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NI Direct (2025) explains that play is a vital part of how children learn and grow. It helps them develop in many ways, such as physically, mentally, emotionally and socially. Constructive play and pretend play are the two chosen play types for section 1.

According to McArdle (2025), constructive play happens when children make or build things. This is for example building with Lego blocks or making shapes with play clay. Children learn to solve problems and think creatively during constructive play. For instance, when a child tries to build a tower with blocks, one of the tasks is to understand how to make it stand up without falling. This teaches them about balance and shapes. According to Jean Piaget, this type of play helps children understand how things work in the real world.

Teachers can provide safe building materials like Lego blocks or play clay to support constructive play. It is important to give children enough time and space to explore these materials. Teachers can help by asking simple questions like ‘What are you making?’ or ‘What else could you add to your building?’. According to Jerome Bruner, this kind of support from teachers helps children learn more effectively (Wheeler, 2025).

McArdle (2025) explains that the benefits of constructive play are many. Children develop their visual and physical coordination when they stack blocks for example. They learn about shapes and sizes. They also become more confident when they complete a project, such as completing a painting or building a tower with blocks. This type of play helps them develop patience and persistence, due to they often need to try several times before succeeding.

Pretend play is the second type of play to be discussed. This is when children use their imagination to act in different roles. They maybe pretend to be doctors or characters from their favourite stories. Piaget explained that this type of play usually starts around age two and becomes more complex as children get older (McLeod, 2024).

Kitchen items like cereal boxes, plastic plates, old pots and pans, wooden spoons let children pretend to cook and serve meals. The items do not have to be expensive as children can use their imagination to turn simple objects into anything they want. Bruner pointed out that this kind of play helps children learn about different roles in society and understand other people’s points of view (Parenta, 2018).

The benefits of pretend play are that children learn to use language when they act in different roles. They develop social skills by playing with others and participating. They learn to express their feelings and understand emotions. For example, when playing like being doctors, children learn about caring for others. They also learn to think in a flexible way. For instance, when they use objects in different ways they can create different objects using the same materials.

Pretend play develops in stages. It starts with simple actions, like pretending to drink from an empty cup. Next children start to take roles, like being a doctor. At the end stage they can create complex stories with different characters. This development shows how children’s thinking becomes more advanced over time.

Both types of play are essential for children’s development. They help children learn about the world in a way that feels natural and fun. Teachers can support this learning by providing suitable materials and showing interest in children’s play. The importance is to let children lead their own play and the teachers being ready to help when needed.

Each child develops at their own pace. Some might prefer constructive play while others enjoy pretend play more. Both types are valuable and help children learn different skills. The most important thing is that children have plenty of opportunities to play in ways that interest them (NI Direct, 2025).
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When children play, they learn best by choosing what they want to do. Self-directed play means that children can select their activities, together with the way they want to do them and select their play mates. This lets them use their own ideas instead of following what adults tell them to do (NI Direct, 2025).

On some occasions children want to play with everyday object and on some occasions they will select specific toys. McArdle (2025) states that children make these choices so that they can feel more sure of themselves. They get better at solving problems because they learn from trying different things in their play.

Adults can be helpful in  children’s play by making them feel safe while children play. Wheeler (2025) explains that children need different toys and objects that they can use. For example, a cardboard box can be used for a car one day and a house the other.

Teachers and parents are encouraged to watch and listen while children play. They are not advised to interfere unless needed to do so. Bruner’s research shows that adults must be close and help if needed, but they must let children lead their own play (Parenta, 2018). If a child is building something, adults can ask them about what they are making rather than telling them what to build.

When children choose their own play, they learn more because they are interested in what they are doing. Usually they keep trying even when they fail. McLeod (2024) states that when children invent their own games, they learn to think in a better way and are becoming creative.

Children are expected to mix different kinds of play activities. For example, they can build something using everyday objects and then use their imagination to explain what that was. This shows how children pick activities that help them learn new things (McArdle, 2025).

Choosing their individual play activities helps children learn about what they like. They are getting to know  what they enjoy and what they are good at. NI Direct (2025) states that making choices in play helps children feel confident about making future choices. This helps them learn to do things on their own.

Adults can be helpful by giving children enough time to play. Children usually like to spend a lot of time in what they are playing. If teachers are rushing them or stopping their play too early, they maybe not learn as much. Wheeler (2025) states that teachers should plan the day activities so that children have plenty of time to play without being interfered.

Children may need some help while they are playing. This means not doing things for them, but helping them find ways to do things themselves. For example, if an object is too high to reach for them, teachers can help children find a way to reach it and not getting it for them (Parenta, 2018).

Adults are encouraged to make sure that children have appropriate places to play and interesting objects to play with. They must be mindful about what children are doing, but not interfere and tell them how to do it. This helps children feel safe to try new activities during their growth and development.

Children learn about emotions and feelings and how to get along with others during their play. If adults let children understand small problems on their own during play, then children can get better at problem-solving. For example, when two children want the same toy they learn to share or find different ways to play together. NI Direct (2025) states that this helps them understand how to be kind and fair to others. Teachers must  help by observing and giving children time to understand and help each other and only interfere if there is a conflict or a fight. 

Research by McLeod (2024) shows that children need different kinds of places and environments to play. Some places are quiet for helping thinking and creating, and others can be designed for active play. Adults and teachers can help by providing these different areas and letting children choose where they want to play. For example, a quiet place with toys suits children who want peaceful play. An open space with climbing equipment lets children be more active. In that way children learn to know what kind of play they need at different times.
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Observing children helps teachers and parents understand how children develop and learn. It involves watching and recording what children do during their daily activities. Using careful observation the adults can see how children play, learn new skills and communicate with. This understanding helps adults provide better support for each child’s development.

