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Section 1 
Play is an important part of a child’s life. It is a way in which helps the child connect with the world around them. Children are able to communicate with each other through play. According to Jean-Jaques Rousseau (2022), adults tend to confuse the word ‘play’ and think of it more as something which is not essential (Play Scotland, 2022). For a child, play is a way to have fun and choose personally what they would like to do. As soon as they are given an instruction, it would no longer be classed as play. This is because play should be non-productive and seen as fun rather than a challenge. When playing with others, the child is allowing themself to create their own scenarios and ideas which helps with learning and development without it being set as a task (Play Scotland, 2022).
There are many different play types including sensory play, creative play, role play and object play. Sensory play is an important type of play for a child. While it is fun for the child, it encourages the use of different senses or a specific sense. For example, in a nursery setting there may be a water table set up. Many children love playing with water. This is not just fun, but also triggers the senses. The main senses that would be used during water play include sight, sound and touch. An example of sensory play could be in the outdoors. Children can become very interested in the outdoors, especially the nature side. When being outdoors, most senses kick in. Firstly, sight. There are a number of things you can see when being outside and children pay attention to small details. They may notice leaves, bugs or flowers even when playing. There could be different smells outside, for example, the smell of freshly cut grass, or the smell of smoke coming from a bonfire. The sounds of cars, animals and other people could be happening around the child. There are many different textures outside for a child to explore. For example, touching the grass, crunching leaves or letting a ladybird land on their hand and feeling their legs tickle the child’s hand (Gascoyne, 2016). In the early stages of childhood, sensory play is one of the most important types of play as it plays a huge role in the development of a child’s brain. Cognitive development also stems from sensory play, therefore if the child lacks sensory play, it may have an impact in their development as a whole (Parenting for brain, 2023). In early year settings, a water table, rice tray or sand table are usually set up to help the child with sensory play and encourage them to enjoy this type of play. 
Role play is a type of play which a child needs in order to develop important skills. When a child is involved in a role play, they develop skills which help their development. Including physical and cognitive development, the child is able to learn and grow while having fun with others. There are different kinds of role play. These are occupational role play, fantasy role play and real life situations. Occupational role play involves the child pretending to be in a job role. This could be a teacher, police officer or builder. This helps the child gain knowledge of real-life jobs and could even help them acknowledge what they are interested in. Fantasy role play helps the child understand different aspects of characters. It helps them gain knowledge on different skills and introduces them to different opinions. For example, one child could be playing the evil character while another child is playing the good character. This can help the child understand the difference between good and evil while also having an opinion. Real life situations aid the child with understanding the environment around them. For example, building with real objects can help the child acknowledge construction. Although role play could be done alone, it is common that a child socialises when involved in a role play. It is often seen that children enjoy playing house with the other children. Each child is assigned different roles within a household such as the mother, father or siblings. This helps develop many skills as the have to figure out who is who, and what the scenario is going to be. Role play helps with socialisation (Newby Leisure Limited, 2020). In early years settings, it is common that a kitchen is set up for this exact reason. If there is a kitchen with fake food, cutlery and other objects, it encourages the child to set a role play up. 
Similarly, both types of play are vital for a child’s development. However, they look at different aspects of development and learning. Sensory play focuses on the senses and understanding different sounds, tastes, feelings, sights and smells. Whereas role play focuses on understanding different roles within a place whether that be a house or a job. Both types of play encourage the child to socialise with one another and support their holistic development. 
Section 2 
Self-directed play is important as it is not chosen by anyone else but the child themselves. During self-directed play, the child will be able to explore their own limits and have freedom without having specific goals which need to be achieved. The most important part about self-directed play is that it is natural. As soon as an adult interferes without the child’s permission, it is no longer self-directed play. According to Te Whariki, self-directed play provides considerably more for a child holistically (Education Gazette, 2019). Self-directed play is all about the child making the choices and having control over their own movement. This is why the role of the adult in this scenario is vital. The adult must understand what self-directed play is and how to encourage it. If a child is enjoying a certain task and is fixed on this one thing, there is no need for the adult to interfere. It is important for the adult to step back and observe from a distance. A play cue is when the child insinuates that they would like the adult to come over during their self-directed play. The adult must know the difference between the child needing help with something and the child inviting them to play alongside them. Play cues may be difficult to understand in some circumstances, however, the child may verbally ask you, use body language, have continuous eye contact, begin to play near to you or even copy what you are doing. These are all play cues which may mean the child would like you to go over to them (Pentagon, 2022). 
Self-directed play should be encouraged by practitioners as it has many benefits. The main benefit is confidence. Children will need to become more confident as they grow up. By figuring out what they would like to play with themselves, it gives them a sense of independence and confidence. They are able to feel as if they are in charge of their own game by making up rules and choosing the kind of game they are playing. While being in a safe environment, the child is able to feel independent, especially when they are playing alone. This links in with confidence as the child will become more confident playing by themselves and feeling some sort of control. Another benefit includes triggering imagination. While a child is taking part in self-directed play, it is the best opportunity for them to use their imaginations as they are in control. For example, if the child is playing with dolls alone, the child is able to create a new storyline to go along with the characters. Problem solving is another benefit from self-directing play. The child will have to figure things out for themselves when they are playing on their own. Problem solving is a skill everyone needs throughout their life so being able to do it in early childhood is important.

