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Section 1: Evidence of a clear understanding of the importance of a variety of play types including self-directed play.
Play is an activity that children engage in for their amusement and enjoyment. Play gives children the ability to be creative and allows them to freely express themselves. Play is important for children as it allows them to develop physically, emotionally, socially, intellectually, and can improve their communication skills. There are many different types of play. These include self-directed play, holistic play, sensory play, and outdoor play.
Self-directed play is when children play by themselves without an adult interfering in their play. It allows children to play without an imposed framework, and this play is freely chosen by the child (Play Adventures 2019). The child decides what they want to play, when the play begins, and when the play comes to an end. Holistic play is a type of play that is intertwined in children’s play. Holistic means that the whole child is considered, not just one aspect of their needs. The environment, their play, their development, this is all taken into consideration. Childdev.com (2023) say that children’s learning, care, development, and play, are always considered within the context of social, family, cultural practices, traditions, and the early childhood community. This kind of play is important because it is necessary for child development.
Sensory Play is great for child development, especially babies and children with additional learning needs. Action for children (2022) define sensory play as any activity that stimulates a person’s senses, which are hearing, sight, taste, touch, and smell. This type of play helps children interact with and make sense of the world that surrounds them. Sensory play can involve objects with different textures, colours, scents, and temperatures to engage children’s senses and to promote development.
Sensory Play supports children’s holistic development in many ways. Action for children (2022) says that sensory play can support brain development, it can enhance a child’s memory, and is useful for problem solving. Children will also develop their fine motor skills through sensory play. This will help them in the future when children want to hold a pen or use scissors, as an example. A great benefit of sensory play is that it can help emotional regulation by providing a calming effect on children’s angry or anxious feelings.
Outdoor play is great for helping children understand the nature and environment around them. Outdoor Play Canada (2019) define outdoor play as the “play that takes place outside and includes concepts of risky play and nature play”. Outdoor play can involve gardening, which allows children to learn about nature and where things come from, such as the fruit they eat. Being outdoors also allows children more space so that they can run, jump, climb, and explore. It allows them to develop their gross motor skills. 
Outdoor Play supports children’s holistic development in many ways. Early Years Alliance (2022) point out that there are many benefits to outdoor play. One benefit is that outdoor play can encourage essential physical fitness in children as they tend to do a lot of running around and jumping when they are outdoors. Another benefit is that it allows them to discover the natural environment. The outdoors provides endless opportunities for children to explore the world around them as there are countless things to discover, such as bugs, plants, insects, and natural resources. As previously stated, outdoor play offers many benefits for a child which supports their holistic development. It allows children to develop and thrive and achieve their fullest potential.
Vygotsky’s theory on the zone of proximal development is useful for practitioners when considering children’s play. Structural Learning (2022) talk about this theory. They say that the Zone of Proximal Development is the most famous mental development concept which was shown by Vygotsky. According to this theory, the “zone of proximal development indicates the wide variety of cognitive processes a child demonstrates under the supervision of an expert but is unable to perform on their own.” This is known as the more knowledgeable other, which is a person who can help a child achieve something they can not do on their own. This can be supported in play. If a child is unable to use a certain piece of equipment for various reasons, then a practitioner, or even another child can step in so that they can help that child achieve their fullest potential. 
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.
Play is important for children because it supports children’s development. It supports all aspects of development, such as their emotional, physical, social, and cognitive development. NiDirect (no date) suggest that “playing is a natural and enjoyable way for children to keep active, stay well and be happy.” Self-directed play helps children’s healthy development. They say that in order to maintain good physical and mental health and so that they can learn life skills, children need various self-directed play opportunities from birth until they’re teenagers. Play is a crucial part of development and human behaviour that contributes to all aspects of a child’s life. Children learn through experience, which is why they need to engage in play throughout their life. Whilst engaging in role play, it allows children to see how the world around them functions as they are taking on the role of what they see in their day to day lives, such as a shopkeeper where the children can pretend to purchase food, or perhaps a hospital where children can pretend to care for their peers.
