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I confirm that I have not used AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in the evidence.

Section 1- The importance of a variety of play types.

Section 2- The importance of self-directed play and the role of adults.

Section 3- Observation methods.

Section 4- The role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children.



Section 1-
Play Wales (2023) states ‘children have the fundamental right to play’. Play is the elemental learning process by which humankind has developed, which has contributed to the evolutionary and developmental survival of our species (Welsh Assembly Government, 2026). This emphasises that play is not merely a recreational activity but a biological and social necessity for children’s development. Different types of play provide diverse opportunities for children to explore, communicate, and develop an understanding of the world around them.
Play Wales (2023) further highlights that different types of play provide opportunities for children to explore, communicate and develop an understanding odf the world around them. Identifying 16 common play types in Wales, each contributing to children’s mental and emotional development. This reinforces the importance of offering a broad range of play experiences to support holistic development.
One of the play types that is commonly used in Wales is creative play. Creative play involves children to be able to express themselves (Wilson, 2018). Creativity is closely linked with curiosity, problem solving, and children’s urges to explore their environment (play Wales, 2023). Creative play allows the child to be in control of their decision making, ensuring they are not limiting their experiences and opportunities. Self-expression includes art, music, role-play, and construction where they are open-ended experiences with no predetermined outcomes.
Creative play supports development in all different areas. Zosh et al (2022) states that learning through play and children’s holistic skills go together as their studies show that cognitive, social, emotional, physical, creative skills are all intertwined when children are exposed to creative, free play. Piaget’s theory on cognitive development states that children build their knowledge based on experiences; they learn without influence from others, making them motivated to learn (Madanagopal, 2020). 
Social and emotional development is a crucial benefit of creative play. Vygotsky’s (1978) socioeconomic theory suggests that cognitive development comes from social interactions where children can achieve their independent abilities as well as collaborative skills (Turuk, 2008). In creative group activities, children negotiate with peers, collaborate with ideas, and practice self-regulation and empathy.

[bookmark: _Int_s9zCHxAa]Creative play offers a wide range of benefits for children’s holistic development. ‘A child’s individual responses to materials experiences and ideas inspire their creativity’ (Department of Education, 2022). They further voice that creative play allows for children to express in a multitude of ways such as physically, emotionally, verbal and nonverbal. The Department of Education (2022) further express that creative play encourages creativity and curiosity as their imagination and creativity are enriched through awareness and peers around them. Creative play helps other players to feel creative and gives them permission to try new ways of playing (Policy and Insightful Team, 2024). Overall, it is explored that creative play is not just an outlet for art and free play; it is a powerful form of play that allows cognitive development, social skills and emotional regulation, laying out the foundation for skills as children mature.
[bookmark: _Int_NuGdC21R][bookmark: _Int_Lr02NiPF][bookmark: _Int_oXUIotsr]Creative play can be observed progressing through recognised stages of development. Parten (1932) ‘classified children’s social play into unoccupied behaviour, onlooker behaviour, solitary play, cooperative play and associative play’ (Lee et al., 2022). Within creative play, children may begin with independent, solitary exploration and then begin to expand their social skills while engaging in parallel play without any direct interaction. Creative play can then go through the assosiative and cooperative stages, where children share objects and construct stories. The later stages lead to a greater capability of communication and participation as their cognitive skills mature and their creative interpretation become more detailed.




