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Exploring Play and Observation: Children's Learning and Development

The Importance of Diverse Play Types and the Significance of Holistic Play
According to Brown and Vaughan (2009), play is a state of mind experienced when someone is fully engaged in an activity that brings enjoyment and creates a sense of timelessness. It is self-motivated, leading individuals to seek it out repeatedly. There are many types of play according to Brown and Vaughan (2009), for example, sensory play. 
Sensory play is the use of the body to explore the world through touch, smell, taste, sight, hearing, and movement. It engages one or multiple senses, including tactile, auditory, visual, kinaesthetic sensations (Kaduson and Schaefer, 2021). There are many ways in how sensory play is supported in Early Years Practice. For example, it is highly important that sensory- rich environments are created by practitioners, through designing spaces with various sensory experiences such as messy play areas or sensory bins (Kaduson and Schaefer, 2021). According to Kaduson and Schaefer (2021), messy play is an exceedingly effective sensory-rich environment as it encourages creativity and tactile exploration through activities such as painting and playing with foam or mud. Therefore, messy play develops a child’s sense of freedom as they are enabled to express themselves freely, while also sparking curiosity (Kaduson and Schaefer, 2021). These aspects being important as they enable children to learn through hands-on experiences while also enhancing their independence and confidence. 
According to Kaduson and Schaefer (2021), it is significantly important to support inclusive learning and individual needs, because sensory play is particularly beneficial for children with additional needs, such as Autism or sensory processing disorders. Therefore, it is the role of the practitioner to perhaps offer sensory breaks in quiet, low stimulation spaces such as a sensory room which could include fidget toys or weighted blankets to help self-regulation (Kaduson and Schaefer, 2021). 
According to Bernstorf (2012), Parten’s stages of play and sensory play are closely connected, as sensory experiences are a significant role in children's holistic development. The first stage being: Unoccupied Play and Sensory Exploration. Sensory play is key in this stage as it allows infants to explore textures, sights and sounds without any structured interaction or adulteration. Activities such as touching fabric or listening to sounds stimulate their senses, allowing them to take in the world around them (Bernstorf, 2012). Another stage is Parallel Play, in which children play alongside others without direct interaction. Sensory activities such as finger painting or playing with clay allow them to explore while noticing what others do. This stage connecting significantly with Vygotsky’s theory where children learn from other’s actions and behaviours.
Another type of play is role play. According to Lewis (2023), role play is a fundamental aspect of a child’s holistic development, as it allows them to explore real-life situations while aslo developing social and cognitive skills. There are many ways to support role play in Early Years Practice, such as creating enabling environments (Lewis, 2023). For example, practitioners could set up role play areas that reflect real life experiences, such as themed role play areas like hospitals or shops. This allows children to explore different professions, which could deter any future hobbies and likes or dislikes. 
According to Lewis (2023), unlike sensory play, role play encourages more adult involvement and scaffolding. Adults are able to observe and extend play by asking open-ended questions or suggesting new ideas just to prompt the children’s imagination and ideas. Therefore, Practitioners are helping to develop language and communication skills which enhance vocabulary and storytelling abilities, allowing them to express their thoughts and interact with peers (Lewis, 2023). In contrast to this aspect, role play also encourages independence by allowing children to develop their decision-making and problem-solving skills (Lewis, 2023). For example, children are able to make decisions on their characters or actions while roleplaying. Preparing them for real-life tasks and builds a sense of capability and self-sufficiency, this being a great example of the Montessori Method through emphasizing child-led and practical play (Isaacs, 2018).  
Role play coincides with Parten’s sixth stage which is Cooperative Play. This stage fully supports role play, as it allows children to engage in interactive and imaginative scenarios (Bernstorf, 2012). This is important because, it fosters communication and teamwork while laying a foundation for healthy relationships and future success. 
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The Importance of Self-Directed Play and the Role of Adults in Supporting Play
[bookmark: _Hlk191071244]According to Aminpour (2022), self-directed play is a form of play where children have the choice of how and when to play without interference or adulteration. Self-directed play allows children to explore what their interests are, while also developing creativity and build problem solving skills. These aspects are significantly important for a child’s cognitive, emotional, and social development (Ledendecker, 2020). According to Aminpour (2022), self-directed play can consist of many activities, such as building blocks or LEGO without instructions, creating arts and crafts without any adulteration, or perhaps exploring nature and climbing trees. All of which enhancing children’s problem-solving skills, because it allows children to learn to navigate challenges and encourages them to develop solutions independently (Aminpour,2022). 
According to Ledendecker (2020), there are many benefits to self-directed play, for example it boosts creativity and imagination. This being because self-directed play allows children to invent scenarios, games, and characters. Ledendecker (2020) also suggests that self-directed play encourages children to develop their self-reliance and trust in their own choices. This is important because it allows children to build confidence and independence while also feeling a sense of freedom and relaxation, this enhances their emotional well-being (Ledendecker,2020). It is incredibly important for a child to feel comfortable enough to have a choice and freedom while playing. This is because they become more interested in an activity, therefore they are more likely to learn and the learning is embedded (Aminpour, 2022). 
The Reggio Emilia approach, as described by Bayat (2017), puts children at the center of learning, recognizing them as naturally curious and capable. In a child’s early childhood, this approach nurtures growth by encouraging exploration, creativity, and critical thinking. Bayat (2017) emphasizes the importance of the environment, calling it a “third teacher”—a carefully designed space that sparks curiosity and supports sensory and cognitive development, without adults intervening which allows independence.
Children thrive when they learn alongside peers and caring adults, strengthening their social-emotional skills through collaboration. Regular observation and documentation ensure that learning is personalized to each child’s needs (Brodie, 2018). When parents and educators work together, they create a seamless, supportive learning experience that extends beyond the classroom and into daily life. This partnership lays the foundation for a child’s cognitive, emotional, and social development (Brodie, 2018).
Play Policy Wales recognizes play as an essential for a child’s well-being and rights. Established in 2002, Play Policy Wales was the first national policy to prioritize children’s right to play, which goes in line with the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child [UNCRC] (1989). This Policy emphasizes the importance of self-directed play, this being crucial for a child’s physical and emotional development (Welsh Government, 2002).  
According to Ledendecker (2020), adults can support self-directed play through a variety of approaches. For example, to provide a stimulating environment. This could include creating a safe space outdoors and indoors where children feel comfortable to explore freely. Therefore, offering a variety of open-ended materials like art supplies and dress-up clothes could enhance a child’s problem-solving skills, as they will attempt to put the dress-up clothes on themselves (Ledendecker, 2020). Another approach suggested by Ledendecker (2020) to support self-directed play as an adult is being able to step back and observe. This being resisting the urge to intervene or correct the children’s play. This is important because it allows children to lead their own activities and make decisions, therefore their communication and cooperation skills are enhanced as they are helping each other instead of being told what to do and how to do it (Aminpour, 2022). According to Aminpour (2022), if an adult does need to intervene during self-directed play, there are ways to approach the situation where the adult does not take over their play. For example, as a practitioner it is essential to ask open-ended questions instead of giving instructions, therefore giving the children a nudge in the right direction while avoiding adulterating the play (Aminpour, 2022). This is important as it teaches children to think for themselves and not rely on adults to do everything for them. 
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