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1. Evidence of a clear understanding of the importance of a variety of play types. The significance of holistic play should be considered. 

Play is commonly associated with childhood and is widely recognised as a fundamental component of a child’s holistic development and learning. Through play, children actively construct meaning about the world around them, drawing on their experiences, relationships and interactions with their environment (Waters-Davies, 2022). Waters-Davies further argues that play supports development across all domains, including cognitive, social, emotional and physical development. Central to play is the concept of independence, as play provides children with opportunities to make choices, initiate learning and develop confidence in their own abilities. Waters-Davies also argues that academics have found it difficult to define play, as what constitutes play is ultimately determined by the child and may differ between individuals. This highlights the subjective nature of play and suggests that definitions should focus less on rigid criteria and more on the value and purpose play provides for children.
This child-centred understanding of play is further reinforced by Welsh Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) guidance, which promotes high-quality, play-based learning experiences rooted in children’s rights and developmentally appropriate practice. The guidance highlights the importance of recognising each child as unique and emphasises the need for practitioners to observe, listen and respond to children’s individual interests and needs, rather than adopting a ‘one size fits all’ approach (Welsh Government, 2025). This strengthens the argument that play is not only a natural activity for children, but a purposeful and powerful process that supports confidence, curiosity and strong foundations for lifelong learning. 
Therefore, play should be understood as a holistic process, supporting interconnected aspects of development rather than isolated skills, enabling children to develop physically, emotionally, socially and cognitively through meaningful experiences.

Physical play
Physical play is a vital aspect of children’s development and is particularly significant within outdoor environments, where children have greater freedom of movement and opportunity for exploration. Outdoor physical play allows children to test ideas, experiment with movement and engage in adventurous and challenging experiences. Tovey (2014) emphasises that outdoor environments support children to be curious and adventurous, encouraging them to take manageable risks and engage with uncertainty. This supports children’s confidence, independence and decision-making as they explore their physical capabilities.
Tovey (2014) highlights that outdoor physical play often involves expansive, whole-body movement such as climbing, balancing, running and navigating uneven terrain. These experiences support not only physical development, but also emotional and cognitive growth, as children learn to assess risk, problem-solve and persist through challenge. The dynamic and unpredictable nature of outdoor environments provides unique opportunities for exploration that contrast with more static indoor spaces. 
Within the Welsh context Physical play also supports the development of physical literacy, which refers to a child’s confidence, competence, motivation and enjoyment in movement. Within Wales, programmes such as SKIP‑Cymru emphasise that while play-based learning provides many opportunities for movement, children also require skilled adult support to develop foundational motor skills. Research underpinning SKIP-Cymru highlights that teaching children how to move effectively supports confidence and motivation, enabling them to engage more fully in physical play and establish positive attitudes towards physical activity. By combining playful movement with intentional skill development, practitioners support children to become confident, competent movers and lay the foundations for lifelong physical and mental wellbeing.

Imaginative Play
Imaginative or symbolic play is particularly significant in supporting cognitive and social development. Lev Vygotsky (1978) argued that during imaginative play, children operate beyond their current level of functioning within the Zone of Proximal Development, engaging in behaviours and language that exceed their everyday capabilities. Through role play, children rehearse social roles, regulate their behaviour and develop abstract thinking.
Freely chosen symbolic play allows children to explore identity, emotions and relationships within a safe psychological space. When children assign roles, create narratives and negotiate rules, they develop communication skills, empathy and self-regulation. However, if adult's over-direct scenarios, the spontaneous problem-solving and creativity inherent in play may be diminished. Therefore, the adult’s role is to sensitively extend thinking through open-ended questioning and appropriate resource provision rather than controlling the narrative.
Jean Piaget (1962) identified the preoperational stage, approximately 2–7 years, as a period characterised by symbolic thought and intuitive reasoning. During this stage, children use objects and actions to represent other experiences, a process described as symbolic representation (My Teaching Cupboard, 2021). Piaget argued that this form of play supports cognitive development by enabling children to construct meaning and consolidate emerging language and concepts. However, later theorists suggest he underestimated the social dimension of play, highlighting the greater emphasis Vygotsky placed on social interaction in cognitive development. 
Observing children during self-directed play provides insight into their interests and developmental progress, enabling practitioners to plan responsive environments that reflect children’s individual needs (Welsh Government, 2025). 
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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
Play has been recognised within Welsh policy as a fundamental process of learning that has evolved as part of human development. The Welsh Government emphasises that children possess an innate drive to play, and through this self-directed activity they develop across physical, social, emotional, cognitive and creative domains (Welsh Government, 2002). Play is therefore not a trivial or optional activity, but a central mechanism through which children construct meaning and develop competence. Restricting children’s autonomy in play may consequently limit opportunities for holistic development.
Understanding self-directed play highlights the importance of the adult’s role in creating conditions that enable children to exercise autonomy while remaining supported.
Self-directed play refers to play that is initiated, controlled and guided by the child rather than directed by adults. Children decide what to play, how to play and how long to engage, driven by intrinsic motivation rather than external outcomes (Welsh Government, 2002).
When supporting play, the adult’s role is to guide and assist children with disabilities in developing the skills and confidence needed to become independent and competent players, valuing play for its own purpose. This involves creating environments that respond to individual needs while reducing physical, social and personal barriers that may limit participation. In supporting self-directed play, adults act as scaffolders, providing temporary guidance that enables children to make their own decisions and sustain play independently. Similar to scaffolding used in construction, this support allows development to occur and is gradually withdrawn as children become capable of directing their own play without adult assistance (Bianquin, 2019).
Play Policy Wales further defines play as behaviour that is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated (Welsh Government, 2002). The absence of an external goal is what gives play its distinctive developmental value, as children can follow their own interests, test hypotheses and build resilience through exploration. This suggests that adult-imposed outcomes, if overly directive, risk undermining the intrinsic motivation that makes play so powerful.
This conceptualisation of play aligns closely with the Reggio Emilia Play Approach, a child-centred educational philosophy that emphasises children’s active participation in their learning. Within this approach, children are viewed as competent learners who construct knowledge through exploration, creativity and interaction with others and their environment. A core principle of the Reggio Emilia approach is the recognition of the “hundred languages of children”, which acknowledges that children express their thinking, ideas and understanding in a variety of ways, including through play, movement, art and storytelling (Pentagon Play, 2023). The approach values autonomy and supports children to lead their own play experiences, while practitioners adopt the role of observers and guides rather than instructors. Additionally, the learning environment is considered a “third teacher”, playing a crucial role in promoting curiosity, problem-solving and meaningful learning experiences (Pentagon Play, 2023).

