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   Play does not have a singular definition due to its diverse nature. It’s marked by a broad spectrum of activities and subjective influences and shaped by personal and cultural contexts. The evolution of play through developmental stages introduces further complexity, while the concept of purposeless enjoyment challenges efforts to define it solely by the absence of external goals (Eberle, 2014). 
  Although hard to define, play serves as the avenue through which children engage with the world. It stands as the common language of childhood, allowing children to comprehend their surroundings and connect with one another. This involves a series of actions like observing, experimenting, attempting, mimicking, and deriving pleasure from their surroundings and interactions with others. Given freedom, time and space, play is the inherent, spontaneous activity that children naturally gravitate towards (Play Scotland, 2023). Play occurs when children engage in activities without a specific external objective or reward. Instead, they are driven by their own spontaneous inclinations, interests, and desires
[bookmark: _Int_KHU71w6E]   Creative play refers to a form of play in which children engage in activities that involve imagination, innovation, and originality. It encourages the exploration of ideas, the use of imagination, and the expression of one's creativity (British Council.org, 2024). Creative play is often open-ended, allowing individuals to approach activities in diverse ways and come up with unique solutions. This type of play can involve various forms, such as drawing, storytelling, role-playing, building, and other imaginative activities that foster innovation and self-expression (Froebel Trust, 2023). It is recognized as a valuable aspect of cognitive, emotional, and social development in children, promoting problem-solving skills, artistic expression, and the ability to think outside the box. Vygotsky highlighted the importance of creative play in cognitive development. He suggested that this type of play allows children to engage in activities beyond their current developmental level, creating a bridge between their actual developmental level and the potential level of development within the ZPD. During imaginative play, children can adopt roles, solve problems, and explore scenarios that encourage cognitive growth (Bodrova and Leong, 2015). 
   Supporting creative play involves providing a diverse range of open-ended materials such as art supplies, building blocks, and natural elements, allowing children the freedom to explore, experiment, and create without predetermined constraints (GOV.UK, 2023). Designating areas for imaginative play, like dress-up corners or storytelling nooks, invites children to engage in role-playing and storytelling, fostering creativity. Likewise, providing unstructured time for free play encourages self-directed learning and creative thinking as children explore their interests. While facilitating collaborative play, where children work together on projects, stimulates idea-sharing, cooperative problem-solving, and imaginative solutions. (Ellis, 2016). It’s important to cultivate an environment that values and celebrates divergent thinking and encourages children to explore various perspectives, fostering a mindset where there is no correct answer but many creative possibilities (Li, MS and MBA, 2022). Incorporating nature into play spaces, using outdoor environments and natural materials, enhances sensory experiences, fostering creativity and connecting children with the natural world. A dynamic play environment, featuring new or rotated materials, stimulates creativity by encouraging children to think beyond familiar patterns. Actively engaging in imaginative activities with children not only inspires but also reinforces the concept that creative play is enjoyable and lifelong. Adults should recognize and create opportunities for imaginative experiences throughout the day. (GOV.WALES, 2023). It is also important to foster critical thinking by asking open-ended questions, which encourages children to reflect on their experiences, express their thoughts, and consider alternative perspectives. As well as emphasizing the significance of the creative process rather than focusing solely on the end product. This encourages children to appreciate the journey of exploration, experimentation, and self-discovery. Establishing an atmosphere where children feel safe to take risks, express themselves freely, and share their creative endeavors without fear of judgment contributes to a nurturing environment for creative play. 
    Dewey believed in the integration of education and experience. “Progressive education as described by Dewey should include socially engaging learning experiences that are developmentally appropriate for young children” (Williams, 2017). To that effect, physical activities, including locomotor play, provide hands-on experiences that contribute to a child's overall education and understanding of the world. Locomotor play involves activities centered around movement and physical exercise to develop fundamental motor skills in children. These activities target large muscle groups, fostering physical coordination, balance, and spatial awareness. An integral part of early childhood education, locomotor play contributes to overall physical development and well-being. Examples of locomotor play activities encompass running, jumping, skipping, galloping, crawling, rolling, and balancing (Play Scotland, 2023a). Through these activities, children improve cardiovascular fitness, leg strength, coordination, and balance. Locomotor play not only aids physical development but also offers cognitive and social benefits. It enhances spatial awareness, body control, and motor coordination while fostering social interaction, teamwork, and positive attitudes toward physical activity (Bidzan-Bluma and Lipowska, 2018).
