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[bookmark: _Toc223003576]Section 1: Evidence of Understanding the Importance of a Variety of Play Types and Holistic Play
[bookmark: _Toc223003577]1.1 Defining Play and Holistic Development
Play refers to child-led practice where children develop concepts, try out possibilities, and derive significance out of experience (Howard and McInnes, 2013a). It is generally intrinsically motivated, thus children do this because they desire it and not as an act of complying with a task (Ginsburg et al., 2007). This is important at the early childhood stage since an interest in learning leads to concentration, determination, and comprehension (Weisberg et al., 2013). 
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Figure 1: Aspects of holistic development (Smith, 2015)
The concept of holistic development implies development in interdependent areas, such as physical, cognitive, social, emotional, linguistic, and creative development (Owen, 2021). These areas do not evolve separately in the real practice of the early years (Vygotsky, 1978). With one episode, a child constructing a structure can utilize fine motor control, language, planning, cooperation, and emotional regulation (Bruner, 1983).
[bookmark: _Toc223003578]1.2 Type One: Physical Play
Physical play incorporates running, climbing, balancing, carrying, jumping, digging, and touching materials (Pellegrini and Smith, 1998). It helps to develop gross and fine motor skills, coordination, body awareness, and spatial judgement (Trawick-Smith et al., 2015). But its contribution does not just stop movement. Confidence, resilience, risk awareness, and self-regulation are also developed through physical play (Ginsburg et al., 2007). 
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Figure 2: Physical Play (Winther, 2026)
Repeating difficult tasks, like walking on uneven surfaces or restructuring after falling, the children learn to be persistent and think flexibly (Bodrova et al., 2013). They are taught to be risk-evaluative, deal with frustration, and change strategy (Moyles, 2015). These dispositions play a core role in subsequent learning since they affect the way children undertake the challenge throughout the curriculum (Weisberg, Hirsh-Pasek, and Golinkoff, 2013). 
In practice, to achieve good physical play, environments should be both challenging and safe, as well as able to provide choice (Owen, 2021). There should be accessible and stimulating places, and the use of the places should be observed by adults (McInnes et al., 2011). 
[bookmark: _Toc223003579]1.3 Type Two: Socio-Dramatic (Pretend) Play
Socio-dramatic play entails role-playing, using objects symbolically, and joint storytelling as well as negotiated rules (Parten, 1933). A child can play with a block as a telephone, transform an angle into a store, or a hospital setting when collaborating with other children (Lillard et al., 2013). This type of play has a strong contribution towards expressive language, listening, perspective-taking, collaboration, and identity development (Bruner, 1983).
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Figure 3: Socio-dramatic play (Sherman, 2024)
 Children must explain concepts, assign roles, negotiate turn-taking, and resolve conflicts as they construct common pretend worlds (Elias and Berk, 2002). Through these processes, communication and social reasoning are enhanced (Vygotsky, 1978). Socio-dramatic play builds executive roles as well, as children will have to manage roles in their memory, learn common rules, and change their behavior according to the developing plot (Bodrova et al., 2013). Pretend play provides children with a secure ability to work through experiences and emotions (Howard and McInnes, 2013). Role-play enables them to work out social situations, experiment with responsibility, and air grievances symbolically (Lillard et al., 2013). 
[bookmark: _Toc223003580]1.4 Stages of Play
Social participation in play is commonly defined by general stages: solitary, parallel, associative, and cooperative play (Parten, 1933). Uncooperative play entails self-play. Parallel play is a type of play that is played next to others but does not require much interaction. Associative play involves interaction and sharing with no shared goals. Cooperation implies synchronized roles, joint intentions, and negotiated rules (Owen, 2021). 
These are the stages that can be said to be helpful in observation and planning but cannot be considered as strict age-based stages (Moyles, 2015). The stages are passed through by the children based on confidence, familiarity, peer dynamics, and situation (McInnes et al., 2011). In one instance, a child can select solitary play, and in another instance, he or she can select cooperative play. The practitioners are therefore not allowed to make the advanced forms of society too soon yet given the opportunities that can expand the interaction and participation at a slow pace (Wood, 2014).
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Figure 4: Stages of play (Drew, 2020)

[bookmark: _Toc223003581]1.5 Theory Integration
The significance of diverse play is justified by significant theoretical approaches (Brock, 2019). An explanation given according to cognitive-developmental goes as far as children develop knowledge by actively interacting with materials and effects, which justifies the essence of physical exploration (Bruner, 1983). A socio-cultural perspective underlines that learning is a process of co-construction of relationships, language, and facilitated participation; this is the reason why socio-dramatic play is powerful (Vygotsky, 1978). 