The Leuven scale is a useful way to observe children. This scale looks at two important things about children. How involved they are in activities and how well they feel emotionally. When using this scale, teachers watch how deeply children concentrate on their play activities. For example, when children build with blocks, as mentioned by McArdle (2025), observers can see if they are really focused or just playing without much interest.

This observation method gives clear signs to look for. Teachers check if children show joy in their play, if they are curious and if they keep trying even when things are difficult. As Wheeler (2025) explains, these signs help teachers know if children are learning effectively. For instance, during pretend play, observers can see if children are engaged in their roles or just going through the motions.

The Leuven scale has many good points. It is simple to use and helps teachers see quickly how children feel about their activities. This matches what NI Direct (2025) says about letting children choose activities they enjoy. When teachers see that children are very involved in their play, they know the activities are helping children learn. The scale also shows if children feel safe and happy, which is important for learning.

This observation method also has some limits. It mainly looks at how children feel and how involved they are but might miss other important things. For example, it might not show all the ways children develop their thinking skills during constructive play. McArdle (2025) describes that as important for learning. The scale might also miss some details about how children work together or solve problems.

The Leuven scale gives a view of how children develop. It is very good at showing emotional welfare and involvement, which Wheeler (2025) says are important for learning. It might not show everything about physical skills or language development. Teachers need to use other ways of observing as well to get a complete picture of how children are developing.

This observation method works with how children naturally play and learn. As explained by NI Direct (2025), children learn best when they can choose their own activities. The Leuven scale helps teachers see when children are interested in what they are doing. This information helps teachers know which activities to offer and when to help children who might not be very involved.

Teachers can use this scale while watching children play in different ways. When children do pretend play or build things, observers can see how involved they are and if they feel good about what they are doing. This helps teachers know if the play materials and space they provide are right for the children.

The scale is most helpful when used regularly over time. This matches what Wheeler (2025) says about giving children enough time to play and develop. Observations help teachers see patterns in how children play and learn. They can then make plans to help each child develop in their own way.

Using the Leuven scale helps teachers support children’s natural way of learning through play. It shows when children are really learning and when they might need more help or different activities. While it does not show everything about how children develop, it gives information about the most important parts of early learning, such as feeling safe, being interested, and enjoying activities.
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The research by Howard and McInnes (2013) shows that children’s understanding of an activity influences how they engage with it. For instance, when children think something is play, they become involved and show positive emotions. This means that teachers and parents need to watch children during their play to get accurate observations. For example, children show their language skills and creativity during pretend play in which they do not feel pressured. This gives observers a idea of what children can do when they feel comfortable (Wheeler, 2025). For example, during constructive play with objects, children show their understanding of shapes, balance and problem-solving without feeling like they are being in a test (McArdle, 2025).

Play activities have critical role in the process of observing and considering children’s development. Research shows that when children view an activity as play, they show higher levels of emotional engagement (Howard and McInnes, 2013). When children are playing freely, they show their capabilities and interests. They often try new things and solve problems in ways that might not happen during constructed activities. Teachers can see children’s development level during play because children feel relaxed and behave in their natural way. The research explains that children are showing their abilities during play activities. When they feel they are just playing, they are putting bigger efforts and using more skills. This means observations of play activities are providing open and true information about the development of children.

Creating and providing access to the right environment is important for true play observations. Children need different areas and items that interest them. As a best practice, teachers and parents have to create areas for quiet activities and open areas that allow active play. This lets them watch how children behave in different situations (Wheeler, 2025). Correct observations are about noticing the details in children’s play. Teachers should watch how children solve problems, or how treat others and express their emotions. Writing these observations down helps teachers follow children’s progress over time. This creates a broader understanding of each child’s development (NI Direct, 2025).

Teachers must be able to support and observe play in a proper way. They must know each child’s development history in order to understand what they see. They also need to know each child’s own interests and personality. This helps them identify certain moments during play that show the children’s progress (McLeod, 2024). Teachers must know when to watch only and when to interfere. Most of the time, they should be careful but let children lead their play. This shows children’s abilities compared to when adults are directing the play. Teachers must be ready to help when needed. But this must happen without directing the play. Teachers need training to understand how children understand play. This allows them to create situations where children feel they are really playing, not just doing work that Is masked as play. When teachers get these conditions right, they can be able to see children’s real level of developmental and support their learning in the most suitable way (Wheeler, 2025).

The Leuven scale is used to measure how well children participate in activities. When children are playing, they show high levels of participation and emotional health according to this scale. This proves that play helps see children’s real abilities (NI Direct, 2025). For instance, a child might show better language skills when playing compared to when doing a speaking activity in front of other people. Observing children in their play helps teachers understand the child. They can see a set of aspects, such as physical skills, thinking talents, social growth and emotional development all at once. This view helps teachers plan in the most suitable ways to support each individual child’s learning and development (McArdle, 2025).

For example, in a nursery is showed how this works in practice. The teachers watch children during the organised water play activities. They notice how some children understand that larger play objects hold more water compared to some smaller ones. Then children learn to expect which objects will float and which objects will sink. Teachers are not teaching or explaining these ideas directly to children. Instead, they are watching and writing what they see. They observe which children can explain their ideas to others and which ones need help to. This allows them to plan the same activities for the future.

The teachers are also able to see children’s social skills during this type of play. Some children are sharing objects with other children. Others are learning and happy to to take turns when needed. The teachers must record these instants in their observation reports. In that way they can share this knowledge with parents or other teachers in order to understand how each child is growing and developing. This method of watching children at play gives an understanding of their learning development without making children feel stressed.
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