A key element of physical play is adventurous or risky play, which is sometimes viewed negatively due to concerns around safety and the potential for injury. As a result, such play may be limited by adult anxiety and risk-averse practice. However, research suggests that risky play is a valuable and necessary part of children’s development. Yalcin and Erden (2018) argue that engaging in risky play allows children to develop risk-assessment skills, confidence and self-regulation, as they learn to judge their own abilities and limits. Through experiencing manageable levels of risk, children gain resilience, independence and a sense of achievement. Rather than removing risk entirely, practitioners have an important role in supporting children to manage risk safely, enabling physical play to support confidence, decision-making and emotional wellbeing (Yalcin and Erden, 2018).

However, neither perspective advocates the absence of adults. Instead, they emphasise the importance of enabling adults who create environments that respect children’s agency while ensuring safety, inclusion and meaningful challenge. The central idea is that efforts to support play should consider each child’s individual characteristics while providing an environment that is flexible, safe and open to unpredictability. Adult involvement should therefore focus on creating conditions that allow children to make independent choices about what and how they play, supporting adults in developing the skills and understanding needed to achieve this (Bianquin, 2019)
Overall, self-directed play is essential because it enables children to develop independence, confidence and competence through intrinsically motivated experiences, while the adult’s role remains crucial in facilitating environments and relationships that support, rather than control, children’s play.
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3. In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children 
Choose from the observation methods discussed in lectures.
Observation is a central element of early childhood practice, supporting practitioners in understanding children’s development within everyday play and interaction. In recent years, early years observation has shifted away from checklist-style documentation towards reflective professional judgement. Rather than functioning as assessment, observation is understood as an interpretative process through which practitioners seek to understand the whole child (Smidt, 2015).
One widely used scale-based observation method is the Leuven Involvement Scale for Young Children, developed by Ferre Laevers. The scale assesses two core indicators of educational quality: emotional wellbeing and involvement. Wellbeing refers to the extent to which a child feels secure and emotionally at ease, while involvement reflects depth of concentration, curiosity and intrinsic motivation. Laevers argues that high levels of both indicate optimal conditions for deep-level learning (MacRae and Jones, 2023). Laevers’ understanding of involvement is influenced by Eugene Gendlin’s concept of “felt sense,” which emphasises learning through embodied and emotional experience (MacRae and Jones, 2023).
The Leuven Scale is based on short, focused observations approximately two minutes, during which practitioners rate children on a five-point scale from extremely low to extremely high. Wellbeing is judged through indicators such as posture, facial expression and vitality, while involvement is assessed through concentration, persistence and absorption. Observations are repeated across contexts to acknowledge that engagement fluctuates.
A key strength of the Leuven Scale is its child-centred perspective. Unlike environmental rating tools such as the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Revised, which assess the quality of provision across domains including interaction and programme structure, Leuven focuses on how children experience that provision. Large-scale research such as the Study of Early Education and Development (Department for Education, 2021) has used ECERS-R and related tools to measure process quality in early years settings. However, while ECERS-R evaluates environmental conditions, Leuven captures children’s engagement within those conditions.
Research suggests that structural factors such as group size and child–adult ratios influence development through their impact on adult–child interactions (Barandiaran et al., 2015). However, evidence examining the relationship between caregiver sensitivity, wellbeing and exploration remains limited. Barandiaran et al. (2015) found that although caregiver sensitivity was positively associated with exploratory behaviour, it did not moderate the relationship between wellbeing and exploration, indicating greater theoretical complexity.
Despite its strengths, the Leuven Scale has limitations. As a subjective tool, scoring relies on practitioner interpretation, raising potential concerns regardingreliability and bias. Short observation periods may not capture sustained patterns of engagement, and the scale measures intensity of involvement rather than specific learning outcomes. Some researchers argue that this focus on observable intensity may privilege cognitive interpretations of engagement and overlook embodied or sensory forms of learning that occur through movement and physical experience (MacRae and Jones, 2019). For this reason, the Leuven Scale is most effective when used alongside broader measures of provision.
