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I acknowledge the use of Chat GPT on 8th March 2026 to place my references into alphabetical order. 
I used the prompt(s): 
 1. Put this list into alphabetical order & keep the media list as it is.
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work
I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.

I acknowledge the use of Chat GPT on 12th February 2026 to research theories. 
I used the prompt(s): 
1. I would like to research play theories.
2. Who links with physical play & imaginative play?
3. Where can I find credible sources of information within the last 10 years
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work
I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.

I acknowledge the use of Chat GPT on 8th March 2026 to place my references into alphabetical order. 
I used the prompt(s): 
 1. Put this list into alphabetical order & keep the media list as it is.
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work
I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence
I acknowledge the use of Chat GPT on 24th February 2026 to check my structure of my work. 
I used the prompt(s): 
1. Check how my structure of my work is looking.
2. Can you check my punctuation.
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work
I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.

I acknowledge the use of Chat GPT on 8th February 2026 to proofread my work. 
I used the prompt(s): 
 1. Proofread this piece of work
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work
I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.
I acknowledge the use of Chat GPT on 10th February 2026 to research framework in the Uk. 
I used the prompt(s): 
1. I would like more information on UK & Welsh Government frameworks or policies regarding play and wellbeing.
2. Look at the curriculum for Wales regarding play.
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work
I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.



















Children’s play: Principles and practice
[bookmark: _Int_yClrcRCP][bookmark: _Int_79tQs6In][bookmark: _Int_eZxDi6sz]Contemporary perspectives demonstrate that children learn through integrated systems of movement, imagination and social interaction. Based on a sociocultural and embodied approach, play is produced, contextual, and related through interaction, rather than as a series of disconnected cognitive phases (Fleer, 2021; Baker, Eberhart, and Le Courtois, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_TuXqQP8M][bookmark: _Int_kkPAmHLj][bookmark: _Int_BFOLamtR][bookmark: _Int_Ir0ptGqy]While developmental stage theories establish foundations, research identifies play as a cohesive system through which children control emotion, generate meaning, and mediate relationships (Whitebread et al., 2017; Fleer, 2021; Sandseter, Kleppe, and Sando, 2020). Physical and creative play are interconnected and should not be perceived as distinct domains; however, certain frameworks may impede this integration (Fleer, 2021; Whitebread et al., 2017; Howard, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_dIKDd31q]Children autonomously choose their play activities driven by curiosity about their environment and the pleasure derived from these experiences (Howard, 2020; Moyles, 2015). Play is not oriented towards predetermined outcomes; rather, it prioritises adaptability as children construct meaning through interactions with others (Grey, 2017; Whitebread et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _Int_tGoywIqb][bookmark: _Int_OV0Gq57i]As play becomes more structured and adult-directed with a predetermined outcome, children’s perception of control diminishes (Howard, 2017; Whitebread et al. 2017; Zosh et al. 2018). This reduced autonomy can hinder independent exploration and reflect directive educational practices (Howard 2020). This understanding is reflected in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which recognises play as a fundamental right under Article 31 (United Nations, 1989; UNCRC, 2013).
The Play Sufficiency Duty in Wales requires local authorities to assess and secure opportunities for children to play (Play Wales, 2025). Welsh policy recognises play as central to children’s wellbeing and development within the national Play Policy (Welsh Government, 2002; Welsh Government, 2010). 
[bookmark: _Int_ZEsAsvgJ][bookmark: _Int_oWtFiDBj][bookmark: _Int_0rKWv9wa][bookmark: _Int_KuokbsGF]Physical play encompasses activities such as climbing, balancing, chasing, and rough-and-tumble interactions, facilitating children’s exploration of movement, physical boundaries, and peer relationships (Whitebread et al., 2017; Sandseter, Kleppe, and Sando, 2020; Yalçın and Tantekin Erden, 2018). Symbolic imaginative play entails the transformation of representations, including role-playing or object substitution, wherein children attribute symbolic significance to everyday materials (Fleer, 2021; Whitebread et al., 2017). For instance, during outdoor play, a child might utilise a wooden block as a ‘phone’ to contact the fire station, while another employs a flat stone as a ‘tablet’ to check messages. As the play progresses, the same block may subsequently be transformed into a ‘ticket machine’ at a train station, demonstrating cognitive flexibility. 
Vygotsky framed play as a socially mediated activity governed by implicit rules, in which children regulate their behaviour according to the roles and expectations shown within the scenario (Whitebread et al., 2017; Fleer, 2021; McLean et al., 2022). Piaget emphasised developmental progression from functional to symbolic play, while Vygotsky focused on the regulatory dimension of play, arguing that children organise behaviour through the implicit rules embedded within shared play narratives (Fleer, 2021; Hakkarainen and Bredikyte, 2021; Yesil, Erdiller Yatmaz and Metindogan, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Int_jyYbCEkT][bookmark: _Int_6Yoh5QyQ][bookmark: _Int_2awQv0vQ]Athey’s (2007) research on schemas strengthens this integration. Repetitive patterns such as trajectory, rotation and enclosure are visible in both physical and imaginative play. A child repeatedly jumping from height while narrating escape from danger demonstrates how bodily movement and symbolic meaning operate together (Goldstein, Thompson and Kanumuru, 2022). Schema theory therefore shows that physical and symbolic play are interconnected processes (Thomas and Boulton, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_bMbHlStu][bookmark: _Int_K75M8f2u]When children integrate physical action with meaning, the object’s new identity is collectively negotiated (Fleer, 2021; Hakkarainen and Bredikyte, 2019). Environments that are highly structured and feature single-purpose toys may diminish these opportunities, whereas open-ended materials enable children to manipulate objects, assign symbolic meaning, and negotiate shared narratives. Where resources resemble their intended function, there is less need for symbolic interpretation (Casey and Robertson, 2016). There is a risk that if an adult corrects the substitution by reasserting the object’s conventional use, the narrative frame may collapse. Therefore, object substitution depends not only on children’s representational capacity but also on adult responses and environments that preserve imaginative autonomy (Howard, 2017; Zosh et al., 2018).

