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Research Question
How do early years practitioners perceive the role of imaginative play in supporting emotional development in children aged 3–5 years?
Imaginative play is widely recognised as an important aspect of early childhood, allowing young children to explore ideas, emotions, relationships and social roles in meaningful ways. Vygotsky (1978) argued that imaginative play supports children’s development by enabling them to act beyond their immediate reality and practise social rules within symbolic situations. Similarly, Piaget (1962) viewed symbolic play as central to children’s cognitive development, as it allows them to represent experiences through pretend actions and objects.
In early years settings, children often use pretend play, role play and symbolic play to make sense of everyday experiences and express feelings that they may not yet be able to communicate verbally. This makes imaginative play particularly relevant to emotional development, as it can provide opportunities for children to develop confidence, empathy, selfexpression and early emotional regulation (Bruce, 2012; Moyles, 2010).
Emotional development during the ages of 3–5 is significant because children are beginning to form stronger peer relationships, manage feelings more independently and understand the emotions of others. Early years practitioners are therefore in an important position to observe, support and extend children’s play in ways that may contribute to social and emotional growth. However, while existing literature often highlights the developmental value of play, it is also important to consider how practitioners themselves understand and support imaginative play in everyday practice (Roberts-Holmes, 2018; Mukherji and Albon, 2018).
This proposed research project will explore early years practitioners’ perceptions of the role of imaginative play in supporting emotional development in children aged 3–5 years. The focus on practitioner perspectives is appropriate because practitioners have direct experience of observing children’s play, creating enabling environments and supporting emotional wellbeing within early years settings.
This portfolio will first review relevant literature on imaginative play, emotional development and practitioner roles. It will then consider the methodological approach for the proposed study, including the sample, data collection methods and justification for using a qualitative approach. Finally, it will critically discuss ethical considerations when researching with and for young children, including consent, confidentiality, safeguarding, data protection and researcher responsibility, which directly links to the portfolio requirements for literature review, methodology and ethics.  
Because the handbook specifies that AI can support research and proofreading but should not generate the final written submission, this should be used as a detailed literature review model to adapt into the student’s own academic wording.  
Literature Review
Imaginative play is widely recognised as an important aspect of early childhood development and is commonly associated with cognitive, social and emotional growth. Imaginative play includes pretend play, symbolic play and role play, where children use objects, language and actions to represent experiences and ideas beyond immediate reality. Piaget (1962) viewed symbolic play as an important stage of cognitive development because it allows children to practise representation and abstract thinking. Through pretend scenarios, children begin to make sense of the world around them by recreating experiences and experimenting with different perspectives.
Although both Piaget (1962) and Vygotsky (1978) acknowledged the developmental importance of imaginative play, Vygotsky placed greater emphasis on the social and emotional dimensions of play. Vygotsky (1978) argued that imaginative play allows children to act beyond their everyday behaviour while learning social rules through interaction with others. He suggested that play creates a “zone of proximal development,” where children develop skills with the support of social interaction and collaboration. This perspective is particularly relevant to emotional development because children often negotiate emotions, relationships and social expectations during pretend play activities.
Contemporary early years literature continues to support the developmental value of imaginative play. Bruce (2012) argues that play-based experiences allow children to explore ideas freely while developing confidence, communication and self-expression. Similarly, Moyles (2010) suggests that imaginative play provides children with opportunities to experiment with emotions and relationships in psychologically safe environments. This suggests that imaginative play may support emotional wellbeing by allowing children to express feelings symbolically that they may not yet be able to communicate verbally.
Emotional development during the ages of 3–5 years is particularly significant because children begin developing emotional awareness, empathy, social competence and self-regulation. 
Mukherji and Albon (2018) argue that emotional development influences children’s ability to form positive relationships, manage behaviour and engage successfully within learning environments. Emotional regulation is especially important during early childhood because children are gradually learning to recognise and control emotional responses within social situations.
Research increasingly suggests that imaginative play may support emotional regulation and resilience. Whitebread et al. (2017) argue that play-based experiences contribute significantly to self-regulation, emotional control and social negotiation. Through imaginative play, children may practise coping with frustration, negotiating with peers and resolving conflict in socially acceptable ways. For example, role-play scenarios such as “playing families,” “playing schools” or “playing shops” may allow children to rehearse emotional interactions observed within everyday life. Pretend play therefore provides opportunities for children to explore emotions within supportive and low-risk contexts.
