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Section 1:
What is play?
[bookmark: _Int_2foB5p0c][bookmark: _Int_w5P5KoGf][bookmark: _Int_NJo95v96][bookmark: _Int_PECoRDc4]Brown (no date) would define play as a self-motivated state of mind that a person has when they are totally absorbed in an activity that they enjoy and want to do over and over again. According to Play Wales (no date), play is a key part of a child’s life. This is because children value the time and freedom to explore and play in enabling environments and areas. The University of Bolton (2023) also emphasises the importance of play, stating that access to play has a significant benefit on several different aspects of a child’s early development, including cognitive, social, emotional, physical, and language development. Play Scotland (2018) would reiterate the importance of play, arguing that if a child is deprived of the opportunity to engage in play, they may suffer from long term impacts including loneliness and isolation, depression, less self control, and inadequate resilience skills. Not only would a hindrance in adults presenting children with opportunities to play have a negative effect on them, but it would also mean that the child’s rights aren’t being met. Article 31 of the UNCRC elucidates the benefits of play during a child’s early years, and why access to play is such a pivotal aspect of childhood development, the UNCRC states that play is a fun way of children exploring, developing their creativity and enjoying their childhood (Holland, 2018) 
[bookmark: _Int_4Zbc0iOa]Fennies Nurseries (no date) cite Bob Hughes as identifying sixteen types of play including creative, exploratory, symbolic, locomotor, rough and tumble, imaginative and role play. During symbolic play, children use their bodies, materials, and sources to create narratives and share ideas. This type of play can start from birth and can develop areas of literacy such as reading and writing as the child grows (Birthto5matters, no date) Lewis (2020) cites Vygotsky as holding this type of play as one of great significance, stating that symbolic play is a major part of a child’s development and encourages children to overcome impulsiveness and develop numeracy skills, i.e writing out letters and numbers to communicate what they may be struggling to say. Startingblocks (2024) agrees, arguing that play is an important part of a child’s life because it requires thinking, language and interaction. Children can also develop their listening and speaking skills, the amount of words they use during sentences and their understanding of how stories work. Lewis (2020) also states that symbolic play strengthens a child’s self esteem and cognitive, social, language and motor skills. As cited by My Teaching Cupboard (no date) Piaget also believed that children learn through play, and symbolic play is one of the most sophisticated types of play activities. Role play areas and small word set ups are excellent ways of supporting learning experiences that facilitate symbolic play and develop a child’s social skills, self regulation, literacy concepts and academic abilities. Both theorists believe symbolic play is essential to a child’s development, and practitioners can promote this type of play through playing with dough, blocks and dolls for example. To promote symbolic play, the playing must go deeper than just describing what they are doing, practitioners can add resources to develop a child’s play, for example, if a child is playing with blocks, a practitioner could add a small world figure and say they are climbing the tower or living in the house the child has made (NHS Coventry and Warwick, 2021)
Brightwheel (2025) defines rough and tumble play as a fun and physical type of play that includes playful contact with children that is not aggressive. Jantz (2022) argues that rough and tumble play is important for a child’s development because it encourages children to burn some energy and pay attention for longer while interacting with others. This type of play also teaches children their own boundaries and capabilities, while learning that others may have different boundaries and how to be respectful of them. This type of play could be an example of Bruners enactive tier of internal representations. Bruner believed the best way for children to learn was through discovering things by themselves through their play, thus, rough and tumble play fits into this category, as children will learn about each others boundaries through rough and tumble by picking up on emotions and non verbal cues, i.e if a child is happy and laughing they are enjoying this but if they are upset and crying, the rough and tumble has become too aggressive and is not fun any more (WJEC, no date) examples of rough and tumble play include wrestling, chasing, climbing, play fighting and rolling around in a big space (Raising Children Network Australia, 2022)
Section 2:
What is self directed play?