[bookmark: _Int_w9wYeTel][bookmark: _Int_3dkREeT6][bookmark: _Int_VOgqoXWK]Barriers to play are not evenly distributed. Risk-averse cultures, limited outdoor access, and adult anxiety surrounding rough-and-tumble or weapon play may restrict physical exploration (Brussoni et al., 2017; Sandseter, Kleppe and Sando, 2020). According to gender socialisation theory, adult expectations are culturally influenced rather than neutral. Boys’ rough-and-tumble play may be interpreted as aggression, while girls may be steered toward domestic role-play. This positioning limits expressive opportunities and reinforces gender norms (Storli and Sandseter, 2017).
[bookmark: _Int_qn2nmyq0]Imaginative play may be shaped by media influences from television, film, and books. Research has raised concerns about the decline of rough-and-tumble and weapon play in institutional settings; removing opportunities for symbolic rehearsal of power and conflict may reduce children’s chances to practise emotional regulation and develop resilience (Sandseter, Storli and Sando, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_5GzbtPtx]The concept is further developed through research on embodied cognition which posits that cognitive processes and sensory experiences are not independent but are instead emergent from bodily engagement (Glenberg and Hayes, 2016). 
[bookmark: _Int_bOP84XpS][bookmark: _Int_HmShHpiD]Consequently, both physical and symbolic play serve as interdependent processes rather than discrete entities (Zosh et al., 2018). Imaginative play facilitates the development of self-regulation and the internalisation of social norms (Fleer, 2021). Whitebread et al. (2017) identified sustained child-initiated play as a contributor to executive function development. Much of this research is situated within Western contexts where autonomy is prioritised, raising questions about its transferability across cultures (Fleer, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_xv4S1Fao][bookmark: _Int_6yXlIhKJ]Risk functions as a central regulatory component within both forms of play. Physical play may involve height, instability and speed, where children engage with uncertainty and bodily challenge (Sandseter, Kleppe and Sando, 2020). 
The Early Years Toolkit explicitly recognises the value of outdoor risk and exploratory movement in developing confidence (Play Wales, 2025). However, institutional accountability structures may prioritise visible safety over calibrated challenge, illustrating tension between policy and practice (Sandseter, Kleppe and Sando, 2020; Brussoni et al., 2017).
Within the Welsh Government’s Curriculum for Wales (2022), holistic development is emphasised. However, while policy promotes integration, institutional accountability mechanisms may still incentivise measurable outcomes, creating subtle pressure toward fragmentation despite holistic aims (Kirkby and McLaughlin, 2016).
[bookmark: _Int_AaFHqrkD][bookmark: _Int_oV1MxpxN][bookmark: _Int_4rfOWlMc][bookmark: _Int_Fss1pKji]In practice, environments that combine loose parts, climbable structures and open-ended materials better support layered engagement by enabling flexible movement, collaboration and imaginative reinterpretation (Aminpour, Bishop and Corkey, 2020; Bottrill, 2018). In an outdoor area containing tyres, planks and crates, children may construct a “lava bridge,” balancing across unstable surfaces while collaboratively developing a rescue narrative. Physical challenge operates alongside symbolic narratives of danger and cooperation. An enabling practitioner observing this play might engage in sustained shared thinking by asking, “How will you make it strong enough to hold everyone?” rather than directing construction (Whitebread et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Int_X1IwXewt][bookmark: _Int_4fCe158b][bookmark: _Int_kpJjsZLd]Fragmentation therefore arises not from children’s experience, but from adult systems of categorisation. This suggests distinctions between physical and imaginative play may reflect adult cognitive frameworks more than children’s lived experience, raising questions about how professional language itself shapes what is valued, observed and assessed (Fleer, 2021; Wood, 2020). The integration of physical and symbolic play highlights how children construct meaning through active engagement with their environment, making autonomy within play a central condition for learning (Zosh et al., 2018; Whitebread et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _Int_mGfR9NAN][bookmark: _Int_OpBUcx30][bookmark: _Int_Hsf9TpOV]Holistic development relies on integration, and autonomy sustains this process. Self-directed play refers to activity that is freely chosen, intrinsically motivated and controlled by the child (Zosh et al., 2018; Gray, 2017). Howard (2020) argues that play is defined by the psychological state of internal control rather than observable form. When adult direction becomes dominant, the regulatory and motivational qualities of play diminish (Pyle, DeLuca and Danniels, 2017; Weisberg et al., 2016). 
[bookmark: _Int_F7Ord7Mn]Moyles (2015) argues that play-based pedagogy requires adults to distinguish between supporting learning and dominating it. Self-directed play does not imply adult absence but rather adult restraint (Wood, 2020). The concept of adulteration describes situations in which adult agendas override children’s cultural play forms, often through excessive questioning, premature problem-solving or redirecting narratives toward curricular objectives. While such intervention may be well intentioned, it risks replacing autonomy with compliance (Hughes, 2012; Wood, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_7nPFP7Xy][bookmark: _Int_zdQAm1sL]Play initiated and sustained by children supports the development of concentration, flexibility, and emotional self-regulation (Whitebread et al., 2017). However, McLean et al. (2022) highlighted the tension between practitioners stated commitment to child-led learning and the pressures of outcome-driven systems. As much of the evidence is self-reported, differences between stated beliefs and practice may occur. Accountability structures may shift behaviour towards directive instruction, while social desirability bias may lead practitioners to present autonomy-supportive approaches more consistently than implemented (Kirkby and McLaughlin, 2017; Bergen and Labonté, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_GQzpGb8U][bookmark: _Int_vRTXhd4s][bookmark: _Int_b3H34cTG][bookmark: _Int_5rddQn1d][bookmark: _Int_hqYf5P4z][bookmark: _Int_Kekuwm8W][bookmark: _Int_nouOY6E0][bookmark: _Int_dXOsB6mw][bookmark: _Int_A6gVPrTu][bookmark: _Int_li2IIeVx]Adult intervention should be responsive with the primary objective of ensuring safety and inclusion. This approach aligns with the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) where adults provide scaffolding to facilitate the acquisition of new skills without assuming ownership of the activity (McLeod, 2025; Raslan, 2024). Learning occurs when children engage in tasks slightly beyond their independent ability with appropriate adult support (Pass, 2025). Practitioners adopt a role of observers rather than leaders in the activity, focusing on the child’s objectives and offering minimal support such as introducing new materials, posing open-ended questions or demonstrating thinking processes (Xi & Lantolf, 2020). As the child’s competence progresses, this support is incrementally withdrawn enabling the child to maintain control over the play. Consequently, play remains child-directed while simultaneously fostering cognitive, social and emotional development through interactions with more knowledgeable individuals, as suggested by Vygotsky (Brodie, 2024).

