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Play is recognised as the foundation of young children's learning and development. Extensive research has shown that play helps enable children to make sense of the world, develop relationships, express their emotions and build knowledge via active engagement. (Bruce, 2011) Within early childhood education, play is seen as a primary means of learning. In the United Kingdom, this philosophy is embedded within Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), which puts play-based learning at the centre to promote curiosity, resilience, creativity and build positive attitudes towards learning. (DfE, 2023).
This portfolio will critically examine the role of play within early childhood practice across four sections. These sections demonstrate holistic, child-centred understanding of play.

[bookmark: _Toc1784651920]Section 1:
Two types of play and how they can be supported in practice
Play is a fundamental aspect of early childhood development, it provides children with opportunities to explore, experiment and make sense of the world. Research has consistently highlighted that different types of play can have direct links to how they develop (Bruce, 2011 ; Moyles, 2015). This section discusses free play and imaginative play, examining value on development and how they can be effectively supported within early years practice. 
[bookmark: _Toc324361623]Free Play
Free play is defined as play that is chosen freely, self-directed and intrinsically motivated by the child (Gray, 2013). It is initiated and controlled by the children themselves and does not involve predetermined learning outcomes. Free play is widely regarded as essential for holistic development because it allows children to follow their own interests, make decisions and develop a sense of autonomy (Bruce, 2011).
Through free play, children will develop cognitively by exploring cause and effect, solving problems and experimenting with ideas. For example, construction play allows children to test their balance, structure and work on their spatial awareness. Social development is also supported because children will begin to negotiate roles, share resources and resolve conflicts with peers. Emotionally, free play provides a safe space for children to express feelings, manage frustration and experience enjoyment which will contribute to emotional regulation and resilience (Moyles, 2015). Physical development is promoted as free play involves movement, particularly in outdoor environments where children can take appropriate risks.
In practice, free play can be supported through the creation of enabling environments which prioritise choice, accessibility and flexibility. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) emphasises the importance of environments as it encourages children to lead their own learning via exploration and active engagement (DfE, 2023). Open-ended resources like loose parts, natural materials, blocks and creative materials are particularly effective, as they can be used in lots of ways. Nicholson’s (1971) theory of loose parts suggests that environments with a large variety of play items enhance creativity and deeper engagement.
How space is organised can play a major role. Areas should be clearly defined and have resources at child height, support independence and promote engagement. Outdoor spots are aseptically valuable in supporting free play, offering opportunities for physical development, sensory exploration and interaction with the natural environment.
The role of an adult during free play is primarily to observe and be responsive. Practitioners should watch children closely to identify their interests and developmental needs. Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the Zone of Proximal Development highlights the importance of sensitive scaffolding; this is where adults intervene only when necessary to extend learning. For example, an adult may introduce new vocabulary or pose an open-ended question without directing how the child plays. Uninterrupted play is critical during free play as it helps children develop their deeper engagement and concentration which is developed over extended periods (Laevers, 2005). 
[bookmark: _Toc42753569]Imaginative play
Imaginative play, also referred to as pretend or symbolic play, involves children using objects, actions and language to represent real or imagined experiences. This type of play is particularly important for social, emotional and language development (Bodrova & Leong, 2015). Through imaginative play, children explore roles, relationships and emotions by acting out familiar or fictional scenarios.
Imaginative play supports emotional development by allowing children to express feelings and explore experiences in a safe context. For example, role-playing family or medical scenarios can help children process real-life events and develop emotional understanding. Social skills are developed as children negotiate roles, collaborate and take turns, while empathy is fostered through perspective-taking (Bruce, 2011). Language development is supported strongly as children engage in dialogue, storytelling and the use of increasingly complex vocabulary.
In practice, imaginative play can be supported by well-resourced and flexible role-play opportunities. Early years settings should provide dressing-up clothes, figures, puppets and props which can be used for stories that children can adapt to their own ideas. Role-play areas should be responsive to children’s interests; this may involve transforming a home corner into a café or hospital. This responsiveness demonstrates respect for children’s agency and will encourage deeper engagement.
Any adult involvement in imaginative play should be sensitive and balanced. When practitioners join play in, they can extend narratives, model language and support social interaction. However, Moyles (2015) explains that overly directive adult involvement can restrict creativity and reduce children’s play. Skilled practitioners therefore observe carefully, entering play when appropriate and withdrawing to allow children to maintain control.
In conclusion, both free play and imaginative play a vital role in supporting children’s holistic development. When supported through enabling environments, appropriate adult interaction and sufficient time, these types of play provide rich and meaningful learning experiences within early childhood settings.
