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Section 1
Play is widely viewed as a universal activity with children naturally motivated to participate. Play refers to an activity that involves engagement, attention, and intrinsic motivation, children’s play can involve imagination, creativity, and symbolism and is seen as focusing on the process over the outcome (The Education Hub, 2019). Play is most often connected with children and is vital for their holistic development and intellectual growth. Play helps children build their understanding of their environment, (Macdonald, 2022).
Fantasy play refers to a type of play where children take part in different scenarios, they are unlikely to experience in everyday life. For example, they might act as a superhero, a magical character from a fairytale, or take an object and use it as something else, such as a cardboard box as a rocket. By assuming various roles, fantasy play allows children to enhance their understanding of the world and explore the line between imagination and reality. It fosters children's imagination and creativity through adopting different characters and hypothetical scenarios. Fantasy play can also give children the opportunity to use imaginary scenarios to express themselves and work through sources of anxiety. Fantasy play can also promote a child's self-confidence and achievement as children decide on their own outcomes of the situations. The experience of fantasy play is crucial for developing a child’s social skills and emotional intelligence, helping them recognise their own emotions and the emotions of others. This in turn helps foster healthy relationships in the future (Rees-Edwards, 2022).
Fantasy play can be supported in practice by providing materials such as dressing up clothes and accessories, props, playsets, and figures. Alongside these materials children can adopt countless roles and create their own imaginative worlds. Adults can also encourage fantasy play by taking part, adults can demonstrate creative ways of using materials while strengthening the relationship between themselves and the child. During fantasy play adults can also model good behaviour, turn taking, and sharing, while also following the child’s lead giving them a boost of self-esteem (Child mind institute, 2025).
Piaget’s theory of play includes the preoperational stage which occurs in early childhood, Piaget observed that during this stage children start incorporating pretend elements into their play, this can enhance their language and cognitive skills through imaginative and fantasy play and can help children develop their reasoning skills (Owen, 2021). This closely links with Vygotsky’s theory of play; his concept of fully developed play highlights how pretend play is important when supporting a child's cognitive development and that it is fundamental to developing a child's imagination and thinking skills supporting both their social and cultural progression (Teach Early Years, no date).
Creative play is commonly aligned with arts and craft-based activities. However, opportunities that allow children to satisfy and explore their curiosity and articulate themselves can support the creative development in children (Rees-Edwards, 2022). Creative play is often seen as using the imagination to manipulate materials for their own value or in different ways. Children will often play with “loose parts”, and this can be in solidarity or with their peers. Creative play is one of the most widely recognised forms of play. It goes beyond supplying children with creative materials and lets children create freely as opposed to following pre-set instructions. 
Creative play is closely associated with problem solving, curiosity, and the desire to explore the environment (Play Wales, 2023).

The benefits of creative play include allowing children to share their thoughts, feelings and ideas through drawing or other craft activities This can be beneficial for children who are not able to express themselves verbally. Creative play nurtures a child's imagination, aiding skills like problem solving and creative thinking, as it can often require strategic thinking and planning. It also helps build self-confidence, as creating a project can create a sense of achievement. In addition to this, creative play can improve a child's fine motor skills and hand-eye coordination, as tasks such as modelling clay, cutting, sticking, and drawing involve careful attention to detail (Care learning, 2024).
Creative play can be supported in practice by providing children with a variety of loose parts or simple materials and resources that encourage creativity while maintaining an engaging environment. An environment that limits a child's opportunities and experiences restricts their freedom to explore.
Vygotsky believed that creativity is inherent in all human beings, including children, and that creativity forms the basis of technology, science, and art. He states that when a child is creative and produces a piece of art, they manipulate materials, creating an emotional response and encourages the viewer to form their own interpretation (Lindqvist, 2023). Similarly, Bruner’s theory of Discovery learning, suggests that learners develop their understanding through interaction and the use of concrete materials, helping learners grasp the process of knowledge and understanding (Aubrey and Riley, 2022, p. 121).