Exploratory play involves a child using all their senses to explore and make sense of the world around them (Play Wales, 2017). Play Wales (2023) states that ‘exploratory play is characterised by children assessing the possibilities of a particular object or environment’. Exploratory play is a child led, hands on experience where children focus on problem solving and experience. 
Exploratory play can be seen as holistic as it directly increases the cognitive, physical, social, and creative aspects of all children. An example of exploratory play in early years is the inclusion of Forest schools as it helps children gain a sense of freedom in a natural environment. Flautau (1950) created forest schools in Denmark to emphasise the importance of exploratory play and the development of language skills that come with using creative objects instead of stereotypical toys (Forest School Foundation, 2020). By investigating natural materials, building dens, and experimenting with sand and mud, it strengthens children’s minds by increasing their independence, cognitive skills, and object manipulation.
Furthermore, exploratory play promotes cognitive development as forest schools are seen to ‘enhance attention span, improve problem solving abilities and boost academic performance’ (Forest School Association, 2024). The cognitive support is a benefit of forest schools as it is shown by further studies to reduce stress, improve mood, and enhance cognitive function (Harding, 2024). Bruner (1960) emphasised the importance of cognitive development in the environment of discovery learning, such as exploratory play, suggesting that children learn best when in free-thinking, risk-free environments (Harvard University, 2016).
Moreover, as exploratory play lets children explore the world through play it allows them to use all their senses. ‘Proprioception, vestibular, as well as touch, taste, sight, smell and hearing’ are the ways children can strengthen their senses for future opportunities that are unachievable in other aspects of play (the importance of play, n.d.). 
Exploratory play allows children to understand cause and effect and basic problem-solving processes. Research into the benefits of outdoor learning further supports this as it suggests that natural environments promote inquiry-based learning and critical thinking (Maynard et al., 2007).
Exploratory play typically begins at 1-12 months where play is focused on bonding with caregivers, exploring facial features and a variety of objects that create noise (Lurie Children's, 2018). This begins social awareness in infants and later leads children to engaging in exploration with peers. Over time, exploratory play becomes adaptable as it is child-led and purposeful when understanding the way children view the world. 
Section 2-
In self-directed play children are free to choose what, how, and with whom they play. Self-directed play gives children the freedom to follow their interests and explore ideas (The Montessori school of the Burkshires, 2024). Self-directed play is child-initiated, and freely chosen, which prioritises the process of physical and mental development by allowing children to follow their own interests and curiosity. ‘Self-directed play is essential for child development because it allows them to take control of their learning, fostering independence, creativity and problem-solving skills’ (the Steiner Connection, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_C4obqDWL]The concept of the ‘Play Cycle’, developed by Sturrock and Else (1998), reinforces the importance of uninterrupted, child-led play. The play cycle depicts children’s play process through ‘ six components: meta lude (initial thought or idea), play cue (the signal to the world the child’s intent to play), play return (the return of the play cue by another person or object), the loop and flow (how the play cue and play return is processed), the play frame (the observed physical space or unobserved psychological space), and annihilation ((the play ends) (King, 2019). Adults can unintentionally break this cycle through ‘adulteration’ which is caused by adults ‘wanting to join in, control the play, rescue, improve, and educate’ (Sands, 2013). When adults ‘control’ within the play cycle, the child’s personal satisfaction can be reduced.