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The importance of children choosing their own play and the role of the adult
Children’s ability to decide their own play is a fundamental principle for high-quality early childhood education. Research consistently shows that when play is self-picked, children are likely to be more motivated, engaged and emotionally invested in their learning experiences (Laevers, 2005; Bruce, 2011). This section explores why child-initiated play is essential for development and critically examines the role of the adult in supporting, rather than controlling, children’s play.
Self-chosen play is intrinsically motivated which means children engage in play for the fun rather than to achieve any external rewards. Intrinsic motivation has been strongly linked to deeper learning and sustained concentration (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When children choose their own play, they are more likely to stay engaged, revisit experiences and challenge themselves which will all contribute to meaningful learning. Laevers (2005) identifies that high levels of involvement is key for deeper-level learning, this is more often observed during child-initiated play. 
Encouraging children to choose their own play supports autonomy. Deci and Ryan’s (2000) self-determination theory identifies autonomy as a basic psychological need that underpins well-being and motivation. Children being allowed to make decisions on their own play can help develop confidence, independence and positive self-esteem. This sense of control is particularly important in early childhood because this is when children create their foundational attitudes towards learning and themselves.
This style of play allows children to work at their own developmental level and pace. All children develop differently across areas and play provides a safe space where they can practise skills and explore interests which are meaningful to them (Bruce, 2011). This can be crucial for children with additional learning needs as they can engage in play that reflects their strengths rather than being constricted by adult-led expectations.
The role adults play is complex and requires professional judgement. Rather than directing play or imposing learning outcomes, adults should act as facilitators, observe and co-construct learning. The EYFS emphasises the importance of practitioners responding to children's interests (DfE, 2023). This requires practitioners to carefully plan environments, resources and routines that offer genuine choice whilst maintaining safety and inclusion. 
One influential concept in understanding effective adult involvement is ‘sustained shared thinking’, as described by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002). Sustained shared thinking occurs when adults and children work together to solve problems, clarify ideas and extend understanding. This approach requires adults to listen attentively, ask open-ended questions and value children’s contributions. For example, an adult may prompt reflective questions such as “what do you think will happen if...?”, this helps support cognitive development whilst keeping the child in control. 
Through careful observation, practitioners can gain insight into a child’s likes and developmental progress. These observations inform planning, enabling adults to enhance the environment or introduce new experiences that build on children’s play whilst preserving autonomy. Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the Zone of Proximal Development highlights how adults can support learning by offering timely help that extends the children’s thinking without controlling the situation.
However, it is essential adults reflect critically on their own beliefs and practices. Overly directed involvement or excessive adult-lef activities can undermine a child's motivation and reduce their opportunities for deeper engagement (Moyles, 2015). Trust in the child's competence and an understanding that learning through play may seem unstructured is needed to understand that play is purposeful and complex. 
In conclusion, children's freedom to decide their own play is vital for motivation, well-being and holistic development. The adult's roll is to not control play but create enabling environments, observe thoughtfully and engage sensitively. When this achieved, play becomes a power means for learning and mental development. 
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Observation methods: The Leuven Scale
Observation is a fundamental component of early years practice, enabling practitioners to understand children’s development, interests and emotional experiences in authentic contexts. There are a range of observation methods used in early years but scale-based can be particularly valuable for assessing emotional well-being and engagement. This section provides a look into Leuven Scale of Well-Being and involvement.
 The Leuven Scale was developed by Ferre Laevers and colleagues at the University of Leuven. It is grounded in a child-centred, experiential approach to learning (Leavers, 2005). The scale consists of two five-point rating systems: One measuring well-being (emotional comfort, confidence and happiness) and the other measures involvement (Concentration, motivation, persistence and intensity of engagement).  Together, these offer insight into the quality of a child’s learning experiences. 
Well-being is assessed through indicators like openness, relaxation, self-confidence and vitality. High levels of well-being suggest that a child feels safe and secure as well as emotionally supported in their learning environment. Involvement, on the other hand, reflects the child's engagement in an activity, things like their attention, fascination and intrinsic motivation. Laevers (2005) argues that deep-level learning is only possible when both well-being and involvement are high, making it critical for effective assessment.
In practice, the Leuven Scale is used through naturalistic observation during everyday activities, these are rated on a scale and typically repeated overtime to identify patterns, changed and areas of intervention. A key strength of the scale is its alignment with play-based and child-led pedagogy. As observation takes place during authentic play experiences, children are more likely to behave naturally increasing the assessments validity. This approach reflects sociocultural views of learning. 
Additionally, the scale supports reflective practice. Low scores prompt practitioners to consider environmental factors and interactions. For example, consistently low engagement may indicate the activities are not aligned with the child's abilities or interest and can encourage the practitioner to adapt the learning. (Bruce, 2011).