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Figure 5: Jean Piaget’s stages of development (Brodie, 2024)
[bookmark: _Toc223003582]Section 2: Understanding Why Children Should Choose Their Own Play and the Role of the Adult
[bookmark: _Toc223003583]2.1 What Is Self-Directed Play
Self-directed play is a type of play where children are in actual control of significant decisions as to what they play, how they play, with whom they play, and how long they play (Wood, 2014). It is also the most crucial fact that the choice is real, not symbolic (Howard and McInnes, 2013). Play not only shows what the child knows but also reveals what they are curious about. (Tsao2002). The children are not just choosing between an adult script that is very limited. They are also creating purpose, process, and meaning on their own (Pyle and Danniels, 2017). It is the developmental richness of play as children are not only carrying out an activity, but they are also thinking, negotiating, adapting, and reflecting in real time (Bodrova et al., 2013).
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Figure 6: Self-directed play (Eng, 2020)
 Self-directed play does not imply that adults are gone and that their teaching ceases (McInnes et al., 2013). It implies that adults do not teach in the same way. They do not control their learning but create environments where children are able to conduct their own learning (Weisberg et al., 2013). Such requirements are the availability of materials, movable space, continuous time, and non-harmful relationships (Owen, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc223003584]2.2 Why Self-Directed Play Matters
The importance of self-directed play is that it enhances motivation and interest (Ginsburg et al., 2007). Children tend to maintain attention and continue with difficulty when pursuing their personal interest (Howard and McInnes, 2013). They will be more inclined to experiment with different approaches, resume ideas, and take intellectual risks (Weisberg et al., 2013). This perseverance promotes learning as compared to shorter and highly guided tasks, where the children would do as expected without knowing (Wood, 2014). 
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Figure 7: Benefits of child-directed play (Spot, 2026)
It promotes independence, as well as confidence (Brock, 2019). In play, children who make decisions are taught that their ideas are valuable (Moyles, 2015). They learn to rely on their judgement and acquire the feeling of competence. In the long term, it also helps to be more resilient, as children will be better prepared to confront uncertainty and tackle issues instead of relying on adult guidance (Bodrova et al., 2013). It also encourages creativity since children can mix materials, create stories, and turn ideas into something without fear of being mistaken (Bruner, 1983). 
Self-directed play is also significant to wellbeing and inclusion (Welsh Government, 2024). The children vary in terms of temperament, language, sensory profile, background, and social confidence. One adult-dominated route can potentially favor certain children and discriminate against others (McInnes et al., 2011). The play led by children provides several entry points (Pyle and Danniels, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc223003585]2.3 The Role of the Adult in Children’s Play
An adult role is to facilitate learning without suppressing it (McInnes et al., 2013). The central duties are planning the environment, attentively watching, listening to the children, keeping them safe, and keeping them included in participation (Owen, 2021). Adults can switch roles based on the needs of children at that specific time (King and Sturrock, 2020). Sometimes they are spectators gathering facts regarding interests and growth. Sometimes they are facilitators, where they expand possibilities by modifying materials or space. Sometimes they are co-players, and they come in temporarily to enhance language, model social communication, or facilitate cooperation (Weisberg et al., 2013).
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Figure 8: The adult role in outdoor play and learning (Williams, 2016)
 The quality of adult action is dependent upon timing and intent (Howard and McInnes, 2013). Adults who are effective intervene when the intervention is valuable, and not when silence is uncomfortable (Pyle and Danniels, 2017). They may also present words that help children communicate or demonstrate a plan when they are frustrated or even arbitrate when interaction with their peer fails (Bruner, 1983)
[bookmark: _Toc223003586]2.4 Balancing Support and Over-Intervention
Balance is the major professional dilemma (Moyles, 2015). Adults are prone to over-intervention, disrupting focus, creativity, and transitioning play towards exploration to receive approval (Wood, 2014). Children can cease experimentation and begin to search for the correct answers. This undermines autonomy and problem-solving (Bodrova et al., 2013). There is also the opposite extreme, under-support, which is also detrimental to learning. Certain children require communication, sensory, emotional, or social scaffolds to be able to engage with play (Welsh Government, 2024). Adults must be responsive to ensure these children are peripheral or not detached (McInnes et al., 2011). 
