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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.
According to the Encyclopaedia on Early Childhood Development, play is defined as follows:
"Play is a spontaneous, voluntary, pleasurable and flexible activity involving a combination of body, object, symbol use and relationships. In contrast to games, play behaviour is more disorganized, and is typically done for its own sake (i.e. the process is more important than any goals or end points)." (Encyclopaedia on Early Childhood Development, 2013).
The Welsh Government (2022) in the new curriculum for Wales has made it clear that all children should be given the opportunity to be creative and enterprising learners, where a child can use their imagination to plan and create to help develop their life skills.
There are six different stages of play: Unoccupied play (0-6 months), Solitary Play 
(Birth – 2 Years), Onlooker Play (2 Years), Parallel Play (2+ Years), Associative Play
 (3-4 Years) and Cooperative Play (4+ Years) (BBC Tiny Happy People, 2024).  It is
 important to use a variety of play methods to support these different stages and help
 a child to develop fully. 
I have chosen to look at the following two different methods of play and explained 
why they are important to a child's holistic development. 

Creative Play
According to the blog Red Monkey (2022) creative play is one of the most fundamental components in early years development and helps with a child’s self-expression which is an essential like skill.
Creative play gives children the opportunity to strengthen their developing minds because, by taking away the ‘rules’, children can problem solve in a more creative way and are free to create and express something new. By taking away the expectation of the ‘right’ way to play, it opens a world of endless possibilities. Giving every objective an open-endedness means that the laws of reality can be ignored, where a child can choose when to end the activity and enjoy the play, rather than racing to the finished product and waiting for a reward.
This can be done through painting, drawing, cutting and creating with clay, through dance or acting out different stories while playing for example ‘house’ or ‘doctors’. It could be achieved through telling a story or by suddenly creating a new language. All these activities support the child's creative expression and is more than just ‘having fun’.
Giving a child the chance to be creative can help develop their cognitive flexibility, realising that if something does not work that they can change it to something else.
It gives the child a chance to practice scenarios they have experienced and regulate their emotions in that situation. They can develop complex communication skills like negation and empathy; ‘Right, I am the doctor and you have come in with a bad arm, and I am going to help you.’
Creative play is all about innovation. It is part of the foundation of every artist, engineer, entrepreneur and early years practitioner. It is diminishing the fear of failure and celebrates the excitement in the question ‘What if?’
Socio-dramatic Play
Socio-dramatic play is a more advanced form of creative play. It is when more than one child plays together and they cooperate to make a fantasy world, taking on certain roles and re-enacting scenes that they have observed in real life.
This is where two or more children stay in character and stay in the same scenarios for at least 10 minutes, using verbal communication to help navigate through plots and storylines. Where children can be more descriptive in their play and where the use of make-believe with objects is paramount.
This play enhances many different aspects of development in a child’s brain. Children remember the rules of the game and do not give in to distractions, they pick up on social cues, because if a child is to play a doctor, they must imagine how a doctor feels, acts and thinks. This also helps with their vocabulary, using language that they may not use day to day when they pretend to speak as a doctor. It could be a way for the child to process any anxiety or trauma they might have felt in that situation by letting them be in control of the situation.
There is also the use of ‘Metacommunication’ when socio-dramatic play is taking place. This is where the child steps out of character and gives direction, so that the world in which they are playing stays flowing and running correctly and then they return to the storyline in character. This means the child is using perspective taking, conflict resolution and self-awareness.
Keough (2025) agrees that pretend play is essential for a child’s social skills, executive functioning, emotional regulation, language development and creative problem solving. 
Although most theorists have different ideas on what makes play important, they essentially agree that imagination is not a distraction from learning but a way of igniting it.
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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.
Self-Directed play is where the child has the freedom to construct their own experience. There is no preplanned beginning, middle or end to the play. Without any adult intervention, the child can choose what they play, how they play it and when it has come to an end. This is where the child is playing because they want to, not because of the reward at the end or need to follow adult’s instruction. 
Edmentum (2024) understands that, although setting goals can be a valuable measuring tool when it comes to progress, self-directed play is superior for the child’s brain development and growth. 
For the task to be self-directed or self-led, it must be completely voluntary. There is nothing worse than being made to feel like you must play a game, it begins to feel more like a task. There are no end goals, and the child is in control of what the rules are, and they can be changed whenever they like. It is all about the enjoyment of the journey, the freedom to use imagination without the restriction of something being right or wrong. 
