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What is play? 
 
Howard (2013) argues the best benefit of playing is the mind frame that it creates, a state of mind that gives the opportunity to explore and try out our ideas and emotions, risk take with little fear of failing.  It is a playful condition that enables the growth of self-esteem, resilience and enhances both holistic development and well-being. Playing is a key facilitator that prepares us to embrace lifelong challenges.
Play is an experience and a form of personal communication for children, which is essential for their health and development. However, play is often overlooked in how it can impact a child's development in various stages of life starting from birth (Play Wales, 2023).  
Creative play is more than just arts, crafts, dance, or painting; it is a play that promotes the freedom to choose different objects or materials to help children make something that has no meaning or outcome and to understand the world around them. Having enabling environments encourages children to be creative, and in different forms of play, such as fantasy and pretend play; more children find natural outdoor environments that encourage children's sense of wonder (Wilson,2007). 
Creative play stimulates children's senses, touch, and sight, supporting their motor skills and hand and eye coordination. Supporting children's development practitioners must observe children's interests and extend their learning using varied materials or using music in a story, to encourage children to communicate and share ideas. By encouraging children to do so it helps children's holistic development expressing their emotions, using their motor skills, language skills and most important being creative using their imagination (Department for Education,2022).
The NACCCE 1999 reports that practitioners must encourage creativity and imagination to form creative thinking skills, in order to do this children should be encouraged to think with their own initiative and allowed to explore the natural world around them, However some people critically think how much free creative play  in schools should young children have and for the teachers to observe to promote free creative play (Presson,2005,p.106). 
Vygotsky (1995) discussed play as imagination in action: The creative process that develops in play because a real situation takes on a new and unfamiliar meaning. Although Piaget observed children at this point use imaginative play to represent objects, and they build their conceptual knowledge through make believe and role- play. At approximately 4 years of age, they show more interest in social interactions and begin enjoying games with structure and rules (Stoltz,et al,2015, p.64-70). 
To encourage creativity practitioners can provide the following activities: Painting, drawing, junk modelling, play dough, singing, listening to music, writing, cooking, moving to music and dancing, gardening, role play, and craft activities.  In outdoors providing tarpaulins and tyres etc. for children to build dens (Family Lives Matter,2025). 
Creative development is essential for children's development, encouraging imagination, creativity, and cultural awareness. Practitioners should provide regular opportunities for children to engage with the arts and explore various media and materials. The quality and variety of these experiences are crucial for developing children's understanding, self-expression, and communication skills (Department for Education, 2022). 

Physical play progresses through early childhood, forming motor skills essential for the body and social and emotional well-being. Fine motor control skills, which are linked to hand and eye coordination and early literacy, can be developed through repeated patterns and a variety of opportunities to engage in activities like puzzles, arts and crafts, and using small tools (Zeng et al.,2017, pp. 1-13). Practitioners can support this development by creating games and providing different opportunities to play outdoors and indoors, which encourages children to develop coordination, strength and balance. Physical activity is important to brain development throughout childhood. It supports cognitive development and progresses academic achievement (Carson et al.,2016, pp. 573-576).  
Benefits of physical activity - Children must have various opportunities to play indoors and outdoors to promote their physical development. They need to be active and use their bodies in various ways to challenge them.  To enhance children's physical development, nurseries could provide space for gardening, children like to collect weeds in wheelbarrows to weed the garden area. Gardening supports and extends children's physical and muscular strength, fine motor skills and coordination. By pulling weeds, picking up a stone and lifting the wheelbarrow helps build the core strength (Department for Education,2022). 
Benefits of physical development in early childhood progress from sensory exploration to the development of strength, coordination, and positional awareness through activities for babies like tummy time, crawling, and play. Toddlers and young children develop their physical skills through walking, running, jumping, balancing etc. Gross motor skills are essential for a healthy body and social-emotional well-being. 
Fine motor control, which is linked to hand-eye coordination and early literacy, can be developed through repeated and varied opportunities to engage in activities like arts and crafts, puzzles and using small tools, with feedback and support from adults (Department for Education,2022). 
There are six stages of play development during early childhood, each involving exploration, creativity, and fun. 
Unoccupied play: Babies make movements with their arms, legs, hands, and feet, learning about their body and how it moves. 
 Solitary play: Children play alone and are not interested in playing with others. 
 Onlooker play: Children watch others play but do not join in. 
 Parallel play: Children play alongside others but do not interact with them. 
Associative play: Children start interacting with others during play, but there is limited interaction. 
 Cooperative play: Children play together, showing interest in the activity and the other children involved (Pathways,2019). 
 