Contemporary sociocultural perspectives extend upon earlier developmental theories by emphasising the co-construction of learning through meaning, movement, and interaction within shared activities (Fleer, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_BMFey4xF][bookmark: _Int_YBH7eUQ7][bookmark: _Int_H9qgwXio][bookmark: _Int_J2ehGWVo]This perspective is echoed within Reggio Emilia philosophy, which views the environment as the ‘third teacher’ and emphasises pedagogical listening over directed teaching (Robson and Mastrangelo, 2023; Domingues and Carlotto, 2025). In Reggio-inspired educational environments, the emergent curriculum is shaped by the interests of children and collaborative inquiry rather than being guided by predetermined outcomes (Biermeier, 2015). Documentation in Reggio-informed practice is interpretative and reflective rather than evaluative (Biermeier, 2015). Similarly, the HighScope conflict resolution approaches enable children to articulate perspectives and generate solutions independently before adult mediation. These concepts show how adults may support growth via play while not taking control of the process (Garcia, Hickman and Ronda, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_XBPzhRyl]Risk regulation illustrates this balance. In superhero play involving mock combat, an over-directive response may halt activity due to perceived aggression. An enabling adult negotiates safety boundaries ensuring consent and enjoyment while maintaining narrative intensity (Storli, 2021). Calibrated risk-taking within self-directed play significantly contributes to the development of positive behaviour regulation and inclusive participation aligning with module learning outcomes related to adventurous play and wellbeing (Sandseter and Kennair, 2011; Brussoni et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _Int_JolAmIFZ][bookmark: _Int_f2XN0VRI][bookmark: _Int_0a09Whh8]Children may exhibit domain-specific competence that surpasses adult understanding, especially in media-informed or digitally driven narratives (Marsh et al., 2020). Recognising this is critical for practitioners as it calls into question the idea that adults always have the most expertise in the learning environment (Kumpulainen and Lipponen, 2020). When children are given the opportunity to discuss and apply what they already know, their ideas can influence the course of play and learning (Marsh et al., 2020; Kumpulainen and Lipponen, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_CHHxwRFH][bookmark: _Int_UC8oTUG1]Acknowledging children’s knowledge enables practitioners to focus on their interests and perspectives rather than directing play towards adult objectives (Wood, 2019). This approach challenges hierarchical assumptions and fosters reciprocal learning partnerships (Wood, 2019; Hilppö, Kumpulainen and Lipponen, 2016). Consequently, self-directed play necessitates knowledgeable adults who can manage acceptable uncertainty while ensuring wellbeing (Sandseter, Kleppe, and Sando, 2020; Brussoni et al., 2017). Autonomy does not imply the absence of adult presence but rather a presence marked by attunement and informed judgement (Sandseter, Kleppe, and Sando, 2020).