   Supporting locomotor play in practice involves creating an environment that encourages movement, provides opportunities for physical activity, and integrates these activities into the overall educational experience. One should designate play areas within the learning environment that are conducive to various locomotor activities, ensuring they are safe, free from obstacles, and equipped with age-appropriate materials. Offer a variety of equipment, such as balls, mats, cones, and other props, ensuring they are well-maintained and safe for use (Early Years Matters, 2023). 
   Educators should encourage outdoor play whenever possible, as outdoor spaces offer more room for running, jumping, and other larger movements, providing a broader range of locomotor experiences. Forest schools provide an optimal environment for locomotor play, leveraging natural settings and diverse terrain to encourage activities such as running, climbing, and balancing (Lovell, 2009). The expansive outdoor spaces afford children opportunities for self-directed exploration, fostering physical development and enhancing spatial awareness. Moreover, the sensory stimulation offered by the natural surroundings, along with the inherent connection with nature, contributes to a holistic learning experience. Forest schools embrace managed risk, allowing children to engage in challenges that promote confidence and decision-making skills. The freedom of movement in these settings encourages creativity and individual expression. Overall, the forest school's emphasis on well-being and its holistic approach contribute to the comprehensive development of children, encompassing physical, cognitive, social, and emotional aspects (Liz O'Brien, 2005). 
   It is important for educators to integrate movement into lessons and daily routines, using physical activities to reinforce learning concepts, such as counting steps during a walk or incorporating movement into storytelling. Promoting free play, allowing time for unstructured activities where children can choose their play, fostering creativity, decision-making, and natural expression of physical movement. Educators and caregivers should model active behavior and participate in locomotor play alongside the children, reinforcing the importance of physical activity and strengthening the teacher-child relationship (McGowan, Chandler and Gerde, 2023). It’s important to adjust activities to accommodate different skill levels and physical abilities, ensuring all children can participate and experience success. 

Two
[bookmark: _Int_KRF75J9a]   There has been considerable debate over the years regarding the specific role of play in the development of children. The prevailing notion has often been that play serves as a means for children to practice skills essential for adulthood. However, there is an increasing acknowledgment that play is an intrinsic behavior with a fundamental developmental significance. From the early stages of brain development and establishing bonds with parents to the autonomy and independence of adolescence, play plays a crucial role. As children mature, play provides them with opportunities to refine a variety of physical, emotional, and social skills, aiding them in comprehending and navigating an increasingly intricate physical and social environment (Play Scotland, 2023). The right to play is explicitly recognized in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1989), and there is now widespread acceptance of the importance of ensuring that children have access to opportunities and spaces for play where they can feel secure and enjoy themselves independently, without adult direction. According to Piaget, play is a crucial avenue through which children actively construct their understanding of the world. He believed that children are naturally curious and, when engaged in self-directed play, they actively explore, experiment, and adapt their mental schemas. Piaget argued that this process of active engagement in play is vital for the development of cognitive skills, problem-solving abilities, and the formation of abstract thinking (Ahmad and Malik, 2016). Through play, children can scaffold their learning, with the assistance of adults or more capable peers, and gradually internalize new skills and knowledge.
   Empowering children with the freedom to choose their play activities can foster a deep sense of self and individuality and contributes to increased self-esteem and enhanced social competence. When children have the autonomy to select activities that interest them, they experience a sense of control and accomplishment. This positive reinforcement can boost their self-esteem as they realize their ability to make choices and engage in activities that align with their preferences. Allowing children to make choices, solve problems autonomously, and take initiative in their play contributes to the development of self-reliance (Stegelin, 2005). This autonomy acts as a catalyst for heightened engagement and creativity, as children naturally gravitate towards activities that resonate with their genuine interests. The unfolding of this intrinsic motivation not only contributes to a passion for learning but also provides a platform for exploring and expanding their imaginative capacities. Both Piaget and Vygotsky highlight the active, exploratory nature of play and its role in promoting cognitive, social, and emotional development in children (Sagepub, 2013). They argue that when children are given the freedom to choose their own play activities, they are more likely to be intrinsically motivated, actively engaged, and able to construct their own understanding of the world around them. Beyond the individual benefits, the selection of play activities often involves peer interaction, becoming a crucial arena for social skill development (britishcouncil.org, 2024). Negotiating, cooperating, communicating, and resolving conflicts are integral aspects that unfold naturally during these self-directed play sessions. Acknowledging and accommodating the unique interests and learning styles of each child allows for a more tailored and effective educational journey (Subban, 2006). In the face of challenges within the play environment, children learn the valuable skills of resilience and perseverance. The process of navigating obstacles, experimenting with different approaches, and learning from failures becomes an essential part of their developmental journey. The sense of ownership that stems from choosing their play activities not only boosts motivation but also instills a profound sense of joy. This joy, derived from the child's active participation and decision-making, contributes significantly to positive emotional experiences and overall well-being (UNICEF, 2018).