Self-directed play, known as open-ended play, encourages children to engage in creative and imaginative play using simple materials like cardboard tubes, balls, dolls and scarves. This type of play allows children to take the lead and explore their own ideas and thoughts, without adult direction or set outcomes. Self-directed play benefits children's holistic development by building self-confidence, as children realize they can do things on their own and through encouraging independence, where children make their own decisions and rules. Self-directed play stimulates children's imagination to encourage their own ideas or story line (Ledendecker, 2020) 

To support self-directed play, parents and caregivers can provide time for exploration and discovery, create a daily and weekly routine that includes downtime, developing observation skills, and offering open-ended toys that encourage imagination and creativity. Enabling play space supports the variety of feelings and moods that children bring with them or have during play. The space has various areas, materials, props can encourage children's experience with a range of emotions; and develop acceptance, freedom and playfulness (Skills Active,2010). Practitioner's must intervene in children's play when their or others' health or safety is at risk (Skills Active,2010). Aston (2021) suggests that in early years settings children need to have time for activities to be repeated and opportunities to investigate and explore materials independently in their play. The practitioner's role is setting up the environment and not instructing or directing the children's activities but encouraging them to experiment by asking leading questions and observing their play (Ashton,2021). Maria Montessori believed that play is children's work, and adults play a crucial role in supporting this work.
Adults can lead or support children's play, but only the latter benefits the child.
When adults control or take over play, children lose the freedom to explore, and the experience loses meaning.
Instead, adults should support children's experiences by being present and engaged, allowing them to build, learn, and explore. There are three stages of play where adults can support children's learning, planning for their play, supporting their play, and reviewing their play. In reviewing play adults can use their observations and information they have gained about the child to extend the activities and learning and can unlock the power of play. By actively participating in children's play, adults can help them learn and grow, build a supportive and trusting relationship, and unlock the power of play (Rymanowicz, 2015)

Steiner emphasized that self-directed play is essential for children's development, and that its benefits will be evident later in adult life. It sustains physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development, and helps children understand the world. It also advances social skills, such as waiting, negotiating, and resolving conflicts, and encourages problem solving. By prioritizing self-directed play, children can recap its many benefits and develop into happy, healthy, and well-rounded individuals. Children have a right to various play spaces that encourage them and provide opportunities for risk, challenge and personal growth (Skills Active,2010, p.5). 
The European Union, in their '10 Trends Transforming Education As We Know It '(2019), reported that the future aims for education are to promote lifelong learning.  They argue we live in a rapidly changing world with unknown socio-economic impacts that will necessitate lifelong learning and updating and replacing knowledge, skills, and attitudes.  This will require the ability to learn continuously, and the skills of self-directed learning will be vital and need to be begun from the early years (Ashton,2021). The Montessori approach emphasizes how child-led play develops coordination, concentration, and independence; Montessori designs environments with self-correcting learning tools to encourage children's independent exploration (Care Learning,2025). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that all children have the right to rest, leisure, play, and recreational activities. Play is defined as behaviour initiated and controlled by children, driven by intrinsic motivation, and characterized by fun, uncertainty, challenge, flexibility, and non-productivity. Child-led play is a critical enabler of children's holistic development and wellbeing, and education (Barclay et al., No Date.)

Observation is defined as how we notice or perceive a situation through watching attentively, we can record what we see. Observations of children playing in early years settings are often recorded on paper, on post its, in notes, photographic evidence, scrap books as part of assessment. (Froebal) Observations are at the heart of assessment and help us understand what children know and can do, which enables us to know what they need to do next. We can interpret a child’s voice through observing what they do and the emotions they show. Observations should be written clearly, and non-judgmentally, providing an account of an episode of learning and the practitioner's role in supporting and extending it (Scottish Border Council, 2025) The importance of observation to a practitioner is knowing each child as an individual so they can be responsive to their interests and needs, helping to build strong relationships and widen the practitioners knowledge to help guide them (Scottish Border Council, 2025).

Froebel argued that observation is important to practitioners to support their own learning by understanding the child and enabling meaningful interactions. Froebel mentioned how vital documenting important facts about each child is (The Froebel Trust Final Research Report,no.date). Observations should give an important insight into each child's development and learning outcomes; all documentation should be dated and recorded. It is important to have recorded documentation to identify a specific learning, plan for the next steps and to discuss progress with the child’s parents. The important role of a practitioner is to familiarise the progression pathways of the child to help progress or revisit learning , to help widen children’s learning practitioners can use various  lenses such as attachment theory and schemas to see the child’s interactions with the environment by taking a step back and observing children which allows them to reflect  how they can approach the outcome. Observations should state what the child is doing to ensure the next practitioner knows what they need to do to help, or to show the development of the outcome (Scottish Border Council,2025).