Recent research also suggests that imaginative play may support emotional expression and empathy. Studies exploring pretend play indicate that children often use symbolic play to process fears, anxieties and social experiences. Imaginative play may therefore function as a psychologically safe space where children can express difficult emotions indirectly. However, while many studies highlight positive relationships between imaginative play and emotional development, some researchers argue that evidence remains difficult to measure objectively because emotional growth is influenced by multiple social and environmental factors rather than play alone. This suggests that imaginative play should not be viewed as the sole factor influencing emotional development.
Within Wales, play-based learning has been strongly embedded within early years pedagogy through the Foundation Phase and Curriculum for Wales. Welsh educational policy emphasises experiential learning, wellbeing and child-centred practice (Welsh Government, 2022). These approaches position play as central to children’s holistic development rather than simply recreational activity. Donaldson (2015) also highlights the importance of creating learning environments that support confident, capable and emotionally secure learners. This reflects Vygotsky’s sociocultural perspective by recognising the importance of interaction, collaboration and meaningful experiences within children’s learning.
However, despite policy support for play-based learning, tensions may still exist between childled imaginative play and increasing school-readiness expectations. Contemporary early years settings are increasingly influenced by accountability measures and structured educational outcomes, which may reduce opportunities for sustained imaginative play. Moyles (2010) argues that pressures surrounding measurable achievement may result in practitioners prioritising formal learning activities over open-ended play experiences. This creates debate regarding how imaginative play is valued within practice and whether practitioners feel able to support child-led play effectively within modern educational contexts.
The role of early years practitioners is therefore particularly important in supporting imaginative play and emotional development. Practitioners influence the quality of play experiences through the environments they create, the resources they provide and the interactions they facilitate. Bruce (2012) suggests that effective practitioners balance adult guidance with opportunities for child-led exploration. Similarly, Smidt (2016) highlights the importance of sensitive adult involvement that extends learning without dominating children’s play experiences.
Observation also plays a significant role within imaginative play. Roberts-Holmes (2018) argues that observational practice allows practitioners to understand children’s emotional needs, interests and social interactions more effectively. Through observing imaginative play, practitioners may identify how children express emotions, negotiate relationships and respond to challenges. This suggests that imaginative play may provide valuable insight into children’s emotional wellbeing and development.
However, practitioner perceptions of imaginative play may vary depending on experience, training and educational philosophy. Some practitioners may strongly value imaginative play as essential for emotional development, while others may view it primarily as recreational activity. In addition, practitioners working within highly structured educational environments may feel constrained by curriculum expectations or limited time for open-ended play. This highlights the importance of exploring practitioner perceptions because practitioners directly influence how imaginative play opportunities are planned, supported and interpreted within early years settings.
Although literature widely recognises the developmental value of imaginative play, less research appears to focus specifically on how practitioners perceive its role in supporting emotional development within contemporary early years settings in Wales. Much existing research focuses primarily on developmental theory or child outcomes rather than practitioner experiences and perspectives. Therefore, exploring practitioner perceptions may provide valuable insight into how imaginative play is understood, facilitated and prioritised within current early years practice.
Overall, literature suggests that imaginative play may significantly contribute to emotional development by supporting emotional expression, empathy, self-regulation and social competence. Theoretical perspectives from Piaget and Vygotsky, alongside contemporary research and Welsh educational policy, continue to emphasise the developmental importance of play-based learning. However, the extent to which imaginative play supports emotional development may depend heavily on practitioner understanding, facilitation and the opportunities available within early years environments. This supports the rationale for the proposed study exploring practitioner perceptions of imaginative play and emotional development in children aged 3–5 years.
Methodological Considerations
This section outlines the methodological approach proposed for exploring early years practitioners’ perceptions of the role of imaginative play in supporting emotional development in children aged 3–5 years. The study aims to explore practitioner experiences and understandings in depth; therefore, a qualitative research approach is considered most appropriate. Qualitative research focuses on exploring meanings, perceptions and experiences rather than producing numerical data (Bryman, 2016). This aligns with the research question because the study seeks to understand how practitioners interpret and support imaginative play within early years settings.
