[bookmark: _Hlk160359297]Play is a disposition that a person can experience when absorbed in an activity that creates pleasure and a sense of becoming lost in the moment. Play is self-motivated and creates a sense of perpetual pleasure (Nifplay.org, 2024). The experience of play allows the neurons in one’s brain to fire, growing new projections and forming new connections in the prefrontal cortex (rberg, 2019). Play is fundamental to brain development. Nifplay.org, 2024 states that when humans encounter experiences of play, the neurons in their brain begin lighting up creating a cascade of connections. This is what is meant by play lights up the brain. Play stimulates the brain’s reward circuitry that can accelerate action and attention. Play is a feeling that can be complex to explain but fascinating to watch and experience. (Wang and Aamodt, 2012). When humans become engaged and the sense of time disappears, they may be able to explain this as having fun, feeling free, leaving problems and worries behind or being unstoppable. This feeling is called “the play state”. (Nifplay.org, 2024). The more children are in a play state the more new brain circuits form to build the skills they will carry through into adulthood. The term “play” can be extremely misused and misunderstood in the mind of an adult, but for a child it is their critical pathway to beginning life. To adults it may be seen as unimportant and be something only to be done when they are not working (Wilkinson, 2006). In fact, it has been proven that play is not just important to children keeping a playful spirt and mindset, it can lead to a far more creative adult. When adults use play within work trying out theories and ideas with no worry over the outcome of the task and fully submerge themselves in fun thrilling ideas, this can result in higher quality work even as an adult (The importance of play | John Cohn | TEDxDelft, 2013).
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Source: Conel, J. L. (1939–1967). The Postnatal Development of the Human Cerebral Cortex. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
“Neurons that fire together, wire together”- Donald Hebb




There are many different types of play that children engage in to aid their development and interests. When children take part in different forms of play, their neurons are making key connections that are pivotal in holistic development. We see play support physical ability, cognitive development, social confidence, creative minds, and resilience. (Raising Children Network, n.d.)
I’ve chosen to talk in depth about two types of play that I’m most passionate about, cooperative play and heuristic play. 
Cooperative play is a type of play that consists of multiple children playing together, working collaboratively towards a common goal. When cooperative play is seen by an adult it can look like lots of children being friends and spending time together. When we dive deeper into the play it is a rich learning environment where we are able to witness children using social skills to build relationships and ideas, emotional empathy seeing turn taking, sharing resources and fairness, social confidence communicating one’s views and feelings, creative ideas where plans are being made and developed and resilience where responsibilities are formed and adapted. This type of play allows children to focus on working as a team towards one common goal rather than competition. (Raising Children Network, n.d.). This type of play is usually considered advanced and is wider used amongst children around 4 years and older, although there is no strict age that this is prohibited to. To pinpoint an exact period of a child’s life where they are ready to begin forming those relationships and bonds within play differs. Each child will develop at their own pace and begin using cooperative play when they feel ready and comfortable. Some children with siblings, active attendance to playgroup, flying start, nurseries, and daycares, and who are neurotypical can find cooperative play less daunting and may engage at an earlier age (Anon, 2023). It is important to understand that Cooperative play isn’t just simply playing together or alongside each other. Some parents and carers can find it alarming or upsetting to hear that their child enjoys sending time playing alone but cooperative play is something needing a strong set of skills that one will begin engagement with when comfortable and ready at their own pace. This is a type of play often seen as overwhelming to children with additional learning needs who would be more comfortable either observing the play but not taking part or being enriched in sensory play, simple manipulative play and solitary play (Lisa Jo Rudy, 2010). Additionally, there are other elements that can influence how children may approach and engage in collaborative play. Cultural differences, different personalities, characteristics and abilities all may have an influence on the play, how and if it is undertaken. The more children’s play helps grow their learning and curiosity the more sophisticated and challenging the cooperative learning can become. (Raising Children Network, n.d.).  
Moving on, how can we as practitioners help build a rich and stimulating environment in which we can see children’s play forming and grow more complex and sophisticated? There is different viewpoints given by (Little Tikes TM, 2019) and (Anon, 2023) that somewhat contradict each other in how as a practitioner we can best support this type of play in practice. Little Tikes TM, 2019 expands on the practitioner taking a back seat role and leaving children to organically play without interruption. We can see they value free play and explain how this must not be underestimated. Diving deeper into this view point it is clear that allowing children to play with one another without structured toys and restrictions will allow them to interact and use their problem-solving skills to learn the importance and value of cooperation. Moving on to (Anon, 2023) we can see this viewpoint is far more in line with Lev Vygotsky’s scaffolding approach. Practitioners can aid cooperative play by organised group activities such as team sports, art projects and relay races. These activities can help children develop the skills needed to then govern activities independently in the future. As the more knowledgeable other, practitioners are not creating an adult lead activity but providing open ended opportunities for cooperative learning to become more complex. Practitioners should also use praise and rewards as positive reinforcement also when practitioners model cooperative behaviour like turn taking, good clear communication skills, listening to other opinions and sharing will portray a positive role model for children. Children mimic playing teachers so using the cooperative approach can then be mirrored in their play. Supporting the environment with puzzles, games and team bonding equipment will then push children to begin using these skills they have picked up throughout there learning journey so far. Its not just practitioners who can aid this kind of play, but families can arrange regular playdates with their children and attend local groups and activities to strengthen this important set of skills. Parents can allow this play to unfold and only step in to offer small snip leading questions to further that play in the park with friends. Upon having reached into both points of views there is definite benefits with both sides and the importance of considering each technique to suit the individual child and their age and stage of development is how we can best form these meaningful relationships and skill sets. 
 An example of cooperate play I have first hand been involved in which I felt was a key learning point in this skill set was when the children in my setting were learning about Cynefin and local shops in Baglan through the generations. This created beautiful learning opportunities and to end the topic we decided as a class to make some crafts in our cooperative learning groups to sell to our families. These groups have been made up of children who all hold a different important attribute. The crafts had been created and were ready to sell in the coming weeks. I then made a shop role play area in class to mimic what the children would experience on the day. I allowed the children the opportunity to use this area to free play with no clear instructions set out. Sitting at a table near the role play area allowed me to overhear some deep meaningful cooperative play. When the children were using the till, I had filled with coins the discussion came up about Mummy’s and Daddy’s using bank cards in machines and the machine gives them money back, the children came to ask me for some bank cards. As the more knowledgeable other I explained I didn’t have any, but they could always make some. The children immediately without support made bank cards using scissors, paper and some had written numbers and their names on. They then lined up ready to scan the card and ask for money from the till. “Ten pounds please” said one child as the child who had been allocated the role behind the till counted out the money. This continued and was very repetitive and didn’t seem to escalate anywhere. I then realised the children had reached their zone of achieved development. I wanted to see what the children could do with support from a more knowledgeable other. I quickly made myself a bank card and went into the shop and asked for £50 knowing there wasn’t that much in the till. The child behind the till said sorry I don’t have enough to give you. I suggested just like they had created bank cards that they could create notes for £10 and £5 just like in the shops. They told me “yes that’s a good idea” and then closed the shop. The children ran to the creative area to create these notes. A child appeared to take the leadership role and instruct the team who needed to make what notes. The children with viewpoints added and roles established, they began creating the notes. The shop was soon opened again, and I was invited back in to collect my money. I then suggested the children may need to count in 5s and 10s like we had been practicing in maths which they did independently to my satisfaction. I received my money and left the shop and watched from afar how over a few days the play I first witnessed had turned really sophisticated and complex. 