[bookmark: _Int_dXEp0Eu0][bookmark: _Int_LHxFmuBg][bookmark: _Int_WRfqiUdL]Observation in early childhood education is a systematic yet interpretive method for collecting evidence about children’s engagement and development (Wood, 2019; McLachlan, Fleer and Edwards, 2018). Assessment within the Curriculum for Wales is intended to promote progression rather than function as a summative classification (Welsh Government, 2022). However, the selection of assessment tools affects the observable dimensions within educational settings (Wood, 2019; McLachlan, Fleer, and Edwards, 2018). Recent studies on observational instruments aimed at assessing classroom support and engagement further illustrate how assessment frameworks direct the focus of practitioners during observation (Wolf et al., 2025).

The Social Observation and Guidance System (SOGS) define patterns of social interaction across temporal and spatial dimensions, producing quantifiable data concerning peer engagement and inclusion (Sagastui, Herrán, and Anguera, 2020). This is consistent with sociocultural theory, which posits that development arises through participation (Fleer, 2018). Nonetheless, SOGS places emphasis on observable interactions. A child who is deeply engaged in solitary symbolic play may seem peripheral, despite their prominent level of engagement (Wood, 2025).

Whereas the SOGS focuses on patterns of social interaction within play, the Leuven Involvement Scale prioritises the quality of children’s engagement and emotional involvement in activities (Laevers and Declercq, 2018).