   Adults play a central role in creating a conducive learning environment, facilitating cognitive growth through guidance and knowledge-sharing. When planning the layout of classrooms  teachers should establish developmental objectives, understand the principles of learning and the learning styles of children and constantly evaluate the learning environment. As monitoring developmental milestones through play observation allows parents and educators to gain insights into children's cognitive, social, and emotional progress. (Sagepub, 2013). Ensuring a safe and secure play environment is also critical, as this allows children to explore without unnecessary risks. Adults also have the capacity to stimulate imagination and creativity through open-ended materials and participation in imaginative play scenarios. As well as offering a variety of play resources, from age-appropriate toys to books, enriching the play environment and promoting exploration and skill development (Standards, 2023).  In the realm of emotional development, they provide support and guidance, helping children navigate and understand their emotions. Acting as role models for behavior and attitudes, adults showcase positive communication, problem-solving, and cooperation during play (Thümmler, Engel and Bartz, 2022). 
Three
  Individual child observations play a significant role in educational settings, serving as a systematic and comprehensive method for understanding and documenting a child's behavior, interactions, and developmental progress (Pacey, 2016). The primary purpose of individual child observations is to gain insight into each child as a unique individual. This involves a meticulous process of watching, documenting, and analyzing the child's behaviors, skills, interests, and social interactions over a defined period. Documentation is a crucial component of this process, involving the creation of detailed notes, photographs, videos, and samples of the child's work (Department for Education, 2023). These records of a child's development are shared with parents and professionals and are analysed to identify patterns and areas for growth. This establishes a collaborative relationship between educators and families, fostering an environment where the child's development is supported both at home and in the educational setting (PACEY, 2016). 
   Observation methods are chosen based on goals, age, and developmental stage. Running Records complement observations by providing a detailed narrative of a child's behavior during specific activities. This involves continuous recording of actions, conversations, and reactions, offering valuable insights into cognitive development, including problem-solving, language acquisition, and symbolic play. Observing how a child engages with their surroundings can offer insights into their cognitive growth, the importance of which is outlined in Piaget's theory of cognitive development (Wikipedia, 2018). This real-time documentation provides a comprehensive view of the child's engagement, allowing educators to identify patterns, strengths, and areas for improvement in their overall development (Gowrie New South Wales, 2023). One of the primary strengths of running records lies in their ability to offer rich and detailed descriptive data. Educators can meticulously document a child's actions, reactions, and interactions, creating a comprehensive picture of their daily experiences (Lorina, 2021). 
They provide a nuanced understanding beyond superficial observations. Their immediacy captures authentic, real-time snapshots of a child's activities, behaviors, and responses, essential for accurate documentation and analysis of their developmental journey. Consistent use over time helps educators identify patterns and trends in a child's behavior or development. (Reading A-Z, 2019). This longitudinal perspective helps in recognizing progress, challenges, or emerging developmental milestones. By recognizing these patterns, educators can tailor their approach to better support the child's growth. Educators can also use the data to tailor activities and interventions that align with a child's current developmental needs and interests. This personalised approach enhances the effectiveness of teaching strategies and ensures a more engaging learning experience for the child. Furthermore, running records serve as a valuable tool for teacher reflection. Educators can analyse recorded observations to gain insights into their teaching practices and their impact on a child's learning and development. This reflective process contributes to continuous improvement and refinement of teaching strategies (Levin et al., 2023). Another notable advantage of running records is their ability to include both objective data (observable behaviors) and subjective information (interpretations and reflections). This dual approach allows for a more comprehensive understanding of a child's experiences and responses, enhancing the depth and accuracy of the assessment. Instead of focusing solely on academic achievements, running records enable educators to capture a holistic view of a child's social, emotional, and cognitive development. Running Records can showcase the importance of Vygotsky's sociocultural theory, as they can capture the social interactions and communication skills of a child demonstrating the influence of their social environment on their language development and problem-solving abilities (Main, 2022). This comprehensive assessment is crucial for creating well-rounded educational plans that address the diverse needs and capacities of each child. 