The role of self-directed play is greatly considered in a child’s play. It allows children to be independent as there is no direct involvement from the adult, giving them the opportunity to play as they chose to. Ledendecker, M. (2020) suggests that the materials we offer children for self-directed play are simple: These can involve cardboard tubes, bouncy balls, scarves, playdough, and sticks. There are endless possibilities with these simple items. For example, a child may pick up a stick and use it as a wand, or they may take the cardboard tube and use it as a telescope, which can lead into further types of play, such as roleplay. Self-directed play also helps children develop their social skills, as there are many opportunities for children to engage with other children in their self-directed play. Children are given opportunities to explore their emotions during self-directed play. During self-directed play, children may encounter challenges, which provides them with to develop problem solving skills and resilience when they are faced with setbacks. Most importantly, self-directed play provides children with the sense of joy and happiness.
Adults can support self-directed play by being present and engaged in the play rather than leading or controlling their play. That is due to the basic principle of play is that it should be self-directed by the child (Auroura Early Education 2023). They also state that an adult’s intervention obstructs the significance and experience of play. As a result, children lose the freedom to explore play freely. Amin, R. (2022) says that “if a child is absorbed in play which is clearly satisfying and rewarding, they certainly don’t want to be interrupted unnecessarily.” Unnecessarily interrupting a child’s play can put them off and break their concentration when they eventually get to go back to their play. If a child appears to be struggling, for example, they were attempting to connect water channels together to fill a bucket but couldn’t manage to link the channels correctly, then it can be useful for an adult to ask them how they are getting on and then come down to the child’s level. Amin, R. (2022) suggests that it is beneficial to ask the child to explain their problem and then to watch and wait, repeat their thoughts back to them, ask a question and then talk about a potential solution that they may want to attempt. It is suggested that taking an interest in the child’s play and supplying them with a few choices can improve engagement and motivation.
Self-directed play should be encouraged for children. Self-directed play should be encouraged in the early years, as it has many benefits for children. Ledendecker, M. (2020) suggests that self-directed play builds self-confidence. Children begin to realise that there are things they can do for themselves by exploring independently. “They make their own games with their own rules, and they feel successful (Ledendecker 2020).” Self-directed play stimulates children’s imagination. According to Ledendecker, M. (2020), children can’t help but be creative during self-directed play. Children are given the opportunity to flex their creative muscles during self-directed play. “They will see possibilities no one else has imagined, and they will develop their own story lines as they play” (Ledendecker 2020).
Section 3: In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children.
An observation method is something practitioners use to collect data about children, their development, and their behaviour. Head Start ECLKC (2019) describes an observation method as “paying close attention to a child's behaviours, interactions, activities, and interests, and noticing all aspects of the child's development.” Observations are used for documenting children’s behaviours during their participation in activities so that practitioners can effectively record their development. The main purpose of an observation is to gather information about a child’s development and where their strengths and weaknesses lie. 
An observation is important because it helps practitioners assess children's progress. Observation can help practitioners recognise if there are any issues with a child’s development. Four purposes are considered during observation. These are ambitious capable learners, enterprising creative contributors, ethical informed citizens, and healthy confident individuals (Welsh Government 2024). According to the Welsh Government (2024), “assessment plays a fundamental role in ensuring each individual learner is supported and challenged accordingly. It should contribute to developing a holistic picture of the learner, their strengths, the ways in which they learn, and their areas for development, in order to inform next steps in learning and teaching.” Practitioners need to be able to understand children’s needs and their development, so an observation can help to achieve this. It is good to frequently observe in the early years as by doing this, practitioners gain a deeper understanding of where a child may be in their development.
An example of an observation method is a written observation. This is one of the most well-known methods of observation. A written observation is when a practitioner will carefully watch the child as they play and write down what they see. Brodie, K (2014) describes a written observation as an “extended written account of an activity. It might include a verbatim record of the language used by the child, level of involvement and other children that they play with and may also include a photo.”
Before carrying out any observation, it is essential to correctly prepare for the event. To do this, the practitioner must ensure they have the correct equipment. For a written observation, it is essential that a practitioner has something to take their notes. This could be a notebook and pen, a clipboard, or perhaps a tablet device where a practitioner can digitally type notes, and I some cases can use a digital pencil. Practitioners may also take photographs and/or videos during their observations. To do this, they will need a good camera, whilst remembering to consider other children in the room that are not part of the observation as they may not be allowed to be photographed or video, which can cause safeguarding concerns if not taken seriously.
