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Types of play 

Locomotor Play 
 
Locomotor play is physical play, this includes use of the body and larger movements such as running, climbing, skipping and many other physical activities. According to (Encyclopedia, 2013), Locomotor play supports physical training of muscles, for strength, endurance, and skill. Children will benefit from these abilities as being active during their play will help maintain their weight and prevent obesity. Children that are more active during play are more likely to concentrate better at subsequent sedentary tasks (Encyclopdeia,2013).  Likewise, (vrz, 2020) states ‘Physical activity boosts your child’s focus and attention as the brain’s dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin levels develop’. Children need Locomotor play as it will make a child feel better in themselves, it will benefit their self-esteem and give a child stronger resilience to be able to perform strongly in all forms of physical and cognitive activities. Active play should always be promoted in a child’s early years of their lives as there are so many benefits to this type of play. Practitioners should have a strong knowledge and understanding of all types of play, by attending courses and accepting any new resources and training to expand our knowledge will support the children in play as practitioners will be able to put this training into practice. As well as this, it is the practitioner’s role to find time and space for children to be able to access locomotor play. According to (National childhood network, ND) young children should be experiencing at least 60 minutes of moderate exercise a day. 
t is a practitioner’s role to provide this time for the child to have locomotor play in their daily routine to gain all the benefits they can. 
Locomotor play doesn’t just benefit a child physically but holistically to. During this time children will have the opportunity to interact with other children and build new friendships. Whilst playing with other children they will learn to share and take turns with one another developing empathy by helping one another and gaining confidence with the support of other children. Children will become active listeners by following and understanding rules from practitioners and most importantly each child will feel happy as they will have fun during locomotor play and experience pleasure from all the activities, they can take part in. (National childhood network, ND). 

Imaginative Play 

Imaginative play is when children take on the role of other people or situations, this type of play may happen spontaneously. (Tassoni, 2007, p.277).  Another word used for imaginative play is ‘Role play’ children use this play to express positive and negative feelings and discover choices. Locomotor play and imaginative play are very different, Locomotor play relates to more active play whereas imaginative play is make-believe and fantasy. (Healthline, 2020). 
Imaginative play helps children to socially bond, communicate and balance personal emotions with the emotions of others. This type of play increases the bond between a child and the person they are playing alongside. According to (Healthline, 2020) imaginative play is said to benefit children with their expression of feelings and lowers anxiety. Likewise, (Tassoni, 2007, p.160) agrees as she states ‘children can act out their fears and fantasies’. Imaginative play allows children to talk and act out situations they may not want to talk about to an adult and allows them to destress through play and cope with their anxiety. Imaginative play also allows children to develop language and communication skills as it is a chance for them to use words they have heard from others and helps widen their vocabulary and not only this but communicating with the children and adults they are playing with will benefit their language and communication skills as they will build confidence and build strong relationships which will encourage them to talk more outside of play. 
It is our role as practitioners to encourage children to communicate better, (Tassoni, 2007, p.227) says ‘one of the most important aspects of the adult’s role is to observe the child playing imaginatively to provide the appropriate resources’. It is vital we provide opportunities for the children which will then enable the child to express themselves freely. By providing equipment and resources in the imaginative area allows children to extend their play, children gain a sense of cultural identity trough play and it is important all children home backgrounds are reflected in the choice of items we as practitioners provide. (Tassoni,2007, p161).

Importance of play for children 

“All children and young people need to play. The impulse to play is innate. Play is a biological, psychological, and social necessity, and is fundamental to the healthy development and well-being of individuals and communities.” (Play Wales, 2023). This quote from Play Wales play principles believes that children can’t help but play, it is part of our internal development just like learning to walk. It believes that play conditions us for future life.  Children should have the opportunity to play every day of their life and always have the option to choose their own play. According to (UNICEF, ND), play ‘’is a really important tool for children’s cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development and their imagination and creativity.”

The UN convention on the rights of the child mentions children’s rights. The most relevant to play is article 31: “That every child has the right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts’’. Moreover, further articles show importance of freedom and respect in article 12 ‘respect for the views of the child’ , article 13 ‘freedom of expression’ and article 14’ freedom of thought belief and religion’. Children have the right of choice and freedom to express their thoughts and opinions (UNICEF, ND). Importantly as in article 31, children should always have the right to choose their own play. During free play and self-directed play children can develop problem solving and decision-making skills. An example of free play could be a child playing outdoors with pots and pans and decides to use them as musical instruments instead of the intended purpose. The theory of loose parts by Simon Nicholson (1972) supports children’s open-ended play It allows children to use their creativity and choose how items will be used in play for that moment. For example, the next day the pans could be a helmet for the solider, the ideas are endless. The child is engaging in the activity and is learning new skills from doing this, the adult’s role is to allow the child to experience this opportunity for them to feel independence and valued. (thewillows,2020). 