  Running Records, while valuable for capturing snapshots of behavior, may introduce subjectivity and potential bias as diverse perspectives among educators may impact data reliability. This raises concerns about the observational process' objectivity. Additionally, consistently recording detailed observations in real-time is resource-intensive and time-consuming. Balancing thorough documentation with efficient use of educators' time becomes a challenge that institutions must address (Government of South Australia , 2011). Continuous observation also has the potential to disrupt the natural dynamics of the learning environment. The presence of an observer may influence a child's behavior, leading to an altered representation of their typical responses. Striking a balance between authentic observations and minimizing intrusiveness is crucial. Despite these drawbacks, running records remain a valuable tool in child observation when used in conjunction with other assessment methods. Educators must be mindful of these limitations and strive for a balanced and comprehensive approach to child assessment and observation.

Four
Play assumes a paramount role in the observation and assessment of children, profoundly impacting both their engagement and the accuracy of evaluations. This dynamic and interactive approach aligns seamlessly with the inherent nature of children, creating an environment that is not only enjoyable but also conducive to the genuine expression of their abilities and behaviors. When integrated into the observation and assessment process, play becomes a powerful motivator, significantly enhancing the engagement of children (Koukourikos et al., 2021). The motivation stemming from the inherently appealing nature of play activities sparks enthusiasm and a genuine desire to participate. Children are naturally drawn to activities that align with their interests, resulting in active engagement during assessments embedded within a playful context. Moreover, play provides a familiar and comfortable setting for children which is usually characterized by routine, consistency, and predictability. According to Bowlby, these elements are crucial for the development of a secure attachment (Main, 2023). Within this environment, they feel at ease, fostering a sense of security that encourages uninhibited self-expression. This comfort factor contributes to sustained engagement, as children feel free to showcase their authentic behaviors and abilities without the constraints of a formal evaluation setting. The child-centric approach inherent in play-based observations plays a crucial role in enhancing engagement. By tailoring activities to align with a child's interests and preferences, educators create an assessment context that resonates with the child's unique personality. This personalised approach not only promotes active participation but also ensures sustained engagement, as children are more likely to invest in activities that appeal to their individual preferences. For instance, Lego therapy, employs collaborative building with Lego bricks and serves as a valuable observational tool for assessing a range of developmental aspects. And through the structured group dynamics, it allows observers to gain insights into participants' social interactions, communication skills, problem-solving abilities and turn-taking behaviors, all while children engage in an activity they enjoy (Brodie and Mather, 2017). Beyond heightened engagement, the integration of play into observations significantly impacts the accuracy of assessments. Play creates an environment where children naturally exhibit a diverse range of behaviors and skills. The unstructured and spontaneous nature of play allows for genuine expressions of cognitive, social, emotional, and physical capabilities. Observing a child in play provides a more authentic representation of their abilities, capturing natural responses and genuine interactions that might not be evident in more formal evaluation settings (O’Grady and Dusing, 2014).
Play-based observations offer a holistic platform for the demonstration of various skills (Scott-Mckie and Casey, 2017). Whether it involves problem-solving, language development, social interactions, or motor skills, the diverse nature of play ensures that a broad spectrum of developmental aspects are observable. This diversity enriches the accuracy of the assessment, providing educators with a comprehensive understanding of the child's abilities across multiple domains. Observing a child within the context of play unveils valuable insights into their traits, preferences, schemas and socio-cultural background.  This deeper understanding allows educators to interpret behaviors more accurately, making informed assessments that consider the unique context of each child. Additionally, play-based observations lend themselves well to longitudinal assessments. Tracking a child's developmental progress over time within the playful context allows educators to identify trends and understand how skills evolve. This longitudinal perspective contributes to a more accurate assessment of growth and development, allowing for adaptations based on the changing needs and capabilities of the child. 
   In conclusion, play emerges as a powerful catalyst for heightened engagement and increased accuracy in the observation and assessment of children. By integrating assessments into the enjoyable and natural context of play, educators create an environment that captures authentic expressions of a child's abilities. This child-centric and dynamic approach to assessment not only fosters positive engagement but also establishes trust, enriching the accuracy of observations and contributing to a more nuanced understanding of each child's unique developmental journey (Early Education Journal , 2018).
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