A qualitative approach is particularly suitable within early years research because children’s development and practitioner interactions are often influenced by social context, relationships and individual experiences. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) suggest that qualitative methods allow researchers to gain detailed insight into participants’ perspectives and behaviours within natural settings. In contrast, a quantitative approach may produce measurable data but would provide less opportunity to explore practitioners’ individual experiences and beliefs regarding imaginative play and emotional development. For example, questionnaires using closed questions may restrict participants’ responses and fail to capture the complexity of practitioner perspectives.
The proposed study would adopt an interpretivist research paradigm. Interpretivism is based on the idea that reality is socially constructed and that individuals may interpret experiences differently depending on context and personal understanding (Bryman, 2016). This perspective is relevant because early years practitioners may hold different beliefs about the value of imaginative play depending on their training, experience and educational philosophy. An interpretivist approach therefore allows the researcher to explore multiple perspectives rather than attempting to identify one objective truth.
Semi-structured interviews are proposed as the primary data collection method. Semi-structured interviews involve a series of open-ended questions while also allowing flexibility for participants to expand upon their responses (Bell, 2014). This method is considered appropriate because it enables practitioners to discuss their experiences and perceptions in detail while ensuring the discussion remains focused on the research topic. Interviews may also allow the researcher to ask follow-up questions to clarify meaning or explore unexpected themes further.
Semi-structured interviews may be particularly beneficial within this study because practitioner perceptions of imaginative play are likely to be influenced by personal experience and professional judgement. Open-ended discussion may therefore provide richer and more detailed data than highly structured interviews or questionnaires. For example, practitioners may describe how they observe emotional development during role play, how they support children’s emotional expression or how curriculum expectations influence opportunities for imaginative play.
Observation was also considered as a possible research method because observing imaginative 
play within natural early years environments may provide valuable insight into children’s emotional interactions and practitioner support. However, observational methods may raise additional ethical and practical challenges, including interpretation bias, safeguarding considerations and the difficulty of directly exploring practitioner perceptions. Observations may also require greater time and access within early years settings. Therefore, semi-structured interviews were considered more appropriate for addressing the research question, as they allow practitioners to explain their experiences and perspectives in greater depth.
Triangulation refers to the use of multiple methods, sources or perspectives within research to improve credibility and depth of understanding (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Within qualitative research, triangulation may strengthen trustworthiness by allowing findings to be compared across different forms of data collection. For this proposed study, triangulation was considered through the possible combination of interviews and observational methods. However, due to the small-scale nature of the research and the primary focus on practitioner perceptions, semi-structured interviews were considered sufficient for addressing the research question. Although triangulation may have increased the depth and reliability of findings, time limitations and ethical considerations relating to observing children within early years settings influenced the decision not to include additional methods.
However, interviews also present limitations. Participants may provide socially desirable responses, particularly when discussing educational practice, because they may wish to present themselves positively. In addition, interviews can be time-consuming to conduct and analyse. Researcher bias may also influence interpretation of responses, particularly within qualitative research where analysis is subjective. Therefore, reflexivity would be important throughout the study to minimise bias and ensure interpretations remain grounded within participant responses.
The proposed participants for this study would include approximately five to eight early years practitioners working with children aged 3–5 years within nursery or Foundation Phase settings in Wales. A small sample size is appropriate within qualitative research because the aim is to gain depth of understanding rather than statistical generalisation (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Practitioners would ideally have direct experience supporting imaginative play within early years environments, making them relevant participants for addressing the research question.
Purposive sampling would be used to select participants. Purposive sampling involves selecting individuals based on their relevance to the research topic (Bryman, 2016). This method is appropriate because participants would be chosen specifically for their experience working within early years settings and supporting children’s emotional development through play. However, purposive sampling may limit the representativeness of the findings because the sample would be relatively small and context-specific.
Data collection would involve arranging individual interviews lasting approximately 30–45 minutes. Interviews would likely take place in a quiet space within the educational setting or online through a secure platform if necessary. With participant consent, interviews would be audio-recorded to ensure accurate data collection. The recordings would then be transcribed for analysis. Open-ended interview questions may include topics such as practitioners’ understanding of imaginative play, observations of emotional development and perceived challenges in supporting play-based learning.