Aurrum Kids (no date) would define self directed play as the type of play where children take the lead and independently decide what they would like to play with and learn about. During this type of play, children are also responsible for deciding who they would like to play with and how they would like to play. Self directed play encourages children to make sense of the world around them, experiment, and process anything they may be struggling with (The Steiner Connection, 2022) Ledendecker (2020) argues that children will benefit from self directed play because it encourages them to grow in confidence and independence. When children are in charge of their own play, they learn that they can do so much for themselves and feel successful and proud. Providing children with opportunities to lead their own play can also encourage their creativity and problem solving skills to develop, this is their play and they can be as imaginative as they want, they can make up their own rules and scenarios and will need to use their problem solving skills to reconsider something if it does not work out the way they first imagined it would. 
Practitioners can support self directed play in a number of different ways such as observing, waiting and giving the child the time and resources to play freely and independently. Giving the child time to explore will encourage self directed play. (Caro, 2012) When a child has time to freely explore the provision, opportunities for self directed play, exploration, experimentation, self expression, and critical thinking will arise. Providing children with opportunities to express themselves through their creativity and self directed play can support a child’s imagination and thinking processes to develop and encourage the children to become more confident and skilful in expressing themselves and leading their own play and learning (The Department for Education, 2024) According to Issuu (no date) it is important for practitioners to recognise when not to intervene during a child’s play and to wait for an invitation to join in. Invitations to join play may include a child asking the adult to join in with their play, eye contact, gestures and smiling. Play cues can also sometimes be discreet like imitation, if a child is imitating an adult, this could be an attempt to invite an adult into their play. Practitioners can encourage children to engage with self directed play by taking a step back and creating an environment where nothing is off limits. Sometimes during adult led play children are encouraged not to do certain things i.e wanting to play with or do something that could be a risk to themselves or others around them like stacking blocks too high or climbing onto things. During self directed play, the child is in charge and is the decision maker, so the environment should be safe for the children to explore without the risk of getting hurt, but should also make the child feel excited to explore without any restrictions. This can prompt the children to think critically and risk assess their own play, and make decisions about where and how they are going to play. Self directed play will also develop a child’s attention span and celebrate a child’s independence, during self directed play a child will also be responsible for deciding who they play with and should be encouraged to resolve any conflict themselves too (Milbrand, 2023)
Montgomery Child Care Association (2023) would argue that self directed play is a vital part of a child’s development because it helps children to become persistent and socially independent. However, Melbourne Kids Village (2023) would suggest that self directed play could sometimes be unpredictable. Self directed play can also lack in routine, which can be a struggle for some children as they may seek structure during the day and no routine could be a big shock to them. NI Direct (no date) argue against this, stating that self directed play can improve a child’s mental health and wellbeing as well as encouraging them to trust their instincts and decisions. Self directed play is also a key aspect of a child’s life because it encourages the development of the child’s interests and imagination. Russell (no date) reiterates the importance of self directed play in the early years arguing that self directed play can promote a life long love of learning and develop a child’s focus. When children direct their own play, they will be engrossed in the activity and focus for longer, they will also gain new skills and knowledge.
Section 3
Buildingblocks (no date) argue that practitioners play a pivotal part in a child’s early years and have a duty to support them. One of the ways in which a practitioner supports a child is through observations. Practitioners are responsible for recording observations for each child in the setting and helping them reach their developmental milestones. According to Scottish Social Services Council (no date) observation is the process of watching a child and their actions, gestures, behaviours, interactions, and expressions. Observations are a great way for practitioners to analyse the child’s development and their likes and interests. Observations also allow practitioners to assess a child’s progress and learn of any learning difficulties or specific needs of a child. Observations can also help practitioners to create developmental plans for the children based on their likes, dislikes, interests and any areas where they may be struggling. (West Sussex County Council, 2021, p.2) 