[bookmark: _Int_9eJ8A1xQ][bookmark: _Int_L3cd1TOK][bookmark: _Int_mNLJ0YCx][bookmark: _Int_y7uDTwFj]The Hawthorne effect describes how people tend to change their behaviour when they realise, they are being observed. (Nelson et al., 2017). In educational contexts, children may adjust their behaviour when they perceive adults observing or documenting their actions (Sim and Waterfield, 2019). Interpretations of such behaviours may be affected by unconscious biases. Piaget’s observations of his own children exemplify how proximity can reinforce pre-existing assumptions, while the limited and culturally specific sample restricts the generalisability of these findings. This raises questions regarding the objectivity of developmental claims derived from intimate and non-replicated studies (Lourenço, 2016).
[bookmark: _Int_sBnRKRkD][bookmark: _Int_Nsv4KhLp]Kurt (2019) cautions that structured observational frameworks may prioritise visible engagement while overlooking quieter forms of participation, thereby reinforcing normative expectations of sociability. The halo effect may impact interpretation since practitioners’ earlier preconceptions about a child’s disposition inform later evaluation (Kahneman, 2025). Without reflexive awareness, evaluation may reinforce expectations rather than disclose genuine skill (Liang, 2019).
The Leuven Scale prioritises experiential quality in evaluating wellbeing and involvement (Laevers and Declercq, 2017). High involvement is indicative of intrinsic motivation and concentration, which corresponds to Howard’s (2020) conceptualisation of authentic play (Laevers and Declercq, 2017; Howard, 2020). Nonetheless, dependence on practitioner judgement introduces concerns about consensus reliability, especially when practitioners have varying interpretations of involvement and social competence (Tickell, 2011).

[bookmark: _Int_fbsvCSLW]Performative documentation may split integrated development into measurable fragments as evaluative systems that prioritise compliance over divergent creativity have been critiqued. The purpose of assessment within the Curriculum for Wales is to support progression rather than categorise attainment, emphasising increasing independence, complexity, and transfer of learning (Welsh Government, 2022).