There are many benefits that come with this method of observation. A benefit to this method of observation is that it is being documented. Considering that it is being written down, practitioners will not have to worry about forgetting anything that happened during the observation. Spreeuwenberg, R (2022) suggests that a written observation can see what a child’s interactions with other children are like. It can also provide a practitioner with a better understanding of why a child might be showing challenging behaviour. A written observation can also help practitioners to help identify if a child may have any additional learning needs. Photographs and videos are beneficial in this observation method as they were taken during the observation was taking place, giving practitioners the opportunity to look back on these and take additional notes if needed. 
There are also many limitations that come with this method of observation. A limitation to this method is that the child may behave in a different way than usual if they are aware that they are being observed by a practitioner. Practitioners should aim to be as unobtrusive as possible. Another limitation is that the observation may be interpreted in different ways. One practitioner may have a different perspective over another, so that could lead to some things going unnoticed. A written observation can also be time consuming. This could lead to issues where a child may not be receiving enough observation as perhaps all the children require observations and there simply is not enough time to provide a thorough observation for each child. This can also lead to things being missed, such as unidentified additional needs.
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.
Play is important when assessing and observing children because “it will help you better understand the strengths and needs of each individual child” (Louis, A. 2020). Observing play provides practitioners with an understanding of a child’s development. It also provides practitioners with a holistic view of the child as play can allow them to develop their personal skills. A holistic approach should be taken during observation. This is due to the fact that each aspect of a child’s needs has to be met, so taking the correct approach will help achieve this. Whilst observing play, practitioners can observe children’s social development. If a child is being observed and they begin to interact with others, then a practitioner can see how they communicate and socialise with others in the room. Although, according to Howard, J. and McInnes, K. (2013), “children appear to be less likely to define and approach an activity as play if an adult is present.” Children will behave differently if they are aware they are being watched, and this can have an impact on the observation. This could have an effect on the outcome of the observation. A child may display a variety of emotion if they do not like being observed, it could cause them stress and they will not engage in the activities as they usually would.
Observing children in play can provide practitioners with a more accurate reflection of where children are in their development. Observation plays a big part in helping practitioners see where children are in their development. West Sussex County Council (2021) state that practitioners can find out what new abilities and skills develop over time through observation. During an observation, children will display how they react to certain things. A practitioner may have set out an activity and it is up to the child to interpret this as they wish through some self-directed play. The practitioner can see how a child uses the equipment provided, and this can help to show if a child is using the correct skills, or if they require additional support. An observation can provide practitioners with all types of evidence. These can involve a child’s level of engagement, possible additional learning needs a child may have, their level of engagement in activities, and any potential triggers a child may have. Although it should be considered that the observation does not tell a practitioner what some of the causes to these issues may be. An observation also does not consider any environmental factors or developmental factors that may have an effect on the child during observation.
Practitioners know this because they have the knowledge of how to carry out an observation, and those who do not are provided with the appropriate training in order to do so. They would have obtained the correct education which allows them to carry out observations more effectively. Howard and McInnes (2013) state that “traditionally, the role of the practitioner in early childhood is considered essential in enabling development.” This is still relevant to practitioners today. Whilst children are going through their own development, practitioners are also developing in regard to their professional role. Practitioners will attend various courses in their careers so that they can ensure they are providing children with the appropriate care. It is also good that practitioners can learn from one another as they are ultimately all working together to provide the best possible care for the children.
Adults can support this by taking a step back and just allowing the children to engage in self-directed play. Howard and McInnes (2013) suggested that during their study, practitioners asked general questions to see how children were getting on with their activity or if they wished to participate in anything else. This is showing that the adult is not interrupting the play, but they are showing the children that they are interested in what they are doing. Adults can also support this by ensuring that they have provided children with an enabling environment. They can do this by supplying children with age-appropriate equipment that they can use. It is also good to ensure that the room the children are playing in is colourful and promotes well-being and development. Through the results of an observation, adults can see where children are in their development. This will then give them an idea of what they can do to help the children’s development and if any necessary action needs to be taken in regard to a child’s needs.
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