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Section 1
Creative Play
Creative play is any activity that is unstructured and imaginative with the aim to encourage children to be themselves and express emotion by prioritising open ended exploration. Activities designed for creative play brings focus on child led learning, free expression and exploration with the overall outcome of enhancing the child's critical thinking, decision making skills, problem solving skills and emotional regulation. Examples of this include; storytelling, musical movements, messy play, building with blocks and creating art.
[bookmark: _Int_gZ1IdKav]Creative play promotes holistic development by nurturing the child as a whole, ensuring that their emotional, social, cognitive, physical and language skills are developing at a steady and equal pace for quality learning. Planning their games supports their cognitive development, negotiation encourages social development, creating a story builds a child's language skills, using and constructing materials develops a physical sense and the excitement and joy of the activity allows them to develop a good sense of emotional regulation. 
[bookmark: _Int_2G6wz6xW]Practitioners support creative play by providing enabling, safe and flexible environment filled with open ended resources and materials that encourage imagination and creativity, this allows the children to explore without fear of failure and promotes child led learning. Adults also support creative play by valuing the process over product, by allowing children to experience creativity they can lead their own development through praise and imagination. By asking open ended questions adults are further investing in the child as they are encouraging their opinions, displaying a comforting and non-judgemental environment. Enabling adults can develop the child's engagement by observing the children and taking note of their interests, allowing room for the activites to be adapted and expanded based on their ideas, generating a more engaging learning space filled with enjoyment.
Creative play supports associative and cooperative play through encouraging children to develop from playing alongside each other to playing with them. Activities such as painting or role play encourages them to share ideas and resources, develop a sense of social awareness and encourages communication amongst peers.
[bookmark: _Int_JQxUgcoT]Creative play is beneficial as it develops problem solving skills by enhancing the child's cognitive senses through managing and solving their own barriers, it builds a sense of confidence and self-expression by encouraging creativity, provides a hands-on experience which is open to each individuals own interpretation without judgement and strengthens their memory and creative skills all through the freedom of creativity. 
Social play
Social play involves any type of voluntary activity that encourages interaction between two or more early years learners. Activities targeted to social play focus on building cooperation and relationships through enjoyment and imagination. Social play is designed to improve the confidence, independence and understanding of social rules in early years pupils. Examples of social play include; pretend play, physical play such as tag and turn taking.
Social play promotes holistic development in the early years as it allows children to develop socially, emotionally, physically, cognitively and language skills through rule following, developing friendships, turn taking and cooperation between peers. Social play allows the children to learn social norms and the differences between positive and negative interactions, develop their cognitive abilities through remembering rules, planning and organising, improve their language by speaking and learning new vocabulary as well as developing a sense of respect and fairness.
Practitioners support social play by creating resourced environments with open ended materials that will encourage group interactions, by providing resources that require sharing children are influenced to interact, ask questions and work as a team. Enabling adults also model all behaviours such as kindness, respect, turn taking, negotiation and listening skills. Adults can also use prompts to encourage interactions such as, “Could you ask A to pass the red paint?”. By modelling this, children are more likely to follow and imitate. Another method for supporting social play is to promote inclusion, by ensuring all activites are suitable for the abilities and requirements of those taking part, adults can promote a healthier environment for socialization and challenge stereotypes.
Social play supports associative, cooperative and team play by encouraging skills such as turn taking, peer awareness, basic communication, fairness and rules, strategic thinking, self-regulation, negotiation, empathy and problem solving. Activites such as stuck in the mud encourages children to work as a team, communicate effectively and juggle feelings of joy, frustration with rules and fairness.
Social play is beneficial as it acts as a building block for essential life skills which are fundamental for future relationships. Social play teaches children to effectively communicate through expressing their needs and listening to others. It encourages cooperation between peers and develops teamwork skills by sharing, turn taking and patience. Allows them to develop a sense of empathy and compassion as well as their sense of belonging to the environment through equal involvement.
Section 2
What is self-directed play?
[bookmark: _Int_MOpnNk2P]Self-directed play is any type of play where children are their own directors. Play is initiated and led by the child, it is driven through their imagination and curiosity. Child led activities allow children to control what to do, how to do it, who they play with and how long they wish to take part. Self-directed play is unstructured, meaning it has no direct instructions or rules, no desired outcome and is free from the guidance and influence of adults. This play method allows children to explore their own curiosity's and use their imagination and interests for fun and enjoyable learning whilst the adults follow their lead. 
[bookmark: _Int_0p7DzUXA][bookmark: _Int_HzF5QKZR]Why is it important?