Despite this, adults can support self-directed play amongst children by being there as ‘support, to facilitate, extend learning, provide freedom to explore, make play meaningful, inclusive practice, to observe, and to scaffold’ (Andrews, 2017). The role of the adult is therefore to balance freedom. Adults consequently take on specific roles to further children’s development. As ‘observers’, they ‘watch without intervening, documenting behaviours, language and interaction’ (King, 2025). As partners, they ‘join the play as a co-player, following the children’s lead and remember the importance of avoiding dominating play’ (Fuertes et al., 2025). As facilitators, ‘they should create enabling environments balancing structure and freedom’ (Whalley, 2022). This aligns with the principles of Vygotsky (1978), where subtle questioning or the introduction of a new resource can deepen thinking without taking ownership away from the child. 
Moreover, adults support self-directed play by acting as a resource rather than a director, entering play only when invited and maintaining the integrity of the play frame. Sturrock and Else (1988) state that adults move between play maintenance, simple involvement, medial or complex involvement and integrity, making sure to protect the play cycle. Sands (2013) highlighted that adults should wait for play cues such as ‘verbal, body language, eye contact, proximity, and copying’. 
Self-directed play is seen as vital for children as studies have shown that ‘when students’ mental, emotional and physical needs are met, they are more likely to love school and they learn more’ (King, 2020). When children experience freedom and autonomy within play, they feel secure and valued. This directly contributes to holistic development, supporting both cognitive growth, emotional wellbeing, social competence, and physical confidence simultaneously. This reflects the views of Vygotsky (1978), who argued that learning is ‘socially constructed’ and play provides a context where children can have control within their ‘Zone of Proximal Development’, extending their cognitive skills through meaningful interactions. 
Research also highlights the importance of play for children, specifically in outdoor environments. Dogan et al (2010), identifies play as the ‘main motivation for children’s use of outdoor school spaces. Similarly, Aminpour et al (2020) emphasises the value of ‘in-between spaces’ such as edges and natural areas in supporting children’s autonomous play. These environments allow children to regulate social interaction and supervision, strengthening independence, and problem solving.  
Importantly, children's perception of an activity influences wellbeing. McInnes (2012) found that children contributing to a task framed as ‘play’ demonstrated higher emotional wellbeing than those who experienced tasks framed as ‘not play’. This shows that play is important for children as having a positive environment increases the likelihood for them to enjoy learning and achieve more. ‘If adults dominate, monitor excessively or prioritise outcomes over the process’, children may interpret the activity as work, which can reduce engagement (McInnes, 2012). 