As early years practitioners, we always want to find a solution to any problem. We want to lead children in the right direction so they can reach the goal we know they can achieve. When it comes to self-directed play, we must accept that the least amount of facilitation, the better!
Although theorists like to support the idea of ‘scaffolding’ - where the adult provides enough input to ensure that the play is safe and can continue to flow - taking a step back and watching what unfolds when the child takes the lead is vital. 
Vygotsky’s ‘Zones of Proximal Development’ is the theory that explains the difference between the space where the learner needs support and the space where the learner can be more independent. Burner provided a plethora of different methods adults could help the learner master new concepts, so they become more incompetent in their developmental skills. These methods include modelling, simplifying and anticipation of error.
There is an interconnection between Vygotsky and Burner’s theories as highlighted by Hodgekiss (2023). She believes that both theorists share foundational beliefs such as social context, targeted challenges and that the teacher is the facilitator in helping the children become more independent. 
When thinking of the holistic child, the child as a whole, self-directed play is one of the best ways of observing and assessing most of the child’s skills in one go. Letting the child play in a way that does not feel forced and the child taking control of what they do is preferable to focusing on a set task that only looks at, for example, their maths skills or reading skills.
If a child has been given an empty box, they may decide to make it into a car, racing on a track. It is not only fun but in a short amount of time that child has had to decide what the box is and how they are going to play with it (cognitive development), they have had to decide what way it moves, lifting heavier objects and maybe adding certain design features (gross and fine motor skills). If they invite a friend to play, they must negotiate the different roles, what the storyline is (linguistic skills) and how they might overcome different obstacles in the game (social skills) and manage the different emotions that might occur if there is any falling out or situation faced that might make them feel scared or excited (emotional resilience). 
Giving the child freedom to explore can help assess the child as a whole. Early years practitioners can see what the child truly knows and how they use their abilities without prompting and gives the opportunity for the child to show what they are interested in and if they repeat certain behaviours.
There is a difference between self-directed learning and free play. A child cannot be left to do anything they want to in a restrictive environment because this can lead to them becoming bored, becoming disruptive, and by showing no interest in what they are doing the child will also become disinterested.
You must provide a curated environment, a safe space that sparks curiosity. Where you can actively observe the child, watch for teachable moments and be ready to step in if the child gets stuck. 
"To let the child do as he likes when he has not yet developed any powers of control is to betray the idea of freedom." (Montessori, cited in Montessori 150, 2020).
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Section 3 – In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children. Choose from the following observation types;
In an early years setting, observation is where a practitioner intentionally watches and listens to the child and/or children and records their actions, speech and interactions. It is gathering information to help the child’s development by understanding their needs and their interests.
Mohamed, T (2023) notes that observation is a skill that helps tune into the child’s perspective of the world. 
Schedule of Growing Skills (SOGS) is a screening tool that is used with children from birth to five years. It is a clinical tool that provides a snapshot of a child’s developmental progress in different areas. Early years settings and health settings value this method because it helps identify any delays in development early on which can allow for early intervention.
SOGS is based on nine key areas: passive posture, active posture, locomotion, manipulation, visual (eyes and hands), hearing and language, speech and language, interactive social and self-care. The method is used by trained professionals who follow the correct procedures.
They would use a ‘developmental map’ or chart where the skills are marked using colour-coded scoring that gives a clear visual profile of the child. If the skills are clustered together behind the child’s age line, this indicates that there might be a delay. These assessments are made while the child is in a natural play state, but some questions might be used as prompts for example ‘build a tower’ or ‘draw a circle’. Parents are also asked about aspects of the child’s behaviour that may not be seen in a short space of time. (GL Assessment, 2026)

This method can be completed quickly as it usually takes 20-30 minutes which is a bonus in busy environments such as schools or clinics. It has fixed criteria; therefore, the child is being measured against developmental norms rather than opinion. The profile is easy to read and gives a clear indication for parents and practitioners of where the child is thriving and where they may have some difficulties, and this can then provide the evidence needed to refer a child for early intervention. Although, some find the method too clinical as it gives the impression of a ‘test’ which could cause the child to feel uncomfortable and underperform. It could be deemed as unfair as, though quick, it does only give a snapshot of what the child can do in a short space of time. If the child is having a ‘bad day’, it could give an inaccurate depiction of the child’s ability. To make sure that SOGS is used ethically, it does require the practitioner to undergo training to read the results properly.