[bookmark: _Int_IqRbMyWU]The practical value of these tools depends on practitioner response. If SOGS mapping reveals a child consistently positioned at the edge of group play, a deficit interpretation may pathologise the child. A reflective practitioner, as described by Fleer (2016), considers the environmental structure, peer dynamics, and resource positioning. Potential adjustments in this context may involve redistributing materials to facilitate smaller collaborative groups or providing subtle support for peer entry without resorting to direct instruction, as suggested by Howard (2020).
[bookmark: _Int_5eL0Myps]Similarly, low Leuven involvement should prompt environmental or relational adaptation rather than increased adult control. Practitioners may revisit the child’s interests, modify challenge levels, or reduce overstimulation. In this way, assessment informs provision rather than categorisation (Laevers and Declercq, 2018).
Digital documentation can support longitudinal coherence but may intensify performative evidence production (Cowan and Flewitt, 2021). Narrative observations, including context, emotion, and peer interaction, offer deeper insights than checklist fragments. Electronic devices support longitudinal tracking and consistency across teams, but their visible presence may intensify the Hawthorne effect, altering children’s behaviour when they perceive evaluation (McCambridge, Witton, and Elbourne, 2014). Over-reliance on digital recording may prioritise observable outcomes, shifting attention from engagement to evidence production (Cowan and Flewitt, 2021).
When used reflexively, SOGS and Leuven methodologies provide complementary perspectives on children’s participation and engagement (Laevers and Declercq, 2018; Sagastui, Herrán and Anguera, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_ABucJCdC][bookmark: _Int_P1qSg86f][bookmark: _Int_eDKKGSSh][bookmark: _Int_Icr8P5nR]Play serves as a framework within which children function at the peak of their abilities, driven by intrinsic motivation (Zosh et al., 2018; Yogman et al., 2018). Studies indicate that playfulness diminishes when tasks are seen as evaluative or excessively structured (Sproule, Walsh and McGuinness, 2021). Consequently, observing children during self-directed play increases ecological validity by capturing genuine behaviour (Sagastui, Herrán and Anguera, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Int_dNNfP72H]Curtis (2026) proposes a ‘notice, analyse, respond’ framework in which observation begins with deep attentiveness rather than immediate interaction. Adults may appear externally passive while remaining cognitively active. Significant developmental insight may arise during transitional moments such as snack time, tidying or handwashing, where independence and social negotiation become visible (Sagastui, Herrán and Anguera, 2020). Responding may occur in the moment or through later environmental adjustment. Research examining children’s perspectives in early childhood settings suggests that intrusive questioning or visible documentation can interrupt the flow of play and interaction, potentially altering authentic engagement (Einarsdóttir, 2017).
[bookmark: _Int_w2gsvtQQ][bookmark: _Int_JPUgcxwp]Play chosen by children demonstrates the integration of cognitive, social and regulatory processes (Zosh et al., 2018; Whitebread et al., 2017). Within the ZPD proposed by Vygotsky, adults can extend emerging competence through responsive observation while avoiding appropriation of the play frame (Fleer, 2019).
[bookmark: _Int_3dYeEds8][bookmark: _Int_JK0kYsax][bookmark: _Int_kl2qykPh]For instance, during rough-and-tumble play an adult may delay intervention while monitoring regulation, intervening only when signs of distress emerge. By establishing a safe boundary of engagement, the practitioner gains clearer insight into children’s negotiation and self-regulation (Sandseter, Kleppe and Sando, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_QS5aJnUs][bookmark: _Int_btQJCccp][bookmark: _Int_RFmP5p2l]Play often requires adults to balance participation with restraint. Research on play-based pedagogy indicates that excessive adult direction can disrupt children’s exploration and meaning-making (Zosh et al., 2018; Fleer, 2019). Respectful observation therefore involves positioning the practitioner as an attentive participant rather than an external evaluator, enabling recognition of learning processes within play (Sagastui, Herrán and Anguera, 2020). Changing the culture of early childhood assessment may require acknowledging that successful teaching is not always immediately visible; attentive observation and reflective restraint can represent informed pedagogical judgement (Cowan and Flewitt, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_8Q38PS1S][bookmark: _Int_mbYHpiXn]Documentation practices further illustrate this distinction. A checklist might record “balances independently” or “uses imaginative language,” fragmenting experience. A narrative learning record instead describes how a child balanced across crates while coordinating peers in a rescue storyline, integrating physical coordination, symbolic imagination and leadership. Narrative documentation should reflect sociocultural perspectives by acknowledging that development is embedded in relationships, dialogue, and shared activities (Stover and de Vocht, 2020; Fleer, 2019). Accurate assessment requires observing play while preserving the autonomy that makes it developmentally powerful (Zosh et al., 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_wRmeOGw5][bookmark: _Int_9q4SDfvv]An impartial lens must be used to analyse assessment. Language variety, neurodivergent modes of expression, and cultural communication styles may not meet the behavioural expectations built into many evaluation methods (Souto-Manning and Rabadi-Raol, 2018; Pellicano and den Houting, 2022). These frameworks can perpetuate inequality rather than promote development if critical reflection is missing, since educational evaluation systems have the ability to repeat structural disparities when underlying assumptions are not challenged (Lu et al., 2024). As a result, assessment techniques reflect embedded cultural norms rather than objective developmental facts, requiring practitioners to evaluate data with critical flexibility rather than simply following procedures. In this sense, assessment does not simply record development but participates in constructing the developmental subject it seeks to evaluate (Souto-Manning and Rabadi-Raol, 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_Zf8OOVRo]The central contradiction in early childhood practice lies not between play and evaluation, but between autonomy and standardised or performative outcomes. Physical and symbolic imaginative play are interwoven embodied activities. Self-directed involvement promotes developmental integration, yet over-direction and performative assessment have the potential to fragment it (Zosh et al., 2018; Wood, 2020).
Observation tools provide insight into children’s play; however, their effectiveness depends on practitioners being able to interpret what they see and respond appropriately (Smidt, 2015; Sagastui, Herrán and Anguera, 2020). The challenge for practitioners is analysing play without compromising children’s agency or autonomy. Early childhood practice therefore depends not on rejecting assessment but on ensuring it protects the conditions that allow self-directed play to remain developmentally generative, particularly where dominant frameworks risk embedding cultural assumptions within evaluation practices (Souto-Manning and Rabadi-Raol, 2018).
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