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Section 1: 
The act of play can be defined as a highly engaging and immersive activity driven by intrinsic motivation. It is marked by imaginative thinking, creative expression, and non-literal reasoning (The Education Hub, 2019). Typically initiated by children, play is a voluntary and unconstrained experience that is free from external rules. While it follows mental guidelines and involves high levels of metacognition and metacommunication, it remains a flexible and dynamic process. Crucially, play focuses on the process rather than the end result and lacks external objectives (The Education Hub, 2019).
Jean Piaget proposed that cognitive development occurs in four stages. These are the sensorimotor stage from birth to 2 years, the preoperational stage from 2 to 7 years, the concrete operational stage from 7 to 12 years, and the formal operational stage from 12 years onward (Mcleod, 2024).
Exploratory Play is a type of play that enables children to investigate and discover the properties of objects through manipulative behaviours. These behaviours may include handling, throwing, banging, or mouthing objects to better understand their shape, texture, and other physical characteristics (Play Scotland, 2024). Children engage in Exploratory Play to gain factual information about their world and develop cognitive and motor skills. This type of play is not only essential for early childhood development but also plays a crucial role in helping children build a strong foundation for future learning, fostering independence and self-discovery (Play Scotland, 2024).
Exploratory play is a joyful and exciting way for children to engage their senses of touch, taste, and smell as they discover and investigate their environment, therefore supporting a child’s holistic development and all areas of the stages of play (Lynch, 2022). This playful exploration is thoughtfully designed to arouse their natural curiosity, inspiring them to learn about the world around them. For young children, such playful exploration of their physical environment is a valuable opportunity to develop resourcefulness, problem-solving abilities, and critical thinking skills while boosting their confidence. The benefits of exploratory play are numerous and include enhanced cognitive development during early childhood and increased self-confidence and self-esteem (Lynch, 2022). This implies that engaging in exploratory play is consistent with Piaget's four-stage theory of cognitive development. Furthermore, it suggests that this kind of play can be a lifelong practice that repeatedly traverses through the four stages, even into adulthood (Lynch, 2022).

Communication Play is a form of play that involves the use of various methods, such as words, gestures, and nuances, to engage in playful interactions. It encompasses using the entire body, including facial expressions, hand gestures, body language, and vocalisations (SmartKidz, 2022), supporting a child’s holistic growth. Communication Play can be combined with other forms of play, such as creative play, deep play, dramatic play, exploratory play, fantasy play, locomotor play, imaginative play, mastery play, object play, recapitulative play, role play, rough and tumble play, social play, symbolic play, and socio-dramatic play (SmartKidz, 2022).
Research indicates that a child's early experiences are pivotal in shaping their future academic and emotional success (UNICEF, 2019). As such, it is essential for parents, caregivers, and educators to provide children with love, care, and encouragement to promote their overall development. Communication and play are effective ways to engage with children and can be achieved through games, conversation, singing, dancing, storytelling, and sensory experiences (UNICEF, 2019).
Vygotsky's cultural-historical approach underscores the importance of the social context in learning, particularly the role of play in a child's development and the impact of interactions with more knowledgeable individuals. He viewed play as a socially constructed activity, emphasising the influence of the surrounding environment and interactions with adults and peers. Recent studies support the idea that adult-led play can enhance "hard" skills like reading and math, aligning with Vygotsky's emphasis on the role of the more knowledgeable other. His perspective urges educators to acknowledge the value of play in language development, problem-solving, and socio-cultural learning (Mcleod, 2024).
In addition, UNICEF (2019) suggests that play is a fundamental component of a child's life, as it provides enjoyment and is a vital tool for learning and skill development. Through play, children can enhance their knowledge, curiosity, confidence, and language skills while developing essential cognitive and decision-making abilities. For example, building with blocks can improve spatial reasoning and problem-solving skills, while playing dress-up can foster imagination and social skills. Encouraging children to engage in various play activities can promote physical, mental, and social growth.
Section 2: 
Practitioners are responsible for providing a safe and enjoyable environment for children to engage in self-directed play. This involves setting up the indoor or outdoor environment to cater to the child's needs and abilities (Rymanowicz, 2015). Age-appropriate toys, games, and equipment should be provided to match the child's interests and developmental stage. Creating a space that encourages exploration, creativity, and socialisation while minimising risks is crucial (Rymanowicz, 2015).

Practitioners can expand the younger generation's horizons by nurturing their innate curiosity and passion for learning. This can be achieved by introducing them to new experiences and materials that build upon their knowledge (Rymanowicz, 2015). Whether through books, music, art, or science experiments, adults can challenge them to think critically and develop problem-solving skills. Educational field trips to museums or cultural events are also an excellent way to expose them to different perspectives and expand their understanding of the world (Rymanowicz, 2015).

Empowering children to make choices can foster their independence, creativity, and self-confidence while respecting their autonomy and preferences. Adults can allow the child to choose the games or activities they want to engage in, the materials they want to use, or the topics they want to explore. Doing so can encourage their interests and provide a sense of ownership over their learning experiences.  Responsible adults can create an environment that allows children to play and learn freely, safely, and happily (Rymanowicz, 2015).