Self-directed play is critical for children in the early years as it fosters a strong sense of creativity and imagination, aiding their overall holistic development through problem solving, building confidence, and communication. Self-directed play increases brain development by encouraging children to experiment, learn from mistakes and find their own solutions to their problems, overall increasing their critical thinking skills and cognitive development as well as teaching them independence and resilience. Self-directed play also encourages fine and gross motor development, through activities such as building blocks or painting which will improve their mobility, balance and coordination. Children's social skills also benefit from child led activities as it encourages and fosters friendships and communication amongst peers. They will learn to negotiate, take turns and communicate ideas, positively influencing their social skills and ability to understand social norms and what is right from wrong. Self-directed play also empowers the children to become resilient and try again, by doing this themselves they develop a strong sense of independence and a drive to succeed, children will form a natural love for learning and an innovative mindset. Child led play develops their emotional skills such as expression, confidence and safety, because the children have a level of control, they are able to feel capable and secure in their environment.
How do adults support self-directed play?
[bookmark: _Int_UROoyMeb][bookmark: _Int_mkj2t5Y4]Enabling adults are able to support and encourage child led learning by creating a safe, social and inviting environment that is filled with enticing resources and opportunities, this encourages children to be themselves, play as they wish to, and is inclusive. Adults also encourage self-directed play by removing their dominance, opinions and involvement. Taking a step back from management ensures that children do not feel pressured, closed off or shy and allows them to feel comfortable and encouraged to play and explore their interests. Adults can also impact self-directed play by stocking their shelves with lots of open-ended materials and toys that have multiple uses, all of which should be at easy reach of children for their convenience and independence, this encourages the children to use their imagination and create something or use something as they see fit without strict instruction on what they can use. Adults also support child led play by asking relevant open-ended questions such as “can you tell me about your creation?” or “wow how did you make that?” this displays a sense of interest to the child and praises their efforts without being overly direct or involved. However, adults can also support their play by being a playful role model, someone who displays a sense of humour, curiosity and imagination to set a clear example that creative thinking is ok and encouraged. Enabling adults can also use supportive language in a way that does not directly impact the child's creativity. This can be done by describing what you see “you stacked those very carefully” as a way to praise and encourage their creation. An adult can adapt and refine activities to suit the child's personal opinions and creative thinking without becoming involved, this will increase their desire for imagination and encourages them to explore personal interests. Finally, the adult can aid child led learning by allowing the children to decide when to begin or finish the play, providing further freedom, independence and an opportunity for all children to take part in their own time.
Section 3 
What is observation?
[bookmark: _Int_MXb5Fk3Y][bookmark: _Int_B8TG1OOn][bookmark: _Int_gEzHbjtf]Observation in the early years is the process of closely monitoring, watching, listening and documenting a child's interactions, behaviours and play in a controlled environment with the intentions of understanding their development, learning habits, interests, and personal support needs. Observation takes place during play, daily routines and social interactions to generate a rounded idea of the child's habits and needs, providing an opportunity to make sense of what we see day to day. Adults use observations as a way to plan ahead, create assessments, inform curriculum planning and provide a holistic overview of their development. Young children have the ability to learn and develop but only with support of adults, observation should take place in a naturalistic environment, focussing on child-initiated play.
Why is it important?
Observation is vital in the early years as it allows the caregiver to understand the developmental progress of each child and make necessary adaptions to play for better development. Observation allows the adult to have time to reflect on the child's interests, likes and dislikes and to make informed decisions for that child's learning. Observation is important as it allows the adult to address any learning needs in a timely manner, ensuring that optimal support is in place from a young age. This will increase the child’s confidence, abilities and attitude towards school as well as an improved learning experience.
Leuven scale 
[bookmark: _Int_jMuDrLgG]The Leuven scale is a 5 point observational tool that measures a child’s emotional well-being and involvement in activity. The Leuven scale uses a 1-5 levelling system that provides detailed descriptions of each levels requirement. Level 1 represents low interaction with activity, level 5 indicates that the child is flourishing and strongly involved in deep level learning. The Leuven scale allows adults to identify if a child is thriving or having difficulty and spot signs of stress. Identifying low level involvement allows the adult to intervene early and improve engagement and learning quality.
Limitations and benefits of the Leuven scale
The Leuven scale is beneficial as it can be made specific to the setting, adults can adapt and personalise this observational method to be well suited to the child they are monitoring, or to the environment the observation is taking place in.
The scale allows the observer to remain focussed on the child as a individual, ensuring the observation is personalised to their needs and emotional well-being. However, the Leuven scale lacks focus on academics, meaning the adult has little understanding of the child's academic levels and is focussed soley on emotional well-being and involvement, relying on the child's emotional wellbeing and willingness at the time of the observation.