When looking at theorists such as Piaget and Vygotsky who both support that some problems can be out of a child’s range of understanding. (Gowrie NSW, 2022). Vygotsky Believed that if as practitioners we can provide these children with the assistance children can create a play scenario that was believed to be to complex for a child’s capabilities according to Piaget. (www2.education.uiowa.edu, n.d.). Another type of play that I am fascinated with is Heuristic play. This is an enriching type of play that can be seen used with babies, children and young people, who use everyday objects rather than actual toys to assist their play. This play covers a broad age range and can be seen used in creche, preschool, nurseries, foundation phase, key stage 2 and beyond. Heuristic play supports a wide range of sensory stimulation and allows room for children to be hands on and discover the world through real life tools, equipment, and nature (Twinkl.co.uk, 2022). Heuristic play stimulates the child’s own imagination and allows room for creative thoughts and critical thinking. The hands-on skills the children develop supports brain development their fine motor skills as well as complex math situations all while the child is enjoying, growing and learning (Huleatt, 2012). Heuristic play is widely used and utilised extremely well around the world. The main points of this type of play date back to the 1900s when Maria Montessori opened a school based around these principles of learning though play with real life resources in Rome. The approach of learning through play wasn’t something that was greatly approved of during that period, but her work is still used everyday all over the world to engage students to enjoy their learning without actually realising the key skills they have achieved (The Tutoress, 2023). The role of the adult in heuristic play is to sit back and be unobstructive and only becoming involved within the play if invited to do so. Children should be able to freely access a range of enriching equipment that has been chosen to aid their development and be allowed to explore without distraction. This is when children can take things at their own pace and not be bombarded with knowledge but investigate the resources in their own way and time. (Stone, 2009). Some examples of Heuristic play can be practically anything that is used in life. In settings who follow a heuristic way of learning things like, real cutlery, material and ribbons, mirrors and brushes, pots and pans, twigs, pinecones and mud, screws, hammers and nails. We see these used safely with support from the more knowledgeable other to develop learning into a state of imagination (Daynurseries.co.uk, 2023). 

