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Section 1 
Imaginary play
The inclusion of play is essential for the overall growth and development of young children. Play represents a life experience, reflecting the expression of children's creativity. Children can feel a sense of freedom, control, independence, and connection with their friends through playing. The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (2023) states play is very important for children. Through play, babies and young children explore and learn to understand the world around them as they come to communicate, discover, imagine and create. Plocha, A (2007) Identifies that Piaget (1951) defined imaginative play, which is more specifically the focus here, as “a symbolic transposition which subjects things to the child’s activity, without rules or limitations” Early childhood education settings are designed to create an environment that facilitates a holistic approach to learning and play, encompassing all areas of development for young children. The Welsh Government (2014) state the Welsh Government wishes to create an environment in Wales where children have excellent opportunities to play and enjoy their recreation time. This is in accordance with the Article 31 Leisure, Play and Culture that ensures that all children have the right to relax and play.
Children find pleasure in participating in Imaginative play, which helps in enhancing their speech, language, and communication skills, as well as their social abilities and self-awareness. There are many different types of imaginative play activities, including playing with educational toys in pretend scenarios. Practitioners can support imaginary play by creating and providing an imaginary setting for play by arranging building bricks, cushions, household items, and other materials. Children will cook a pretend meal with a play kitchen or set up a shop area and act out the roles associated with this. It is also common for children to take part in imaginary play by pretending to be their favourite superhero figures or characters from popular films such as the Avengers, Spiderman and Frozen. When it comes to children's growth and development, pretend play occurs when they use objects in ways that differ from their intended purpose, like using a stick as a magical wand during imaginative play or using a leaf to represent plates and so forth. Education Library (2024) highlights that according to Vygotsky, play fosters intellectual development by allowing children to replicate culturally-shaped, real activities. The use of imagination and the recognition of the inherent rules the recreated activities are based upon allow children to develop abstract thinking.
Role-playing activities with props in early childhood education enable children to act out familiar family and social roles, like being a parent or sibling, and simulate everyday experiences like shopping cooking, cleaning, and taking care of children that they have seen their parents do. This type of play environment encourages children to acquire knowledge through their chosen forms of play, while also providing a creative outlet
When children engage in dramatic play, they pretend to be in real-life situations, like taking their pet to see the veterinarian or going to the doctors. This form of play is more conducive for children who possess skilled language abilities. Children who do not speak English as their first language may not experience the same advantages from this activity and may need support from the staff to develop their language abilities
Engaging in make-believe games supports the development of independence and self-sufficiency in children. Through imaginative play, children are able to blend their observations of the environment, helping them to begin forming their understanding of the world.
Engaging in imaginary play has several benefits, as it is tied to different aspects of holistic growth. 
· Engaging in imaginative play has the potential to facilitate the development of social skills in children, as it enables them to navigate and incorporate others' perspectives and ideas into their play experiences. Therapy Focus (2024a) states it fosters creativity by providing a safe space for children to act out scenarios of their choosing, including situations that they may not be able to experience in real life. 
· Playing make-believe can support the growth of children's emotional skills by allowing them to act out scenarios where they need to demonstrate compassion and understanding.
·  Involvement in imaginative role-playing has been demonstrated to support a child's creativity development by inspiring them to explore different and original scenarios.
· Children can develop problem-solving skills and find solutions by taking part in imaginative play. Therapy Focus (2024b) states that it boosts the development of problem-solving and self-regulation skills.
· It supports the development of language by participating in the exploration and narration of stories or scenarios. Therapy Focus (2024c) highlights It provides an opportunity for kids to practice and develop their language and social skills by merely being with and talking to other children.
Sensory play
Sensory play refers to engaging a child's senses with various activities. The sensations included in this are touch, smell, sight, hearing, and taste. Also, it involves motor functions such as physical movement, coordination, and awareness of surroundings. Action for Children (2024) highlights sensory play is any activity that stimulates our senses – touch, sight, hearing, smell and taste. It helps children interact with and make sense of the world that surrounds them. 