Thematic analysis would be used to analyse the interview data. Braun and Clarke (2006) describe thematic analysis as a method for identifying, analysing and interpreting patterns within qualitative data. This approach is suitable because it allows recurring themes and ideas within practitioner responses to be explored systematically. For example, themes may include emotional expression, practitioner facilitation, curriculum pressures or child-led learning.
The process of thematic analysis would involve several stages, including familiarisation with the data, coding, identifying themes and reviewing patterns across participant responses (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This method is flexible and widely used within qualitative early years research because it supports in-depth interpretation while remaining accessible for smaller-scale studies. However, thematic analysis also relies heavily on researcher interpretation, which may increase the possibility of subjective bias.
Trustworthiness is an important consideration within qualitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that credibility, dependability and reflexivity are essential for ensuring research quality. To improve credibility, the researcher would ensure interview questions remain clearly linked to the research objectives. Reflexivity would also be important throughout the study because the researcher’s own beliefs about imaginative play may influence interpretation of the findings. Maintaining reflective notes during data analysis may help minimise this bias.
Several methodological limitations should also be acknowledged. The small sample size means findings may not be generalisable to all early years settings. In addition, practitioners’ responses may be influenced by workplace expectations or curriculum pressures, potentially affecting honesty during interviews. Time limitations may also restrict the depth of data collection and analysis. Furthermore, because the study focuses on practitioner perceptions rather than direct observation of children, the findings would reflect practitioner interpretations rather than children’s own experiences.
Despite these limitations, the proposed methodology is considered appropriate for exploring practitioner perceptions of imaginative play and emotional development. A qualitative interpretivist approach supported by semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis would allow detailed exploration of practitioner experiences within contemporary early years settings. 
This methodology aligns closely with the research aims by prioritising depth, context and professional understanding rather than numerical measurement alone.
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Ethical Considerations
Ethics are a fundamental aspect of educational research, particularly within early years contexts where research may involve vulnerable groups, professional relationships and sensitive information. Ethical research aims to protect participants from harm while ensuring that research is conducted responsibly, honestly and respectfully (BERA, 2024). Although this proposed study focuses on practitioners rather than directly researching children, ethical considerations remain highly important because discussions may involve children’s emotional development, workplace practice and professional experiences.
The proposed research would explore early years practitioners’ perceptions of imaginative play and emotional development in children aged 3–5 years. Due to the professional nature of the study, ethical issues relating to consent, confidentiality, safeguarding, data protection and researcher bias must be carefully considered throughout the research process. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) argue that ethical considerations should not be viewed as a single stage of research but as an ongoing responsibility throughout planning, data collection and analysis.
Informed consent would be an essential component of the proposed study. Participants would need to fully understand the purpose of the research, how the data would be collected and how the findings would be used before agreeing to participate. Bell (2014) states that informed consent requires participants to make voluntary and informed decisions regarding participation. Therefore, practitioners would be provided with participant information sheets explaining the research aims, interview process, confidentiality procedures and their rights as participants. Written consent forms would also be obtained before interviews take place.
Participation within the study would be entirely voluntary. Practitioners would have the right to withdraw from the study at any stage without penalty or explanation. This is important because participants may feel uncomfortable discussing aspects of professional practice or emotional development. Allowing withdrawal helps reduce pressure and supports ethical participation. However, limitations may exist regarding withdrawal after data analysis has begun because removing data once themes have been developed may become difficult. Therefore, participants would be informed clearly about deadlines for withdrawing data.
Confidentiality and anonymity would also be important ethical considerations within the proposed study. Practitioners discussing workplace experiences may reveal information relating to colleagues, settings or children. To protect participant identities, pseudonyms would be used within transcripts and final findings. Any identifying details relating to educational settings or individuals would be removed during transcription. Bryman (2016) argues that anonymity is essential in protecting participants from potential professional or personal consequences.
However, maintaining complete anonymity may remain challenging within small early years settings where practitioners may recognise contextual details or experiences discussed during interviews. This highlights the complexity of confidentiality within qualitative educational research. Researchers must therefore carefully balance rich contextual description with participant protection. Participants would also be reminded not to disclose unnecessary identifying information regarding specific children or colleagues during interviews.