The important factor is therefore professional judgement (Smidt, 2015). Adults are expected to strive for at least a minimum intervention and maximum child agency. This involves observing, understanding, and selecting the minimal help that makes the play safe, inclusive, and productive (King and Sturrock, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc223003587]Section 3: In-Depth Discussion of One Observation Method for Young Children
[bookmark: _Toc223003588]3.1 Why Observation Is Important
The reason is that observation will give evidence to professional judgement (Smidt, 2015). Planning may turn into an act of assumption without observation, and in this case, adults will select activities that might not align with the real interests, strengths, and developmental needs of children (Welsh Government, 2024). Observation also aids practitioners to recognize what a child is already capable of doing, what support is required, and the next steps are likely to be valuable (Welsh Government, 2022). It promotes inclusive practice as well, demonstrating the engagement, communication, and reaction of various children to various situations (McInnes et al., 2011). There are children who might not be heard when they are in a group but can think complexly when they play on their own (Howard and McInnes, 2013). Sensory, language, or social scaffolds are the ones that others might require, but they can only see them upon close observation (Pyle and Danniels, 2017). Through this, observation keeps children free of improper judgment and assists practitioners to create more sensitive provision (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013).








[bookmark: _Toc223003589]3.2 Chosen Observation Method: Running Record
A running record is a descriptive and continuous record of what a child says, what a child does, and what a child experiences within a brief period (Smidt, 2015). It is chronological, and as such, the flow of events is captured but not isolated from events. This holds significance in early childhood since learning can be evident in transitions, like how a child becomes less uncertain and more confident, less conflictual and more cooperative, less experimental and more practical strategy (Moyles, 2015). Running records enable practitioners to comprehend the process by preserving sequence and context (Smidt, 2015). The record can demonstrate how a child tackled the task, reacted to failures, socialized with others, and changed thinking instead of simply stating that a child did something (McInnes et al., 2013). It is particularly applicable to play-based contexts where development is realized in action and interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). 

[bookmark: _Toc223003590]3.3 Strengths of Running Records
Running records primarily have depth as their strength (Smidt, 2015). They record descriptive information on language, socialization, emotional reactions, persistence, and use of strategies in the context of real-time (McInnes et al., 2013). Since the account is continuous, practitioners not only can interpret the occurrence of events but also their manners (Moyles, 2015). An example would be a child appearing to disengage very easily may really be trying out the various ways, peer support, and reengaging once frustrated (Bodrova et al., 2013). This pattern may be overlooked by a short checklist, but using a running record, it may easily be identified (Smidt, 2015). Reflections and communications are also useful in running records. They give tangible proof which practitioners can re-examine, consult with peers, and apply during conversation planning with families (Welsh Government, 2024). This could enhance common knowledge and enhance the quality of support, challenge, and progression of decision-making (Welsh Government, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc223003591]3.4 Limitations of Running Records
Although these are the benefits, running records have obvious flaws (Smidt, 2015). They are time-demanding and demand continuous focus, which may be hard to achieve amidst the hectic environment with competing demands (Welsh Government, 2024). The quality may also depend on the skill of the observer. When the descriptive writing switches too rapidly to interpretation, personal bias might affect the record and decrease reliability (Welsh Government, 2022). Moreover, a single running record is an excerpt of one instance and situation. The behavior of children might vary according to the setting, peer group, habits, and moods (McInnes et al., 2011). A child who is seen as very collaborative in one situation would be seen as withdrawn in a different situation (Parten, 1933). In case practitioners consider one record a complete profile, the conclusions can be inaccurate (Smidt, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc223003592]3.5 Holistic Potential and Quality Improvement
When applied in a systematic way, running records can contribute significantly to holistic assessment (Smidt, 2015). To begin with, practitioners need to distance description and interpretation and document what they see and hear, and then come to conclusions (Welsh Government, 2022). Second, the records must be replicated in various settings and at various times to determine the consistent trends instead of an occasional incident (Welsh Government, 2024). Third, triangulation of evidence with other methods, including brief time samples, interaction notes, or child work samples, should be used to ensure that judgment is not made based on one source of data (Moyles, 2015). Team moderation is another way to enhance reliability, as a group of colleagues examines pieces of evidence and questions assumptions (Welsh Government, 2022).