There are many ways to engage children in learning and development through sensory activities such as, the combination of sand and water provides opportunities for children to engage in sensory play by manipulating, exploring, and investigating various textures, scents, and tastes of food items. Grey Matter Montessori (2024a) highlights that Montessori believed that a child’s sensory experiences begin at birth. As children grow and develop, their senses help them investigate and make sense of the world around them. Encouraging children to participate in sensory play with different food items, such as squeezing, spreading, smelling, and tasting, is recommended to enhance their development and learning. The development of a sensory bottle designed to visually stimulate individuals. Playdough, a commonly used substance for artistic activities, is mouldable and flexible. Sensory baskets are full of familiar items that offer diverse tactile experiences. Grey Matter Montessori (2024b) identifies that sensory play calls for fun activities that stimulate the senses while providing safe, inspiring, and challenging opportunities to learn
Children participate in the discovery of the sensory environment as they go through their developmental stages these activities link holistically to the developmental areas, such as physical development of their fine motor skills as they explore different textures, language development with describing how these items feel and so on. Each new sensory experience helps build neural connections and increases the structural complexity of the brain. Only About Children (2024) states sensory play encourages learning through exploration, curiosity, problem solving and creativity. It helps to build nerve connections in the brain and encourages the development of language and motor skills.
The benefits of sensory play are;
· Language skills - The development of children's language abilities is enhanced through their involvement in sensory play activities. Cleveland Clinic (2024a) States When a child participates in any sort of play, sensory included, they’re learning through experiences in their environments and learning different ways to communicate emotions, wants and needs.
· Fine motor skills - Participating in sensory play has been shown to help children enhance their fine motor skills, including tasks like tying shoes, writing, and zipping their coat.
· Cognitive growth - Questioning, thinking critically, trying new things, and examining are crucial elements of cognitive development that support mental health. The process of acquiring new knowledge and understanding can be characterized as a mechanism through which individuals engage in learning and problem solving. Cleveland Clinic (2024b) identifies that It encourages them to explore how to play and engage with different experiences as well as how to manoeuvre challenges they encounter.
· Calming effects on a child - The use of sensory resources can help individuals control their emotions and find a sense of calm through their sensory system.
· Social interaction - Participating in sensory play with siblings or peers supports the enhancement of a child's social abilities.

It is important to note that participating in sensory activities has been seen to aid children, especially those with additional learning needs, in developing their regulatory skills. Providing sensory experiences, like tactile objects or a sensory room, has been shown to help children regulate their emotions and cope with over or under stimulation. Community Play Things (2019) highlight that appropriate sensory stimulation increases children’s concentration and focus, helping them to self-occupy. It can also develop muscle tone and is inclusive because there are no right or wrong ways of playing, appealing to children with different learning styles and abilities.
Section 2
Self-directed play
Playing independently in a safe and positive environment allows children to nurture their independence from an early age. It is important for adults to understand that when children engage in self-directed play, they are gaining confidence through making their own choices. Play Adventures (2019) state that self Directed Play is the concept of allowing children to play without an imposed framework, on their own, without adult interference. By exploring on their own, children can uncover their abilities and potential for independence. Self-directed play fosters the development of independence, problem-solving skills, as well as the stimulation of creativity.
Children can choose to engage in discovery, experimentation, and interaction with their immediate environment. The Genius of Play (no date) identifies that one of the crucial defining characteristics of play is that it's directed by the children…. It’s self-directed. Self-directed play plays a crucial role in the holistic development of individuals, extending beyond mere enjoyment to become an essential part of human growth and maturation.  Play can take place independently, in parallel, or with others, also known as sociodramatic play. By engaging in sociodramatic play, children can enhance their language skills by role-playing, acting out different stories, and using language to resolve conflicts and obstacles. Vic.Gov.Au (2023) Sociodramatic play is a way for children to develop social and language skills, by creating imaginary worlds, characters, and scenarios, which relate to the real world (Smilansky, 1968).
By creating a suitable physical environment, practitioners can support children in engaging in self-directed play that meets their developmental and cognitive needs. The environmental components can be designed to encompass the various developmental domains, thereby providing children with opportunities for engagement should they choose to do so. Montessori School (2020) highlights that when children embark on self-directed play, it’s important for adults to remember that the children are the ones calling the shots When establishing play areas, practitioners should carefully consider how each area can integrate with the overall developmental goals, in order to create a holistic play environment. When adults engage in play modelling, it's important to recognize that the child voluntarily takes part in the activity. When the adult gives the child direct instructions to do something, the child may not see it as play. Howard, J. and McInnes, K. (2013) highlight that experimental  studies  have manipulated these cues to create practice conditions that children will perceive as play (i.e. adult proximal, activity occurs on the floor, children are given choice over participation) and practice conditions that children will perceive as not like play (i.e.adult  present, activity  occurs  at  a  table, child  is  instructed  to participate).

Section 3
Monitoring/tracking observation
Assessing a child's development based on their ability to engage with the outside world is considered best done through the process of observing and tracking their play. In addition, it provides childcare professionals with the knowledge and insight needed to make well-informed decisions about specific behaviours. To complete a tracking observation, it is essential to have a comprehensive floor plan of the setting, which includes both indoor and outdoor areas, in order to keep a record of the specific areas where the child spends time, and how long they are engaged in each activity or area. Palaiologou, Ioanna (2008a) states that tracking is used to record the amount of time a child spends on an activity of their choice.