Section 3-
Observation is a systematic process where an individual attentively notices and perceives the behaviour of others. In early years settings, observations are important during play, as play is the primary way young children explore, learn and express themselves. Gokce (2019) shows that observational data has been described as ‘live data’ because it is collected directly from real-life settings such as outdoor environments, schools, and homes. Through observing play, caregivers can understand a child’s developmental stage, reflect on their interests and dislikes, and identify any additional needs or possible concerns, which in turn informs individualised educational practice (Gokce, 2019).
Kathy Brodie (2023) highlights that the most important occupation of any teacher of young children is to observe them at play. Through careful observation, practitioners can tune into children’s emerging skills and fascinations. By observing play, caregivers can understand a child’s developmental stage and identify any potential concerns. Observation therefore supports effective planning, progression and assessment aligning with the principles of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2024), which highlights assessments as a process to support progression, inform teaching and celebrate achievements. 
One observational method that is used in play-based settings is the ‘Leuven Scale’, developed by Ferre Leavers in Belgium. It was created ‘to measure the quality of education by focusing on well-being and involvement’. The observational scale is used from 1-5 that allows practitioners to ‘quantify the degree to which a child is involved in a self-chosen activity’ (MacRae et al., 2020).
Research Centre for Experimental Education (n.d.) shows the scales five-point rating system, starting from ‘level one: extremely low, level two: low, level three: moderate, level 4:high, level 5: very high’. The scale of ‘emotional well-being' puts the child’s emotional well-being at the forefront of the outcomes, showing the best ways to support individual children. The scale of ‘involvement’ follows the same format as the ‘emotional well-being' scale but differs as it measures the child’s engagement in a particular task. The two scales intertwine as a ‘more engaged child tends to be a happier child’. By the combination of the two scales being intertwined, practitioners can observe and assess indicators such as facial expressions, body language, verbal communication, persistence, and creativity. Overall, this observational method can be used for individual children to evaluate the overall quality of the learning environment. 
[bookmark: _Int_u5XioczD]One major strength of the ‘Leuven Scale’ is that it captures the depth of children’s experiences. MacRae (2023) states that the quality of the scales are not just ‘surface level performance’ and it allows the educator to think more deeply about the activities individual children are participating in. This observation method allows for an indeoth naratiuve surrounding the correlation between children’s emotional well-being in comparison to their involvement in specific activities allows for progression in education as practitioners can evolve their learning environment best supporting individual children.
Furthermore, the 'Leuven Scale’ shows a positive relationship between play, wellbeing, and involvement. During the research it was shown by Leavers that there is a significant positive correlation between play and their well-being and involvement (Storli and Sandseter, 2019). When children spend more time engaged in an activity they are engaged and involved in, they demonstrate higher levels of emotional security. 
Moreover, this method of observation allows practitioners to have better planning and intervention. Laevers and Research Centre for Experiential Education (2017) state that the scale can alert practitioners to review exgtremely low scores and adapt their planning and interventions. This further reflects the view of the Welsh Curriculum (2024) as it creates a space for informing practice, curriculum design, and individual support plans. 
Despite its strengths, the ‘Leuven Scale’ has limitations. The limitations of the scales include misinterpretations, consistency, and biases amongst practitioners. Whybrow et al (2025), indicate that during observations practitioners may assign scores based on their own personal interpretation of behaviours rather than truly reflecting the involvement and emotional well-being of the child. This further leads to the other biases which can come from the observation such as cultural bias and the difference in observer training and strategic understanding. It was noted during the study by Whybrow (2025) that the understanding of the scale by practitioners influences how reliable the observation outcomes are. Overall, without extensive training and consistency amongst practitioners, there can be questions about the reliability of this methid.
[bookmark: _Int_CPZUqcCA]From the strengths of the ‘Leuven Scale’ it is clear that this observational method provides a holistic view of children. Due to the nature of the observation incorporating emotional well-being and engagement in activities it recognises a wider range of observation and increases children’s development through the advanced planning after reviewing the outcomes of the observation. 
Section 4-
Smidt (2015) explains that through observations, practitioners can interpret what they see, adapt their practice and extend children’s prior learning. However, the context in which observations take place significantly affects both children’s engagement and the accuracy of assessment. Play is widely recognised as the most appropriate and authentic context for observing and assessing young children. 
Play is seen as a natural medium for young children to explore, experiement and make sense of their world. Moyles (2009) states, ‘play is powerful and deepens children’s learning and understanding because it enables them to begin learning from firsthand experiences, based on what they already know and can do.’ Due to the nature of play being self-chosen and intrinsically motivating, children are more likely to demonstrate their true capabilities. 
Drummond (1998) suggests that ‘through observation we get closer to children’s learning, thinking and questions.’ Play provides access to this thinking because it allolws children to take control. In adult-led tasks, children may aim to please the adult or complete the task correctly, whereas, in child led play it reveals what children genuinely understand and how they apply their knowledge independently. 
Howard and McInnes (2009) highlight in their research that authentic play is characterised by child control, intrinsic motivation, and deep involvement. When play becomes overly structured or adult directed, it risks losing these characteristics, meaning practitioners may observe compliance rather than competence. Their research suggests that when children perceive an activity as play, they display higher levels of emotional wellbeing and engagement. In later studies, Howard and McInnes (2012) found that children’s perception of an activity as play positively impacts wellbeing and engagement which in turn supports learning. This therefore significantly implications for assessment and observations. If children feel relaxed and in control, they are more likely to demonstrate their true level of competence. However, adult interference in play can lose its essential characteristics. In these situations, practitioners may observe compliance rather than genuine understanding, leading to less accurate assessments. 
Besio et al (2018), reinforces this perspective, stating that ‘observations should be conducted during play in a naturalistic environment of children, focusing on child-initiated play rather than it being adult led.’ Naturalistic observation minimises disruption and allows behaviour to unfold authenically. This supports more reliable, more reliable, and valid assessment outcomes as children are not performing under artificial conditions.
To maximise the effectiveness of play-based observation, adults play a crucial role. Practitioners must develop the skill of standing back and observing sensitively. As Fleer (2015) explains, educators need to position themselves both inside and outside children's play. This allows independent exploration while knowing when thoughtful interaction can extend learning. Intervening too quickly may result in observing adult support rather than genuine competence.
Furthermore, a strong knowledge of child development is also essential. Nutbrown (2011) highlights that understanding how children learn enables practitioners to interpret behaviours accurately and recognise significant developmental progress within play. In addition, knowing children’s interests, confidence and prefereed ways of learning ensures observations are understood. 
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