Play is the way that children can make sense of the world around them. It helps them interact with the environment. Play is the universal language used by children throughout their childhood in every corner of the world. It’s a way that children can engage with one another all while beginning the understanding of the world around them. It is a way children can observe, take risks, trial, and error, use their imagination and personality all while enjoying beginning to find out who they really are. When we allow children to take the reins and give them freedom, space, opportunity and time they will naturally turn to play (Play Scotland, 2023). “Play Should be open ended, give opportunities for self-chosen challenges, offer limitless possibilities and endless interpretations” (Bottril, 2018 p.26). Play is what humans do when they are given the opportunity to follow their own interests, ideas and thoughts interpreted in their own way for their own reason. (Dobson et al., 2005)


Play Allows Children to act purely based on their own interests and can be achieved without the end goal holding a reward. Play can be endless and builds on their interests, feelings, desires, and freedom. From a child’s point of view “play is something I do when everyone else has stopped telling me what to do” Free play brings pleasure to children, having their space time and freedom to create a state of mind that is challenging but fun, uncertain with flexibility all without feeling pressured to achieve any sort of expected outcome. (Play Scotland, 2023). Children need us as Practitioners to provide a healthy, safe, rich learning environment which they have instructed time to freely roam and discover the resources and natural outdoors without distraction and rules. When we provide this safe space for children to independently become confident, well rounded, ethnically informed citizens who are ambitious capable learners. Playing in both indoor and outdoor environments keep children engaged and interested to discover about the world around them. These environments aid good physical and mental health and should have access to from birth until they are teenagers. (www.nidirect.gov.uk, 2018). Children shouldn’t be governed by adults that there is a wrong or right way to play but actually supported by adults who provide environments that are safe with optimum opportunities to impower imagination and interests (Mcilroy, 2021).

[bookmark: _Hlk160396242]Being a practitioner whose role is to ensure a child’s individual progress is an important aspect of child development. Being able to see the age and stage of a child’s development is extremely relevant to track their learning and be used to enhance further learning. It is essential to ensure accurate and up to sate information on each and every child’s development in your care. Observing children in a natural state where they are comfortable and relaxed is when a practitioner can receive the most accurate results. Play is a perfect opportunity to capture the child’s best self and it allows you to fully understand how that child is best developing and at what pace. Running records is the observation method I will be talking about today and is a great way of tracking a fundamental information. (carecourses, 2020). When creating a running record there is key information that must be included in order to be used as evidence in the child’s future. Firstly, including the child’s full name, age when observed. The practitioner must also sign, date and record what time the observation took place and record it to show it was an accurate piece of evidence. Only observe one child at any given time and give full attention to that. Let other staff in the room know that you’re doing important observations. Don’t write what you suspect or believe but factual evidence that appears in front of you and record behaviours in order of how they occur (www.youtube.com, n.d.) These records must include everything that is seen and not only information you consider relevant (Gregory, 2023). A running record is a detailed and insight into around 10-minute time frame. This short time frame allows you to witness the child’s behaviour and look in detail at body language, reactions, facial expressions, and interests. This must be written in a way that states in detail everything that is witnessed in that short spirt of time. It is important to not write down your opinions but the exact scenario you witness. This sheet can be then later elaborated on by the adult and given reflective comments added (RUNNING RECORD OBSERVATION, n.d.). Running records are open ended and record behaviours shown in the period of time set this is beneficial to discover causes to a situation which can be taken away used as evidence to help build strategies and environments that aid learning. For example, if a child was struggling with a busy classroom environment and it is observed the child becomes deregulated and is covering their ears and becoming distressed strategies can be developed to support the child’s individual needs. (carecourses, 2020)
Observations in play are broadly used and widely valued. Practitioners all around the world capture the child during there most free and deep state, when the child is enriched in free play. Practitioners use observations as a way to assess children’s progress and find out as much as we can about them in their natural state. We can use play-based observations to specifically care for a child’s individual needs. We can use them to plan what we need to develop next and how we can bet support that going forward to find out real valuable information about a child to do it in an environment they are at ease in. We can use ways such as the running record observation to find out the best information on the child but also make best use of the practitioner’s time. (Nursery World, n.d.) Play observations allow practitioners to see the different emotions and skill set a child has when at play. We get the opportunity to see children’s skill sets and where they are in their age and stage of development (Daniel Rosa (2015). Play displays social skills to build relationships and ideas, emotional empathy seeing turn taking, sharing resources and fairness, social confidence communicating one’s views and feelings, creative ideas where plans are being made and developed and resilience where responsibilities are formed and adapted. These all are vital behaviours that will have multipurpose uses in observational records (says, 2018)
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