There are many different ways that a practitioner can carry out an observation of a child including, videos, photographs and time sampling (Machan, 2016) According to Veo (no date) video recording is a great observation method because it is time efficient and allows practitioners to look back on the observation later on, this can be useful when practitioners want to share observations with each other. If a practitioner chooses to record an observation instead of writing one up, they can pause, slow down and analyse the video in detail without having to base the observation on memory like they would with a written one. This is beneficial to practitioners because they can clearly see they key moments during the interaction and observation and can develop targets and ways forwards based on them. This type of observation can also help practitioners reflect on their practice if they are in the video observation too, as they can look back and reflect on their interactions and decide if there is anything they would like to differently in the future. However, University of Plymouth (no date) argues that there are some cons with this observation type too. They argue that this type of observation can sometimes lead to researcher bias, preventing a holistic view of the child being observed. This means that the practitioner observing may only record what they think is significant during an activity and may choose not to record the whole activity and interaction, potentially missing something that could show the child’s development and progress from previous observations. However, the Hawthorne effect could also be a mitigating factor of a true reflection of the practitioner or child in the recorded observation. The Hawthorne effect is the change in behaviour of someone when they know when they are being observed, usually people being observed tend to work harder and preform better, therefore, when being recorded a person may change their behaviour to look their best (Cherry, 2023) This could lead to practitioners being unable to gain a holistic view of the child during observation. According to Little Steps Day Care (no date) holistic views can be important because they allow practitioners to see the development of a child in all developmental areas, i.e social and emotional, cognitive and physical. The aim of helping a child to develop holistically is to prepare them for later life through learning essential skills like confidence, independence and communication. According to Hei Schools (2022) if a child has any problems with holistic development, learning can become impossible. If a child’s wellbeing is not supported through their early years, this could lead to repercussions in later life such as struggling during their school years.  
Moyles’ spiral theory suggests that practitioners can view gain a true reflection of a child during their play. The theory suggests that play is powerful and teaches children many different skills such as autonomy, persistence and competence. Moyles also suggested that practitioners need to use the way the child plays to tailor their teaching to meet the individual needs of each child. Observations can help with this as practitioners can look back over and compare observations to help them create targets and ways forward for each child (Smith, 2021) Queen Margaret University (2023) agrees, putting an emphasis on play based learning during a child’s early years and arguing that play is contributing factor to a child’s cognitive, social, physical and emotional development. 
Section 4 
Observations based on a child’s play can provide practitioners with an insight to the child’s likes, dislikes and interests. Observations also allow practitioners to gain a better understanding of where the child is developmentally, their strengths, any areas they need a bit more support in and any skills they have acquired (Gowrie, no date) According to BBC (no date) children will display different play types, and they could even mix and match them depending on a number of different things such as the child’s mood, interests and even their personality and it is important to remember that every child is different and will play in a different way. Learning Journals (no date) emphasises the importance of practitioners using observations to analyse if the environment is enabling and simulating for the child. Eaton (2023) argues that careful consideration is needed when practitioners are planning to create an enabling environments for the children in their care. Observations can help practitioners create these environments because if an observation highlights a particular interest or area that a child interacts more with, practitioners can use this to develop their learning, i.e if a child speaks more and is more physical in the garden, practitioners can use this environment to develop the child’s skill set further, they can create provocations like obstacle courses to challenge the children and analyse how much they have developed since they were last observed. 
According to Essex County Council (no date) adults are a crucial part of a child’s development. Practitioners have a duty to care for, nurture and respect all children. Practitioners are responsible for engaging in meaningful interactions, helping with transitions, and facilitating and expanding learning. McInnes et al (2019) suggest that adults have a prominent role in supporting a child’s development. They are responsible for knowing when to take a step back and observe a child. According to Patel (no date) if practitioners follow play based approaches they will facilitate successful learning in the future. According to Queensland Government (2023) a play based approach provides children with the opportunity to engage with people, objects and the environment in an imaginative, creative and active play. Play based learning refers to letting the child be in control of their own activities and experiences, and during this type of play and learning, it is the adults role to observe the child and ensure the environment is safe for them to independently explore. Practitioners can ensure the environment is safe and enabling for the children by completing regular risk assessments and keeping up to date with regular training. During risk assessments, practitioners must look for anything that could potentially cause harm to any child in their care and they must illuminate any risks (Mandatory Training Group, no date) According to Parenta (2023) failure to complete risk assessments could result in injuries or harm to children or practitioners at the setting and a setting becoming non compliant. According to Tiney (2021) in order to create an enabling environment, practitioners must create a safe space in which children can thrive while their health, safety, happiness and development is nurtured and supported. 
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