[bookmark: _Toc223003593]Section 4: Understanding the Role of Play in Observation and Assessment
[bookmark: _Toc223003594]4.1 Why Play Matters During Observation and Assessment
The significance of play in assessment lies in the fact that it is the situation in which young children, more than any other, demonstrate what they can truly do (Moyles, 2015). In tasks that are highly directed, children may be oriented to receiving adult instructions that conceal their natural problem-solving, their communication style, and social thinking (Wood, 2014). During play, they decide, experiment with concepts, reason with others, and manage emotions in real time (Vygotsky, 1978). This provides a more comprehensive view of development to practitioners compared to other areas of work that only look at single-task performance (Owen, 2021). 
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Figure 9: Methods used for assessment during play (Padayichie, 2022)
Play-based assessment is also developmentally adequate since early learning is not separate but is shaped in different compartments (Welsh Government, 2022). Language, movement, reasoning, imagination, and cooperation can be used simultaneously by a child during one episode of the play (Bruner, 1983). As an example, one of the activities that can involve counting, role-taking, turn-taking, emotional regulation, and decision-making is building a pretend shop in one continuous activity (Lillard et al., 2013). Through such an activity, practitioners will be able to observe the interrelations of competencies in practice, which facilitates holistic evaluation and improved planning of further actions (Smidt, 2015). 
[bookmark: _Toc223003595]4.2 Play and Child Engagement
Child engagement tends to be more at play since children's own goals, resources, partners, and direction (Howard and McInnes, 2013a). This and a feeling of ownership make them more motivated and may result in more concentration, better talk, repeated experimentation, and increased persistence in the face of problems (Ginsburg et al., 2007). These are very valuable conditions as far as assessment is concerned since children have more chances to disclose the actual strategies and learning dispositions (Weisberg et al., 2013).
 In the case of low engagement, assessment evidence may be deceptive. A child might seem inactive, inattentive, or weaker just because the task seems forced or meaningless (Wood, 2014). Conversely, play tends to establish emotional safety and interest, which stimulate risk-taking and communication (Howard and McInnes, 2013b). Children become more cooperative to explain the ideas, request assistance, negotiate conflicts, and redo the unfinished goals (Elias and Berk, 2002). These actions also give more insight into the way development processes, rather than final ones, unfold (Smidt, 2015). 
[bookmark: _Toc223003596]4.3 Play and Accuracy of Assessment
The accuracy of assessment can be enhanced in play since it enhances ecological validity (Owen, 2021). The data collection occurs in real and significant situations instead of artificially testing (Moyles, 2015). This assists practitioners to appreciate the functioning of children in real-life learning contexts, such as how they initiate, adjust, collaborate, and regulate themselves.
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Figure 10: Observation games and activities (Sameeksha, 2021)
Prejudice may manifest in cases where practitioners emphasize the anticipated behaviors or make their conclusions too fast (Welsh Government, 2022). Evidence can also be distorted by adults. In case adults excessively prompt, redirect, or assume the play, children might switch to the authentic exploration of the performance to please the adults (Pyle and Danniels, 2017). Another risk is caused by one-off snapshots. The behaviour of children changes over time, environment, peers, and moods, and thus, one observation cannot be the depiction of normal ability (McInnes et al., 2011).
4.4 Improving Accuracy in Play-Based Observation
The first step to improve accuracy is to repeat observation over a period (Smidt, 2015). Patterns are more credible when the evidence is collected during various days, locations, and categories of the social group (Welsh Government, 2024). The level of competence in a child might appear differently indoors and outdoors, in small groups and one-to-one, or in routines that are familiar and unfamiliar (Parten, 1933). 
It is also important that the methodological quality is good. The practitioners ought to first write down in descriptive form and then interpret after isolating what they saw and heard, and professional inference (Smidt, 2015). Triangulation enhances the aspect of reliability because play observations are complemented with other sources of evidence, including short-time samples, learning stories, interaction notes, or child-created products (Moyles, 2015). Team moderation also enhances consistency, since co-workers can compare interpretations and refute assumptions (Welsh Government, 2024). 
Play-based assessment should be repeated when it is descriptive, triangulated, and reviewed, and done collaboratively to make it fairer and more useful (Welsh Government, 2024). It enables correct interpretation of the strengths and needs of children, and it assists practitioners to plan next steps that are realistic, including and developmentally significant (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013).
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