The narrative observation is an extended written account of an activity. It includes a record of the language used by the child, and the level of involvement and other children that they play with, narrative observations can include photos or videos of evidence.  Ideally the key practitioners are the ones who observe the child’s context of play, but if other practitioners observe a crucial development through play having a video or picture can help the key worker record this. An observation can last up to an hour, to get the most information possible through watching a child’s activity  , narrative observations are time consuming and most practitioners do not often use this form of observation The narrative observation may be planned to ensure that every child in the nursery is observed in this way once every half-term(NAEYC, n.d.)
Narrative observation captures different behaviours of how a child acts in different situations, noting the small and big things they do. It reflects how the surroundings affect what the child does or says, it encourages the holistic approach by watching the children’s activity you can see the child’s actions as a whole. The narrative observation can help look for spotting regular patterns of behaviours, having detailed feedback can help a practitioner understand a regular pattern. Narrative observations look at the child as a whole and are uninterrupted during the activity, it shows that the child is unaware of the observation undertaken. Narrative observation gives an insight of the practitioner's role which will be documented in the future, observations are often shared with parents or guardians (Care Learning,2024).
Practitioners found Narrative observations time consuming Writing down what happens which can be hard when trying to watch and note everything at once. Practitioners observing and recording can unintentionally influence what they write down because of their own feelings or thoughts. Written documentation does not show the key details of what the observation is, it does not show the thoughts or feelings, the facial expressions of what is going on in the child ‘s head, so important parts can be missed. When a child knows they are being watched it can be intrusive for them, they may not act naturally, and this can make the observation unrealistic (Care Learning,2024). Unconscious bias can influence our observations, assessments, and planning in the early years' foundation stage, to counteract this, we need to reflect more deeply on our assessments, checking our interpretations and conclusions to ensure that we deal with issues of race, gender, and identity honestly and openly (Louis and Betteridge, 2020)
A holistic approach considers all aspects of a child's development, including cognitive, social, emotional, and physical.  This enables practitioners to gain an understanding of a child's development, providing targeted support for overall wellbeing. By embracing a child-centred, strengths-based, and holistic approach to observations, practitioners can create a nurturing and empowering learning environment that supports academic growth, self-worth, and a lifelong love for learning (Chloe,2023).
By observing play, practitioners can identify what a child is interested in, how they learn, and how they respond to transitions and activities. This helps practitioners to provide better support for the child's learning and development. Observation allows educators to document and observe children's interactions, activities, and emerging skills, set goals, and plan a curriculum that caters to their individual needs. By observing play, practitioners can identify areas where they can provide additional support, such as cognitive development, social skills, physical development, emotional expression, and relationship-building. To effectively observe play, educators should ask themselves questions like: Where do children play? Who do they play with? What do they play with? What activities do they participate in? What experiences do they enjoy or do not enjoy? How do they learn best? By gathering this information, educators can create a curriculum that engages children and helps them develop and mature their individual skills, needs, and interests (Louis, 2020). The Hawthorne Effect is a frequent occurrence where when are being watched people change their behaviours because they aware they are being watched.  Children that are aware they are being watched may change their behaviour when a practitioner is observing, this outcome would not be the natural behaviour of the child, practitioners must be mindful of the data they are inputting. However, to minimise this the practitioner can use different techniques by giving the children to adjust the practitioners the time and presence without the children's knowledge they are being watched (Open Learning,2018).
Various observation methods are employed to capture the various nature of children's development, including anecdotal records, running records, learning journals, video observations, and photographs and videos. Choosing the correct observation method is crucial, considering the child's needs and the learning environment. The practitioner might not be fully aware of their biases, which can lead to unfair judgments, however a child's behaviour can trigger a reaction based on our biases, such as reacting negatively to lack of manners. Practitioners should recognize their biases and focus on collecting objective observation evidence. This involves looking beyond a child's behaviour and considering ways to support them through redirection, modeling, scaffolding, or positive reinforcement (eyworks, 2023). Observing children's play can be difficult for practitioners as they may pay more attention to the children that are louder than the ones that are quiet and can be more vague documenting observations, it shows that practitioners need to understand the quieter children and follow their behaviour (Care Learning, 2025). By observing children's behaviour at play gives an insight of children’s stages of development if there are any unusual changes or delay in physical, cognitive, emotional areas and can relay this if there is any concern of the child’s development to other agencies as well as parents or guardians (Care Learning, 2025).
Adults play a crucial role in supporting children's learning through play. The practitioner organizes the environment, provides resources, and adapts opportunities to support each child's learning. The practitioner's level of involvement varies depending on the child's needs and supports the development of emerging skills by offering help, modelling, and prompting by engaging in the child's play to develop and extend their thinking and learning. Observation is a key part of this process, as it determines the adult's actions in facilitating learning. The practitioner's role is constantly evolving as they learn more about each child's development and adapt their approach to support children's learning (Early Years Alliance, 2021) The role of the adult in early years settings can impact on children’s play and their understanding. Children can take cues from adults and children are inclined to describe an activity as play when they are asked open-ended questions and are involved in conversations that show a shared control and understanding (Mclnnes et al. 2020) How adults interact with children is vital in working together in creating a curriculum that is based on learning through play and playfulness. McInnes et al. ‘s (2020) research highlighted this adult-child interaction as crucial in early years settings. Howard and McInnes (2013) argue when children perceive activities ae play instead of not playing, they show higher emotional well-being. Their research endorses the idea that play can be observed both as a behaviour and a mental frame of mind. In addition, providing notable evidence demonstrating the value of play for children’s emotional wellbeing. This raised the importance of practitioners training to improve the understanding of the views of children regarding play and to utilise this to provide activities and environments that are playful thereby maximising the developmental possibilities of play (Howard,2013, pp 268,282).
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