[bookmark: _Int_55Li7qEp]McInnes et al (2013) discuss the contrast of practitioner's views regarding the importance of play including its relationship with learning. It is vital for the adult to understand self-directed play and their role within it. This is a crucial part of being a practitioner. The adult must know when to step in and support the child if required. If the adult understands play cues, they may recognise being invited to play by the child, therefore the adult becoming a play partner. Adults must be careful as they could break the play cycle without realising. For example, they may want to join in with the child at first. However, they may begin to control the play without meaning to which could lead onto the activity not being fun and enjoyable for the child anymore. If the adult does this and realises, they have the ability to rescue their mistake and improve the situation. This is called adulteration. 

Section 3
Observing during play is important. When a child is playing with other children or alone, there are different types of provision that an adult could undertake to ensure the child is happy and safe. Firstly, continuous provision. This is when the adult is in close proximity of the child, ensuring they are always available if the child needs them. Enhanced provision occurs when there is a temporary change in an area. For example, there could be a vet's corner set up for the children to play in. As a practitioner, you would be able to evidence this by taking photos, videos, or writing down the activity the child is taking part in. This is an example of play-based planning. Therefore, the activity is set up for the child to play with. Furthermore, when evidencing the profile, you would have to consider what opportunities could be provided. These could be play types such as free play, outside play or child centred play. Overall, this links to self-directed play as it provides a continuous provision approach. 
There are many requirements for a practitioner to observe a child. They must ensure they are in a suitable environment with correct resources and the staff must be experienced. An experienced member of staff must be encouraging towards the children, alert and aware while observing, knowing what they are looking for, understanding the child’s development and the child themselves, the types of play and they should confidently understand the adult’s role within play while also knowing how to use the type of observation correctly. On the other hand, an observation is unable to provide reasons and causes, the adult role, environmental factors, developmental factors and additional learning needs. If there are any concerns while completing the observation, further action should be taken. 
Bronfenbrenner was a theorist who created the idea of ecological systems. His theory suggests that a child’s life is affected depending on the environment they grow up in. He explains how as the child grows up and develops, interaction between other people become different. He suggests that the intercations become more complicated which happens when the child becomes more mature and develops physically and cognitively. 
Observation can help practitioners recognise a certain are that a child is struggling in, how easy the child makes friends, the level of engagement while doing tasks and activities, preferences and triggers. There may be a handful of children constantly being drawn to one area, for example, the construction area. This could indicate that they enjoy this area the most and can help practitioners with new ideas to expand the specific area. 
One type of observation is called the interaction tracker. This is an easy-to-follow observation as it is set out as a table. There are 4 columns in this table including time, activity, interaction and reaction/ expression. By using this, the practitioner is able to observe the child throughout the day and note down the times that are significant and represent developmental stages for the child. This type of observation is not time consuming and flows nicely which makes it easy to understand.  A weakness to this observation could include missing information out. If the practitioner is writing down an interaction that the child has had, they may miss another activity or interaction that the child is involved in. There could also be gaps in the day which the practitioner misses out on opportunities which could be written down. By using this observation type, the practitioner is able to have more of an understanding of each child and their development. This could help if there are any concerns within the child’s development such as additional learning needs. A threat to this observation type could be inaccurate interactions or activities which could lead onto incorrect information. 
The interaction tracker does not focus on the child holistically. This type of observation focuses on interactions that the child may have with others. This means that if there are any concerns regarding speech, emotional development or any additional learning needs, the interaction tracker is a key source of information to recognise and assess the child over a certain amount of time. Although this type of observation is key to recognise a child’s interactions, it does not have the ability to recognise different developmental stages. There are alternatives to this observation type. These could include the movement tracker and running record. Both of these observation types focus on different stages of the child’s development. 
Section 4
When observing and assessing children, play is important. Firstly, there are 5 main areas which are assessed during this observation. These include cognitive, social, physical, emotional and language. Although these are the main areas which are looked at, if the practitioner notices the child struggling in a specific area, they may be observed closely in this certain area until the issue is resolved (Azilo Training, no date). When a child is playing, it is common as they get older that they will begin to socialise with other children. When observing a child, this could be a key issue. If all other children are playing together and one of the children avoids joining in on the activity, it may cause concern. Although some children may not be comfortable playing with other children at such a young age, however, it should be normal. The child may become overwhelmed when in the sensory area or the role play area. This could indicate additional learning needs. This is why observing and recording the child's interactions is vital. If you notice this as a practitioner but are unsure, you may try and encourage the child to go and play with the other children. As you are writing down the observations, you may recognise an improvement in the child’s confidence as they become older and more comfortable with others. 
According to NiDirect (no date), when playing, a child’s cognitive, physical, social and emotional well-being is improved. They begin to develop skills which can be used throughout their life. When observing a child, if thye are playing it gives the practitioner an accurate idea of their developmental stage. Furthermore, as there would be more than one child in the room, they are able to be compared in their developmental stages. This could indicate that a child is behind in a certain stage of development because of this observation. 
McInnes (2012) explain how it is important for each child to choose their own type of play. A child may avoid a certain area of play which could be brought up when observing them. Adults could support this issue by encouraging them to play with something else, however, as soon as the adult tells the child what to play with, it is no longer classed as play. A child is more likely to engage with the activity if it is seen as play to them as they will find the activity interesting and fun. They may want to spend a long period of time doing the certain activity which would indicate that they enjoy it. 
Bowlby created an attachment theory which describes the way attachment occurs. In childcare settings, children may gain secondary attachment with practitioners. This happens when the child feels safe and secure around the practitioner. This is an important role of the adult as the child will feel comfortable with the practitioner at all times including during observations (Positive Psychology, 2018). 
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