Playing is essential to a child's growth, particularly regarding communication skills, as it establishes a foundation for literacy. By playing, children experiment with new vocabulary and produce new sounds, thus exercising their imagination through storytelling. Play can take many forms, from shaking a rattle to playing peek-a-boo or hide-and-seek, alone or with others, making it the best way for children to learn and grow naturally (National Literacy Trust, 2017).
Practitioners are responsible for encouraging play by providing children with opportunities and knowing when to intervene and when not to. By using their toys and objects in various ways, children develop creativity and problem-solving skills, giving them choices. Providing them with enough toys and activities to choose from allows them to express themselves and develop decision-making skills. Play also provides children with space to practice physical movement, balance, and testing their limits (National Literacy Trust, 2017).
Child's play can be challenging, but it is an excellent opportunity to learn and have fun. It teaches adults patience and understanding and helps them learn their child's body language. Knowing when to join in is crucial to understanding the child better. If adults choose to participate, ensure they don't try to take over and force learning objectives into their play, allowing children to control and decide on their own play (National Literacy Trust, 2017).
Self-directed play is a fun way to boost a child's self-confidence. When children explore independently, they discover their capabilities and feel accomplished. They can take charge of their games, create rules, and experience a sense of achievement (Ledendecker, 2020). 
Furthermore, self-directed play fosters independence in a safe and prepared environment from a young age. As parents, our aim is to teach our children to be self-reliant and capable of managing without us. Self-directed play allows children to develop independence and rely on themselves (Ledendecker, 2020).
Children can unleash their imagination and creativity by leading their play. They can flex their creative muscles and explore possibilities no one else has considered. They can create their own storylines, which will help them learn to express themselves and communicate more effectively (Ledendecker, 2020).
Self-directed play also teaches problem-solving, as children must figure out how to make things work as they want them to. They will have to develop their own rules and solve problems as they arise (Ledendecker, 2020).
Another benefit of self-directed play is that children can learn at their own pace. There are no academic benchmarks to meet, and children can build on their knowledge daily in ways that make sense to them (Ledendecker, 2020).
Lastly, self-directed play cultivates internal motivation. When no adult defines the success of an activity, children find their own personal joy in play. They naturally challenge themselves to try new, innovative ideas (Ledendecker, 2020).
According to Howard and McInnes’ (2012), research demonstrates that play is crucial for the emotional well-being of children. A recent study involving 129 children aged between 3 and 5 years revealed that children display more signs of emotional well-being when an activity is perceived as play. During the study, one session was 'like play', while the other was 'not like play', but the activity was the same. Children who viewed the activity as play scored significantly higher in emotional well-being than those who did not. Moreover, the observational analysis revealed that the 'like play' activity session led to increased behavioural indicators related to emotional well-being among children. This study emphasises the importance of practitioners understanding children's views about play to create playful situations that maximise their developmental potential. 

Section 3:
Observation is the essential activity of carefully and deliberately watching someone or something to gain accurate and valuable information (Collins, 2024). During the early years, practitioners often engage in the practice of observing and listening to children to gain a better understanding of their development, interests and learning through play. This involves noting the facts a child demonstrates through their actions and speech. By doing so, practitioners can gain valuable insight into a child's interests, strengths, and areas that may require further development. This knowledge helps to inform best practices and enables a deeper understanding of how a child develops, learns, and progresses over time (Early Years Matters, 2023).
Early Years education places great importance on observation as it offers educators valuable insights into the interests, abilities, behaviours, and developmental stages of children. By closely watching children as they engage in both structured and unstructured activities, practitioners can identify areas where they excel and those that require improvement. This allows practitioners to tailor their approach to meet each child's individual needs and abilities. Additionally, observation plays a crucial role in documenting a child's progress and guiding teaching practices. It enables educators to make informed decisions about the learning environment and facilitates better learning outcomes (eyworks, 2023).
There are two main observation tools that are used to observe children. The Growing Skills Schedule SOGS) is a comprehensive and precise tool designed to assess the development of children across nine crucial areas. These areas include Passive Posture, Active Posture, Locomotor, Manipulative, Visual, Hearing and Language, Speech and Language, Interactive Social and Self-Care Social (WJEC, 2019). 
Passive Posture involves assessing the child's ability to maintain a stable and relaxed body position when sitting or lying down (Bellman et al., 1996). In contrast, Active Posture assesses their ability to maintain balance while standing or moving (Bellman et al., 1996). Locomotor skills refer to the child's ability to move around, while Manipulative skills assess their ability to handle objects using their hands and fingers (Bellman et al., 1996).
Visual skills involve assessing the child's ability to see and interpret visual information, while Hearing and Language skills assess their ability to hear and understand spoken language (Bellman et al., 1996). Speech and Language skills involve assessing their ability to communicate effectively using language, while Interactive Social skills assess their ability to interact and communicate with others in a social setting (Bellman et al., 1996).
Finally, Self-Care Social skills assess the child's ability to perform basic self-care tasks, such as dressing, brushing their teeth, and using the toilet. The Growing Skills Schedule provides a reliable and comprehensive measure of their development by evaluating a child's abilities across these nine key areas (Bellman et al., 1996).