Despite all the strengths, the Leuven Scale is not without its limitations. One key challenge is its subjective nature. Ratings are based upon practitioners' professional judgement, which may be influenced by unconscious bias or contextual pressures. Without adequate training, there is a risk of inconsistency between observers (Simmons, 2018). To address this, appropriate training, guidance and opportunities must be provided to enhance reliability. 
Furthermore, the Leuven Scale does not offer detailed information on specific developmental skills like language or motor development making it most effective to be used alongside other observation methods like developmental checklists to provide a full holistic picture of the child's progress. 
In conclusion, the Leuven Scale is a powerful observation tool which prioritises children’s emotional experiences and engagement in learning. Its strengths lie in child-centred ethos, compatibility with play-based practice and the ability to aid reflective practice. While there are limitations, many of these can be mitigated through training and complementary assessment methods. When used effectively, it enhances practitioners’ understanding of young children and supports high quality early year provision. 
[bookmark: _Toc1035957071]Section 4: The role of play in observation and assessment
Play has a central role in early childhood assessments, it provides a natural and meaningful context where children can show their learning, development and emotional well-being. Observation during play is often seen as more reliable and authentic than formal assessments. This section will explore the importance of play when conducting observations and assessments and critically consider how play influences a child's engagement. 
Play-based observations aligns with the idea that young children learn best through active exploration and self-chosen experiences. EYFS framework emphasises that observation should be an ongoing process (DfE, 2023). When children are engaged in ply, they are more likely to demonstrate their true abilities across developmental domains, including communication, social interaction, problem-solving, and emotional regulation. This makes play a particularly valuable context for assessment in the early years.
One key advantage is the positive impact on the children's engagement. Engagement is closely linked to motivation and emotional security. According to Jean Piaget (2017) children construct knowledge through interactions with their environment. Play provides the ideal space for them to strive as they can explore ideas at a comfortable pace and according to their interests. Children are less likely to feel anxious when observations take place during play. A self-conscious child will not act naturally therefore the assessment may not be valid for their abilities. 
Moreover, play supports sustained concentration. High levels of involvement allows practitioners to observe complex behaviours like persistence, creativity and problem-solving abilities. This aligns with Ferre Leavers experiential learning approach. Play helps to enhance the accuracy and validity of observations as observations are more likely to reflects a child’s daily life functioning rather than how they follow instructions from adults. Adult-led tasks may disadvantage some children, especially those who are shy, have additional needs or still developing their language skills. In contrast, play allows children to communicate through multiple different modes like movement, gestures and symbolic representation (Bruce, 2011). This multimodal expression enables practitioners to form a more holistic and equitable understanding of each child. 
Whilst play-based observation offers significant benefits, it also presents challenges which must be carefully managed. One issue is the observer effect, this is where adults' presence or interactions may unintentionally influence the actions of the child. Practitioners must be careful to not interrupt. Vygotsky (1978) suggested that adults play a crucial role in aiding a child’s learning, but excessive direction can limit their autonomy and alter natural play behaviours. 
Additionally, the open-ended nature of play can make observations more complex to record and interpret. Unlike structured assessments, play-based observations can require skilled practitioners who are able to identify significant learning moments during unpredictable situations. Without a clear focus, there may be a risk that observations become anecdotal rather than analytical. For maintained accuracy, practitioners should link observations to developmental frameworks and learning outcomes to ensure play-based assessments stay evidence based and purposeful (Nutbrown, 2014).
Ethical considerations are also relevant. Children should not be disturbed or manipulated for assessment purposes as this undermines their right to play freely. A rights-based approach should be taken as outlined in the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child 1989 (UNICEF, 2019). This ethical stance strengthens the validity of observations as children are more likely to behave authentically when they feel respected, valued and have reduced pressure. 
In conclusion, play is essential for effective observation and assessment as kit enhances a child’s engagement, supports emotional well-being and provides valid context for learning and development. Whilst it requires professional skill and reflective practice to ensure accuracy, its benefits far outweigh its limitations. When play is placed at the centre of assessment, observations become more meaningful, inclusive, and reflective of the whole child, supporting high-quality early years practice.
[bookmark: _Toc1513411651]Conclusion 
This portfolio has demonstrated a comprehensive understanding of play and observation within early years education. By critically examining multiple types of play, emphasising the importance of the child’s choice, exploring an established observation method and analysing the role of play within assessment, the portfolio highlights play as being the central to both learning and evaluation in the early years.
High-quality play-based practice requires skilled practitioners that understand when it is best to observe, when to intervene and when to take a step back. It also requires reflective use of observation and assessment tools that can prioritise children’s well-being and engagement. When play is valued as a meaningful context for learning and assessment, practitioners will be better able to support holistic development and create an inclusive, responsive early years environments.
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