central to children’s learning, and it provides a natural context in which they reveal their interests, preferences, and needs. When children are engaged in play, they often communicate their thoughts, emotions, and abilities through the choices they make and the materials they use. For this reason, observing children while they play allows practitioners to gain valuable insight into their developmental stage and the areas where they may need further support. Play can also be incorporated into planned educational activities, giving practitioners the opportunity to see whether children are meeting expected developmental milestones and how they respond to different learning experiences.
[bookmark: _Int_hHLXOO76][bookmark: _Int_JE6XA6tE]Through play, children interact with others, form relationships, and develop trust based on shared interests and experiences. These interactions help them learn important social skills such as cooperation, communication, and turn‑taking. Observing children during these moments allows practitioners to identify any difficulties a child may be experiencing, such as challenges in forming friendships, reluctance to share, or difficulty taking turns. It can also highlight when a child is isolating themselves or engaging in solitary play more often than expected for their age and developmental stage. Understanding these behaviours is essential for planning appropriate support and interventions. Children are more likely to engage fully in an activity when it aligns with their interests, which makes observation more meaningful. For example, if a practitioner knows that a child has a strong interest in dinosaurs, creating an activity based on this theme can encourage the child to take part more confidently. This provides a valuable opportunity to observe their skills, needs, and knowledge in a context that feels enjoyable and familiar to them (Louis, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_PV7ZeRBo]Observing children as they play, explore, and interact also helps practitioners determine whether each child is developing as expected and whether the environment and resources are supporting their learning. Careful observation reveals what captures a child’s attention, what skills they are practising, and what support they may need next. Observation is  an ongoing process that involves continuously watching and reviewing what has been recorded over time. This long‑term approach allows practitioners to notice patterns, track progress, and ensure that children remain on the right developmental path. When concerns arise, consistent observation makes it easier to identify the specific areas where a child may be struggling, enabling practitioners to respond quickly and provide appropriate support to help the child continue developing confidently (Azilo Training, 2021).
The importance of allowing children to play freely is also reflected in the play spiral theory introduced by Janet Moyles in 1989. This theory emphasises that children should be given opportunities to engage in free play before gradually moving into more structured forms of play. According to this perspective, free play provides the foundation for children to explore, experiment, and express themselves, while structured play builds on these experiences by introducing more guidance and intentional learning opportunities (Kim, 2020). Understanding this balance helps practitioners create environments that support both spontaneous and planned learning.
In addition to observing children within the setting, it is essential for practitioners to maintain effective communication with parents. Regular meetings with parents allow practitioners to share observations, discuss developmental progress, and address any concerns. These conversations help parents understand their child’s needs and strengths, and they also give parents the opportunity to contribute their own insights from home. When parents and practitioners work together, they can create consistent and supportive environments that encourage the child’s development both in the setting and at home. It is important for parents to understand the value of allowing their child to play independently and express themselves through activities they enjoy. By recognising and supporting the child’s individual interests, both parents and practitioners can work collaboratively to create nurturing environments that help the child flourish (Spreeuwenberg, 2022).
Overall, observation plays a crucial role in understanding children’s development, planning meaningful learning experiences, and building strong relationships between practitioners, children, and families. Through careful and continuous observation, practitioners can ensure that each child receives the support they need to grow, learn, and thrive.
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