(Red monkey, 2023) suggest that free play can be facilitated by the practitioners, to stand back to allow the children to decide where the play will take them and work things out for themselves. Adults can intervene when necessary but should always allow the children to try themselves. 
Intervening in children’s play is an art form as too much adult input can spoil the learning. On (earlyyearscareer,2023) they state, ‘Practitioners must be sensitive to children’s play and in some situations, it is best to stand back.’
As practitioners we can facilitate free play by allowing children the time and space to carry out self-directed play, they choose what and how to play. As well as this (the willows,2020) indicates practitioners can facilitate by setting up an invitation to play. An example could be setting up a casual play prompt, leaving objects and activities laying around in sight of the children so it invites them in to play but they are given the opportunity to play with it freely and how they want to play with it. This, however, may not go to plan and the child may not find it interesting enough to pay with but as a practitioner it is your role offer and enable choice in every child’s play. Another example of play invitation is to talk out loud next to where the child is playing, eg. In the kitchen saying that you are making a cake and need a bowl to mix. In this example the adult is providing the play cue and giving children an opportunity if they want, to join in or take over. 

Friedrich Froebel’s (1782) play theory supports this as Frobel (1782) believed in child – led activities, he thought children should be given the freedom to explore and discover for themselves rather than leading structed sessions (Twinkl, ND). It is important a child has the opportunity of choosing their own play as this will encourage a child to discover and learn through purposeful activities that are of interest to the individual child. Unlike Frobel’s theory, (Tassoni,2007, p 149) mentions Maria Montessori believed, children benefited more when play was structured and challenging. Montessori did not want to leave children’s learning to chance, and her idea of structuring play is still accepted in early years practice. 
An international approach that supports the importance of children’s choices in play is the ‘Reggio Emilia’. This approach believes in children reflecting on their own learning. The adults are seen as the facilitators whereas the children are the initiators of children’s learning. (Tassoni,2007, p188). The Reggio approach is based on free play and emphasises the importance on observing children. 
Another role as a practitioner during play is to plan for play through observation. As an integral part of practice practitioners should think about observation and assessment of children. According to (Tassoni,2007, p293) The Early Years foundation stage framework refers to observation as look, listen and note.  These stages of observation during play allows practitioners to get to understand the child in more depth and enables practitioners to plan appropriate play and learning experiences based on the children’s best interests. It is the practitioner’s role to develop a systematic and routine approach when observing a child through play and use assessment to plan the next steps for a child and regularly review this. As well as allowing children to have the choice of play, practitioners can allow the child the choice of being involved in their observations. Having a sense of being involved will make children feel valued, practitioners can encourage the children to think and talk about their future learning and find more out about the child, this could be done by taking photographs of the Childs work and discussing what they have done or used which may add value to the observation. (Tassoni,2007, p295). 





Observations in childcare

Observation is the process of watching and listening to children to discover how they are developing, their interests and what they are learning through play and experiences. According to (Earlyyearsmatter, 2023) observations of children are vital, each child is unique and has different abilities and skills, observations can capture these first hand. Observations support planning the next steps in a child’s learning, these will take place daily and discussing these observations with a child and parents and other practitioners will enable a starting point of the child’s holistic approach and will always show the child is central to what is planned for them. 

The Leuven scale as defined in (Learning journals, 2011) is a 5-point scale used to measure a child’s emotional well-being and involvement. The Leuven scale method has two different scales to assess the well-being and involvement of a child. Both scales contain criteria based 1-5. 1 being ‘extremely low’ when the child is distressed or showing no energy towards the activity meaning they are unable to participate to their full ability. Second point of the scale is ‘Low’ where the child may get frequently distracted or is not at ease during the activity but is showing no emotion or clear engagement. Thirdly the ‘moderate’ stage, the child will show some progress in the activity but no real energy, their posture will be effortless and again will show no real sadness or discomfort. Additionally, the 4th level ‘High’ is when the child will show signs of satisfaction and intense moment but not continuous. Lastly, stage 5 of the method ‘extremely high’. The child will show great involvement and energy and will be spontaneous about what they are doing. They child will show self-confidence and be concentrated and persistent the whole way through the observation period. (emotionallyhealthyschool, 2019). 
Emotional well-being and involvement in a child have a massive impact on how a practitioner will structure future lessons in order influence the child to feel comfortable in their surroundings and have a productive, happy, and safe learning environment. The Leuven Scale has its strengths and weaknesses. According to (learning journals,2011) the method of Leuven scale observations allows the practitioner to put the pupil at the middle of their own learning and development. In addition, (structural learning, ND) also agrees and states that one of the main advantages of the Leuven scale is based on meaningful observations and in all cases of the Leuven scale they aim to put the student at the centre of the Child’s learning. 
However, (Learning journals,2011) also says The Leuven scale doesn’t account for children with special educational needs or disabilities as well as non-verbal children, this may present a difficultly due to the fact the Leuven scale presents limitations in certain circumstances because the behaviours listed on the scale are not always present in the child. 