A child's growth and development is a complex and multifaceted process. Therefore, it is important to assess their progress using a comprehensive and multidimensional approach. This approach goes beyond academic and physical milestones and takes into account emotional wellbeing, social aptitude, cognitive abilities, and physical health (GL Assessment, 2024, p. 39).
An all-encompassing strategy is paramount to guarantee a child's holistic growth. Such a strategy must prioritise the child's cognitive abilities, emotional fortitude, social aptitude, and physical well-being. A developmental path that equips children with the skills they need to tackle life's challenges with poise and proficiency may be realised through a schedule of growth-oriented activities (GL Assessment, 2024, p. 43).
By using a schedule of growth skills assessment, it is possible to identify a child's strengths and weaknesses across various domains. This allows for customised educational programs that cater to their unique needs and abilities. This personalised approach helps children reach their full potential and fosters a lifelong love for learning (GL Assessment, 2024, 46).
The SoGS assessment tool evaluates a child's development in nine domains, providing a thorough understanding of their level. It uses toys to encourage participation and has a simple scoring system that identifies strengths and delays. The efficient assessment can guide referrals for further evaluation if necessary (GL Assessment, 2024, p. 61). The SoGS assessment is a valuable resource that assists in evaluating the developmental progress of children between the ages of 0 to 5 years. Nevertheless, it may not be the most fitting option for assessing older children due to potential inconsistencies influenced by the observer's judgment (GL Assessment, 2024, p. 69). Moreover, the assessment only offers a brief overview and does not encompass specific sub-skills, thereby necessitating additional evaluations for a comprehensive assessment (GL Assessment, 2024, p.77). It is also important to acknowledge that cultural biases present within the assessment materials and activities could impact results among diverse populations. Therefore, it is crucial to consider these limitations when interpreting the outcomes (GL Assessment, 2024, 81).
Section 4:
Assessment is a comprehensive process involving practitioners examining children's learning and understanding it meaningfully. This process focuses not solely on grading or ranking children but on understanding their progress and achievements (Education Scotland, 2023). The purpose of assessment is to provide practitioners with valuable insights into their children’s learning experiences, strengths, and areas for improvement. This information can then be used to tailor teaching strategies and support each child's unique learning needs. Throughout the assessment process, practitioners are encouraged to reflect on their choices and decision-making, ensuring that they make informed decisions that benefit their students (Education Scotland, 2023).
Observing the behaviour of young children in the setting can provide valuable insights into their learning capacity, interests, and motives (Kurt, 2020). By proactively observing children, practitioners can gather information that can be used to create customised educational practices and theories that cater to each child's unique requirements (Kurt, 2020). This approach can help prevent potential issues from arising in the classroom and ensure that each child receives the support and attention they need to succeed (Kurt, 2020).
Lam (2008), as cited in Kurt (2020), states that practitioners can better understand children's development by observing their play and classroom activities rather than relying solely on standardised tests. This method is particularly effective for young children who are already familiar with their classroom environment. By observing children in their natural environment, practitioners can better understand their strengths, weaknesses, and learning styles and use this information to develop targeted interventions and educational strategies.
Additionally, Lam (2008), as cited in Kurt (2020), suggests that observation is the most suitable form of assessment for young children in early childhood education. By observing children's behaviour, practitioners can gain a holistic understanding of their progress and development and use this knowledge to support their learning journey. This approach can help practitioners identify areas where children need additional support or scaffolding and ensure that each child receives the appropriate level of attention and guidance to meet their individual needs.
Birthto5matters (2021) suggests that observation, assessment, and planning (OAP) are essential components that play a critical role in supporting the development and learning of young children. Teaching young children involves careful observation, understanding their development, and planning the next steps accordingly. This process, known as formative assessment, helps practitioners gain insight into children's learning styles and what they already know and understand. Responsive pedagogy is the key, as practitioners interact with children in ways that help scaffold their learning. This process includes sensitivity, listening, guiding, and asking questions. Formative assessment helps practitioners adjust their teaching strategies according to children's needs and learning styles (Birthto5matters, 2021).
Effective practice begins with observing and tuning into the child, building a relationship, and understanding their interests. Professionals use their knowledge of child development to plan next steps and create engaging learning experiences (Birthto5matters, 2021). Practitioners can adapt their teaching strategies by recognising each child's unique strengths and challenges. Children should be involved in choices about their own learning, which helps them develop a sense of agency and ownership over their learning. Parents, carers, and other professionals also contribute to understanding the child's needs and rights (Birthto5matters).
Additionally, Birthto5matters (2021) suggests each child's unique development involves various elements woven together. OAP makes this holistic development visible, allowing for the sharing of children's thinking and understanding. Informed professional decisions consider a child's overall development and learning, including social, emotional, cognitive, and physical aspects that are interrelated and affect each other. Summative assessment involves stepping back to gain an overview of progress, and it grows out of formative assessment. Assessment is not just about measuring children's learning outcomes; it's also about using the information to improve their learning and development (Birthto5matters, 2021).
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