While the Leuven Scale provides valuable insight into children’s emotional wellbeing and engagement, it does not offer a fully holistic assessment of development, as it focuses primarily on emotional and experiential dimensions rather than specific cognitive, linguistic or physical outcomes.
To explain the link between intense activity and learning, Laevers draws on constructivist theory, combining Piaget’s view of children as active knowledge builders with Gendlin’s concept of “felt sense,” which highlights the role of bodily experience, intuition and emotion in learning. This perspective suggests that children’s emotional wellbeing and level of involvement can be used as signs of deep learning. However, some researchers argue that focusing mainly on visible intensity and concentration may place too much emphasis on cognitive forms of engagement and overlook learning that occurs through movement, physical activity and sensory experiences. (MacRae and Jones, 2020). While the Leuven Scale provides valuable insight into children lived experiences, its effective use requires skilled professional judgement and should be complemented by broader assessment approaches.
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Part 4 Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and consider how this effects the child's engagement and the accuracy of the observation. Children are active meaning-makers who are naturally curious and competent learners, constructing understanding through their own experiences, interests and questioning (Smidt, 2015). Smidt further explains that as young children learn most effectively through play, observing children within play contexts enables practitioners to gain insight into their thinking, interests and developmental progress. Play therefore becomes a crucial context for meaningful observation and assessment. Vygotsky (2016) argues that play is not simply an activity children engage in for enjoyment, but a central process that supports mental development. Through play, children develop thinking skills, practise social roles, learn self-control and expand their imagination as they act beyond their immediate reality. This perspective is significant for observation and assessment, as if play leads development, then observing children during play allows practitioners to witness development as it occurs in real time. Vygotsky further explains that children do not play purely for fun; rather, play enables them to respond to their needs, motivations and desires, allowing them to explore experiences that may not yet be possible in real life. He criticises developmental theories that focus solely on intelligence or fixed stages, arguing instead that development progresses through children’s motivation to act, explore and engage meaningfully with their environment. Consequently, observing play provides valuable insight into children’s emerging abilities, interests and developmental progress. The role of the adult is therefore crucial in supporting play-based observation and assessment. Practitioners must adopt a sensitive and reflective approach, often standing back to allow children to lead their own play experiences while carefully observing interactions and behaviours. By avoiding unnecessary intervention, adults enable children to remain deeply engaged, resulting in more authentic observations of learning and development. Effective observation also relies on practitioners having strong knowledge of child development and an understanding of individual children, as this supports accurate interpretation of behaviours and prevents assumptions based solely on age or expected stages. Furthermore, creating enabling environments that reflect children’s interests encourages sustained involvement in play, allowing practitioners to observe genuine engagement and emerging skills. In this way, the adult’s role directly influences both the child’s level of engagement and the accuracy of assessment outcomes. Practitioners play a crucial role in supporting play as an effective context for observation and assessment. Howard and McInnes (2013) emphasise that play is characterised by children’s sense of autonomy and control, arguing that it is not the activity itself but how it is experienced by the child that defines play. When children perceive an activity as play, they are more likely to feel relaxed, motivated and emotionally secure, creating a fear-free environment in which they can explore ideas, take risks and regulate their own learning. This highlights the importance of adults adopting a supportive rather than directive role, standing back to allow self-initiated play while drawing on strong knowledge of child development and an understanding of individual children to interpret behaviours accurately. Furthermore, by creating enabling environments that reflect children’s interests and promote choice, practitioners can encourage deeper engagement, enabling children to demonstrate authentic skills and interactions. As Howard and McInnes suggest that play amplifies learning processes, observing children within play contexts allows practitioners to gain more accurate insights into children’s development, as learning and engagement occur simultaneously within meaningful experiences. This demonstrates that play-based observation not only increases children’s engagement but also enhances the validity and reliability of assessment by capturing authentic learning behaviours.
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