A second Observation method used for young children is Running Records. Running Records is a detailed observation of a child’s behaviour during a set period. The running record is used to capture key information on children’s growth. A prime example of this according to (mybrightwheel,2023) is ‘Running records are often used for assessing a child’s reading skills”, which allows the practitioner to give an accurate account of what the child is doing, such as, what they say or how they react during this activity. When observing using the running record method practitioners must use present tense and use detail in the actions that are happening. (Lorina,2021) states in her article practitioners will record the “setting, situation and sequence’ during the observation and practitioners must be efficient and observe closely but also remain out of ratio and observe from a distance. 
Likewise, to the Leuven scare, the running records method of observation also have many strengths and weaknesses. (Lorina, 2021) mentions in her article A running record is ‘ideal for tracking a child’s development overtime’ this type of observation is freer flowing rather than structured, and any reflections can be added later. Another strength of this method that (Lorina,2021) suggest is it ‘provides detailed data about who, what, where and when’. A running record is an effective way of gathering baseline information about the child and their skills and interest for the practitioner to be able plan for the child’s future in learning and reaching their highest of abilities. 
Although the running records method has its strengths it also has it weaknesses. According to research this method of observation may get difficult as the behaviour of a child may not be typical for that observation day as compared to other days (Lorina,2021). An example of this could be a child with additional needs, their behaviours change daily, and they struggle to control this as they are unable to communicate as easy as a neurotypical child, this may be due to sensory overload, change of environment or new routines. (Ambitiousaboutautisim, 2022). 

The role of play when undertaking observations. 
Observations allow practitioners to see a child as an individual. Without observations practitioners would plan based on what they feel is important or interesting of the children (westsussexcounty,2015). Play is a effect way of observing a child, (Louis,2020) believes ‘educators should observe children at play because it will help you better understand the strengths and needs of each individual child’. Practitioners will get a better understanding of the child through play as the child is acting naturally and themselves in play situations and surroundings. Children learn through their own interests and thoughts so a practitioner’s observation should always be based on leaving the child play independently and plan based on what they see and hear. If a practitioner plans through their own opinion and thoughts the child will never be fully engaged in the activities set for them. Children should always be involved in this stage of their learning process. Regarding the United Nations conventions article 12 ‘respect for the views of the child’(UNICEF, ND) this is in any situation or matter during observation as the child should always have the opportunity to celebrate achievements and have the opportunity to discuss any changes in their future learning. When the practitioner completes a clear observation, this allows them to plan the next steps of a child’s learning which enables the child to continue to grow and develop in their stages of development. (Westsussexcounty,2015) agrees with this as they state, ‘Observations are perhaps the most powerful of all the methods we have available when working with children’ As it has a real impact on the well-being on the child. 
Once a child has been observed it is then the practitioner’s role to plan for what’s next, it is vital practitioners put time and thought into planning and go over their observations of each child. If thought goes into the planning the child’s needs will be met. 
A great method of planning in early year is by Anna Ephgrave. ‘Planning in the moment’ by Anna Ephgrave is a relatively current approach to play in early years which allows the children to guide their learning and observations to be made to decide what adult intervention is needed and when. It is based on the child having a natural curiously and desire to learn which will as Anna Ephgrave believes, promote high levels of engagement and involvement in play, allowing adults time and focus to observe the learning. Planning in the moment requires high quality practitioners who are experienced in capturing children’s learning and provide an environment that is rich and varied. She believes the environment is the ‘3rd teacher’ as it will capture children’s attention when designed and resourced well. (learningjournals, 2023)
Early years practitioners should know when to involve themselves during a child’s observations. By practitioners standing back children will learn for themselves. It allows their imagination and creativity to flow freely (Hamilton,2018). Also, practitioners can identify behaviour triggers, areas of development and social struggles in a child. (Hamilton,2018). Likewise, practitioners need to understand in some situations it is better to stand back and before intervening and must ask themselves questions such as, why do I want to be part of this play, can I get more from this by standing back and observing? Before involving themselves, these questions should be answered to get a full understanding of when it is the right to get involved. (earlyyearscareers,2015).
Observations allow practitioners to share experiences with children. Observing and planning for a child allows the child to learn about their own development and gives them reflection on previous learning opportunities and will help them go forward in their future learning. (Yates,2022). Always putting the child at the centre of their learning is a key role for practitioners during observations through play and making them feel involved and listened to will allow the child to progress to their full potential. 