The Leuven scale observation can be used in everyday settings and conducted by familiar faces, allowing it to be informal and relaxed. This is beneficial as it allows the child to feel comfortable and normal, improving the outcome and results of the observation, its overall accuracy and the developments that take place based on the results. However, this relies on the observer's representation of the child's facial expressions, posture and actions. Children may quietly follow and comply with the activity, displaying engagement but are not enjoying or learning from the play experience causing misinterpretation. Lack of observer concentration or ability to identify social cues can immensely impact the outcome and results of the observation, impacting their future learning and support.
Leuven scale allows the observers to tailor the observation to each individual, the environment and type of play can be personalised to the likes and interests of the child being observed, increasing their involvement and improving the accuracy of results. Although, the Leuven scale lacks diversity and is not inclusive, it cannot accurately measure the level of engagement to activity of a child with ALN as it focuses on verbal interactions and neurotypical behaviours. The observer is likely to misinterpret the child's behaviours and make inaccurate assumptions. 
Another benefit of the Leuven scale is its simple structure, the scale is simple and easy to follow, making it a great resource in early years practise as it's quick to implement and doesn't take long to set up. However, this observational method requires consistency as it does not account for a long-term process, without constant observation, adults cannot accurately measure any changes and developments to a child's engagement and well-being. 
Holistic view of the child
The Leuven scale provides a positive view of the child's holistic development as it brings focus on their emotional well-being and involvement rather than their academic levels or skill-based abilities.
This is beneficial as it promotes child centred care, it is a tangible way to specifically monitor their holistic growth and development by monitoring emotional well-being and involvement in play. However, children may act differently knowing they are under observation, changing their behaviours to be more desirable and to please the observers, impacting the results of the observation.
A child's willingness to take part in activities can impact the outcome of the observation, a child who usually takes part and is thriving could be in a emotional state and is experiencing new emotions they cannot regulate. This impacts the results as the child is not in their usual mindset.
The Leuven scale requires consistency, without this we would not receive a accurate representation of the child’s holistic development. Without consistency there will be a lack of understanding and gaps in the child’s holistic development.
Section 4
Importance of play during observation
Play is vital for effective observation as it allows children to naturally express their thoughts, emotions, abilities and social skills without the pressure of a formal observation. Play is spontaneous, it reflects the child's true abilities and provides an authentic insight into their developmental process. Play is important during observation as it allows observers to observe multiple developmental areas at once such as physical abilities, this is monitored through coordination and gross motor skills, cognitive abilities are observed through memory and problem solving, social skills are monitored through turn taking and empathy whereas language is supported by the use of vocabulary and sentence formation. Play is also vital for observation as it encourages natural behaviours, ensuring that the environment for observation is fun and enjoyable will create a relaxing and comfortable atmosphere that encourages genuine behaviour. Observation during play also supports the observer's ability to identify areas for support. Using the findings of the observation allows the adult to plan updated and appropriate learning materials that support developmental delays, behaviour concerns and individualise the activites based on their likes and interests. Play during observation also supports individualised teaching, observers can adapt and generalise the talents, likes and dislikes of a child to create more engaging experiences and provide the necessary targeted support. Using play for observation allows the observer to view the progress of each child's holistic growth and development, it displays all areas of the child's abilities, allowing room for further growth and personalised development plans.
How do adults support this?
[bookmark: _Int_USOwI2MG]Adults support play based observation by creating the right environment, closely monitoring and taking full advantages of the observations results. Adults can support by creating a safe and stimulating environment that is unique to the child's interests, talents and abilities. This is done by providing age-appropriate materials and equipment, ensuring the environment is physically safe and does not pose a threat and ensuring the environment is emotionally welcoming and inviting, this encourages meaningful and enjoyable play. Another way adults support play during observation is through active observation. By watching carefully and observing patterns, adults can recognise the child's strengths, take meaningful notes on behaviours, language and interactions and minimising unnecessary interruptions creating a great environment for observing the child's natural behaviours and learning development. Adults also support observational play by allowing the environment and types of play to be child led, this involves respecting their interests and pace, avoiding taking control to ensure that the play is natural and encourages independence, resulting in more accurate observation results. Scaffold learning is a great example for adults supporting observational play as it is a gentle way to further develop learning without forced interruptions or becoming overly controlling of the play. By asking open ended questions, introducing new vocabulary and modelling behaviours, adults can support the play during their observations without influencing the child's natural and genuine behaviours and habits. Adults can support observational play by supporting the development of social and emotional regulation skills, this is done by encouraging equal play through turn taking, providing assistance with conflict resolution and modelling skills of respect.
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