The time span for tracking a child may differ depending on the specific information required, including both short and long-term monitoring. By monitoring a child's physical activity, valuable insights can be gained into the reasons behind their frequent transitions between different activities or areas of particular interest. The use of tracking techniques can provide valuable insight into the way children move around in a nursery, making it possible to identify the areas that are favoured by specific groups of children. Palaiologou, Ioanna (2008b) highlights that it is a useful tool when you want to observe children’s attention and  to investigate the play areas preferred by children.
The use of tracking sheets or flow charts to observe children is limited by certain restrictions. Not actively engaging with the child can impede the capacity to fully understand all aspects of their development, making it difficult to gain a holistic perspective. Additionally, the use of a tracking observation may hinder the evaluation of other important developmental benchmarks, like emotional and intellectual growth. The tracking method can be described as chaotic, with arrows or lines pointing in various directions. Furthermore, this approach requires careful planning and is not precise in its implementation.
Section 4
Observing Play
Observing children is important for building connections with them as it allows for an understanding of their unique interests, identities, and the environmental influences that shape their experiences and growth. Carefully observing children offers a valuable opportunity to listen and record their actions during play, this helps to identify ways the child learns such as in a practical way, visual or verbal. Through observations they can identify ways to gain a child’s interest in order to support the learning style. Birth to Five Matters (no date) highlights that observation of children is a fundamental professional skill….. which enables us to fully understand how a child develops, learns and progresses.  It is important for practitioners to engage in reflective practice and acknowledge these observations in a respectful manner to effectively provide appropriate opportunities, support, and education. Rainbow Nursery (2012a, p.7) states observations and assessments are also needed to ensure that children are making progress within the curriculum frameworks. Observations can clarify children's areas of strength and areas of concern.
 In early childhood education settings, a range of observation methods are employed to gather developmental data on children with the aim of ascertaining the individual child's level of progression. Foundation Stage Forum (2024) highlights that the act of observation is the beginning of a process that leads a practitioner into their assessments (of what a child can do and might be able to do ‘next’) and then, through reflection and effective practice this ultimately into their activity and environment planning (which will, in turn, encourage situations that can be observed, thus starting the cycle again).
For short-term planning, formative assessments involve employing observation methods such as tracking, narrative analysis, time sampling, tick sheets, and snapshots to gather ongoing information on a child's development. Rainbow Nursery (2012b, p.8) identifies that formative assessment – assessment that takes place during the learning process on an ongoing basis, or ‘assessment for learning’.
Early childhood settings will regularly monitor and assess a child's growth and advancement. Summative assessment provides a comprehensive evaluation of the child's performance and achievements. The summative assessments are important for informing and directing long-term strategic decision-making.  Rainbow Nursery (2012c, p.8) Summative assessment – assessment of what a child knows and can do at the end of a period of learning, or ‘assessment of learning’. 
[bookmark: _Hlk160394561]The use of play-based assessments allows practitioners to observe children in a relaxed and comfortable state within a selected play environment.  As a result, this increases the probability that practitioners can evaluate various developmental areas such as social, physical, emotional, and cognitive domains. Observing how children interact during play can give us helpful indications about their progress and milestones in development. Practitioners can assist in this process by offering guidance and support, while also providing opportunities for children to engage in exploration and critical thinking through enjoyable activities. In the context of child development, adults are able to facilitate opportunities for children to engage in activities which present appropriate challenges and can offer guidance and support in navigating these challenges in a manner that encourages growth and development. Howard, J. and McInnes, K. (2013a) identify that research has demonstrated that children can  be  encouraged  to  take  a  playful approach  to  their  activities  by  becoming  familiar  with  adults participating with them on equal terms as a play partner, using open rather than closed questions, allowing children to initiate or lead activities. In terms of children's growth, adults can create situations where children face challenges at an appropriate level and provide help and encouragement as they navigate through them. 
Childcare practitioners play a crucial role in supporting the development of children and maintaining a positive childcare environment. One way in which they can contribute to this is by continuously updating their skills and knowledge through regular training. The research is centred on comprehending play activities and finding the best ways to support children in an educational setting. Additionally, it is vital to stay current with assessment and observation methods and to effectively apply appropriate techniques within the setting. Howard, J. and McInnes, K. (2013b) Training and continuing professional development for children’s service professionals should emphasize the importance of play as an approach to task and the process of play, as well as equipping practitioners with the skills needed to reflect on the experiences of the children in their care.
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