Data protection is another significant ethical consideration, particularly following the 
implementation of General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Audio recordings, transcripts and consent forms would need to be stored securely using password-protected devices or encrypted storage systems. Access to data would be restricted to the researcher only. According to BERA (2024), researchers are responsible for ensuring that participant information is collected, stored and disposed of ethically and securely. Data would therefore be deleted after a specified retention period in line with institutional guidance.
Safeguarding responsibilities would also need careful consideration, despite the study focusing on practitioners rather than children directly. Discussions during interviews may unintentionally reveal concerns relating to child welfare, safeguarding issues or inappropriate practice within settings. In such situations, the researcher would have a professional responsibility to follow safeguarding procedures. This demonstrates that confidentiality cannot always be guaranteed if concerns arise regarding the safety or wellbeing of children. Participants would therefore be informed before interviews that safeguarding concerns may need to be reported appropriately.
Ethical approval procedures and adherence to university research policies would also help protect institutional reputation and ensure the research is conducted professionally and responsibly throughout the study.
Researcher positionality and reflexivity are also important ethical considerations within qualitative research. Reflexivity refers to the researcher’s awareness of how personal beliefs, experiences and assumptions may influence the research process and interpretation of findings (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Within this proposed study, the researcher may hold positive beliefs regarding imaginative play and its value within emotional development. These perspectives could unintentionally influence interview questioning, interpretation of participant responses or data analysis.
To reduce bias, the researcher would need to engage in reflective practice throughout the study. Reflective notes may be maintained during data collection and analysis to identify potential assumptions or subjective interpretations. Braun and Clarke (2006) emphasise the importance of reflexivity within thematic analysis because researchers play an active role in identifying and interpreting themes. Acknowledging researcher bias therefore supports transparency and credibility within qualitative research.
Power relationships between the researcher and participants should also be considered carefully. Although practitioners are adults and professionals, they may still feel professionally evaluated during interviews. Participants may worry that their responses could reflect negatively on their competence or practice. This could result in socially desirable responses rather than honest opinions. Bell (2014) suggests that researchers should attempt to minimise power imbalances by creating supportive and non-judgemental research environments.
To address this issue, interview questions would be open-ended, respectful and focused on experiences rather than evaluating professional ability. The researcher would emphasise that there are no “correct” answers and that the study aims to explore perspectives rather than assess performance. Building rapport with participants may also encourage more open and authentic discussion.
Ethical challenges may additionally arise due to the emotional nature of the research topic. Discussions surrounding children’s emotional wellbeing may lead practitioners to reflect on challenging experiences, behavioural concerns or emotional difficulties observed within practice. Researchers must therefore remain sensitive when discussing emotional topics and ensure participants feel comfortable throughout the interview process.
Within Wales, educational policy strongly promotes wellbeing, inclusion and child-centred learning through frameworks such as the Curriculum for Wales and Foundation Phase approaches (Welsh Government, 2022). While these policies encourage reflective and playbased practice, practitioners may still experience tensions between emotional wellbeing priorities and increasing educational accountability. Discussing such issues within interviews may create professional sensitivity, further reinforcing the importance of confidentiality and respectful research practice.
Another ethical issue relates to representation and interpretation of participant voices. Within qualitative research, researchers hold significant power when selecting quotations, identifying themes and presenting findings. There is therefore a responsibility to ensure participant perspectives are represented accurately and fairly. Misinterpretation may lead to distorted conclusions or reinforce researcher assumptions. Braun and Clarke (2006) argue that transparency within analysis is important for maintaining trustworthiness within qualitative studies.
Overall, ethical considerations are central to the proposed research study exploring practitioners’ perceptions of imaginative play and emotional development. Issues relating to informed consent, confidentiality, safeguarding, data protection, researcher reflexivity and power relationships require careful planning and ongoing reflection throughout the research process. Although the study focuses on practitioners rather than directly involving children, ethical responsibilities remain highly significant due to the sensitive nature of emotional development and professional practice within early years settings.
By following ethical guidance from BERA (2024) and maintaining reflective, respectful and transparent research practices, the proposed study would aim to protect participants while producing meaningful and trustworthy findings. Ethical awareness is therefore not only a procedural requirement but also an essential component of responsible early years research.
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