SOGS can be used as a baseline and, if anything has been identified, adults can go on and use self-directed play to help build confidence and help develop those targeted areas. For example, if SOGS reveals a delay in the development of fine motor skills, the adult can then use the enabling environment to support the child’s needs by providing opportunities to develop that skill by adding beads, thread work and tweezers into their preferred play.
SOGS is designed to look at the whole child, in all areas of development. It does not look at an isolated skill, rather it discovers how different skills interlink and create a complete picture of the child. By assessing the nine domains, it looks at every aspect of the child’s growth. It identifies a child’s physical strength and dexterity, checks all input functions are ready for learning, the understanding of language and sounds and how the child interacts with others and their growing independence. Using a graph to plot where the child is regarding the different domains, it gives a clear view of the child’s unique strengths and needs, moving away from ‘milestones’ and ‘academic’ assessments making it an overall view of the child’s development. 
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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) 
Observation and assessments are important in an early years setting. It helps practitioners to get to know the child, what they like and their ability to do certain tasks. Play is regarded as the best way of gathering data. Some children might feel pressure to perform when doing formal testing, but when they are observed at play, they are more natural and they show their true abilities. 
Mohamed, T (2023) describes this form of observation as a way that helps the child’s authentic voice shine because they feel safe to express their thoughts and feelings more through play.
Through play, a child can demonstrate their functional ability. For example, they can show a vast range of vocabulary when they are pretending to talk on the telephone, whereas they may become shy when asked to express themselves during a formal test. Observing a child at play is a way to see what a child is capable of and where they might need help. It can be an opportunity to see how a child deals with their emotions, how they regulate themselves and how they handle social negotiation, also how they handle playing with another child and how they work together to make the play successful. Observing through play is also a useful way to understand how the child learns. How persistent are they? How often do they use curiosity and creativity? Identifying a child’s dispositions can help in finding new ways to keep the child engaged in a more fun and entertaining way. 
Play is considered the most ethical way of observing a child. It eliminates the labelling of having a ‘bad test’ which could follow the child through the year, and it respects their right to play by giving them agency in choosing how they play.
Observation is not stepping back and doing nothing.  Supporting self-directed play is all about preparation so when a child is ready, you can watch and let the child take the lead. An example of this is actively choosing not to intervene when a child is struggling to open and peel a banana as this can give an understanding of how tolerant a child is and how they use problem-solving skills. Being in the background gives the child a sense of safety but also gives them room to experience agency. It is a way of getting to know the child’s interest and giving praise helps to build their confidence. Making a record of what the child does can improve the quality of observation. Rather than saying, ‘The child is happy’, making a more thorough note, like ‘they smiled while they repeatedly built sandcastles’, can identify schemes and how you can meet that need in a safe way.
Most importantly, the environment must be inviting, responsive and predictable but flexible. The children should know where everything is and given tools or open-ended materials to help with their curiosity and interest. Making new environments tempting can help shift the direction of the child's interest.  Also, if the children show an interest in playing a particular game, then props can be provided to spark their interest the next day.
Dring, J (2023) agrees that enabling environments are critical for a child’s development. It represents a sense of safety, acceptance and care that can help a child thrive.
One of the most influential research projects regarding the importance of play is by Justine Howard and Karen McInnes. The take play from being looked at from an adult’s perspective to the child’s perspective. They explore whether a child thinks they are playing and, if so, how it impacts their learning and well-being. They argue that play is more of a psychological state rather than a set of activities. If a child thinks the activity is ‘play’, they become more involved and display higher levels of self-regulation. They also discovered cues of play that children use to decide if the activity is ‘playing’ or not.
If the activity is on the floor or in an outdoor space, the child has a choice in what they play with and an adult is nearby rather than in charge, the child feels more at ease and spontaneous, so they regard this as play. Once you change the activity to the child being told what to do, being seated at a desk and the adult taking control, the child instantly feels disheartened, deflated and uninterested which will in turn show an inaccurate representation of the child’s potential.
Howard and McInnes (2013) highlight that practitioners must change their view on play. Change from using ‘teaching’ language and let the child feel they are in control over their choices which will impact their emotional well-being and is the most effective way to achieve an accurate assessment of the child’s ability.
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