Section 2
Self-directed play gives children opportunities to explore new experiences, be creative and imaginative, build their social skills, and experiment with things they are interested in. Self-directed play can grow from a focused activity originally presented by an adult or can originate from ideas from their home and surroundings. This highlights what the child wants and is interested in learning about. The child has chosen to play in this way, making it self-directed play. During self- directed play, children can explore their own ideas using available resources in any way they prefer (Moyles, 2010).
Adults only interfere on these activities, if there is a risk of harm to the children or themselves, or if it affects the other children's learning or play (Moyles, 2010).
According to Gray (2013), the term play is reserved for an activity that is chosen and led by the child, driven by their own curiosity, and interests, and organised following the rules the child creates. During self-directed play, the child is actively thinking, attentive, and fully involved and focused on the activity, this also offers the child the opportunity to be relaxed, without a fear of judgement or concern about the outcomes of the activity.

Self-directed play strengthens the understanding of social behaviour and communication, creative thinking and the ability to problem solve, confidence and emotional regulation, however, adults need to play an important role, this includes making sure the children have appropriate space and time to play, observing what is happening and only acting if necessary to keep everyone included and safe (Rooted in play, no date). The adult's role in self-directed play includes ensuring the indoor and outdoor environment is safe for children to play, this includes regular checks of the play equipment for any damages and ensuring the area is safe from any hazards such as slipping hazards or sharp objects, in addition to this it is important that adults are observing play to prevent any injuries or conflicts. Providing children with a safe and inclusive environment allows children to explore without any unnecessary dangers giving them the confidence they need to learn and explore.
Adults can also support children's creativity and imagination by offering a range of resources and materials to stimulate their creativity, such as arts and crafts materials and costumes. It is essential that adults provide materials that are appropriate to the children's age and accessible and safe for all children, while frequently updating and switching materials to keep children engaged. To support positive self-directed play, adults can also demonstrate social behaviour such as listening, taking turns, and sharing. Allowing children to access a range of materials to support their self-directed play, helps them make choices, and provides them with new learning experiences (Care learning, 2024).
Self-directed play is important because it allows children to make their own choices, use their imagination, take control, and freely set their own outcomes and goals without the pressure to produce specific results given by adults (Broadhead, Howard and Wood, 2010). According to Waters-Davies (2022), during self-directed play, children explore their own interests while being curious, engaged, and enjoying themselves. Self-directed play helps children build their imagination, encourages them to be creative, and offers opportunities for problem solving. In addition to this, self-directed play gives children the ability to make their own choices, this is beneficial for a child's mental health, cognitive development, and overall wellbeing. Children who do not have adequate opportunities to make their own choices tend to be more reliant on others for longer periods and are more likely to be easily influenced, which can reduce their self-esteem.
Vygotsky suggests that before a child turns three years old, they lack a developed sense of imagination and that imagination stems from play and active engagement He suggested that play helps children prepare for what they will do in school and is an essential component for the child’s intellectual development (Aubrey, 2019). This links closely to Piaget’s theory, which states that children during the toddler and early childhood stages, intelligence can be reflected in the growth of a child’s imagination. Most children at this stage enjoy self-directed play where they can play and explore by themselves, children can enhance their cognitive skills by the engagement of different types of play, for example through imaginary play children can discover, interact, and connect with their peers, while also developing and strengthening their language and communication skills (O’ Alharbi, 2022).
Self-directed play can also build a child's confidence by giving them the understanding of how much they can do on their own. It provides children with independence in a secure and enabling environment while also teaching them to solve their own problems. Self-directed play allows children to learn at their individual pace, expanding on their knowledge in ways that are meaningful to them and cultivates intrinsic motivation, letting children naturally challenge themselves to try new things (Montessori School, 2024). 
Section 3
Observing children at play offers an ideal opportunity to assess children’s interests and capabilities. Observing children in their natural play context allows practitioners to develop a holistic understanding of the child and gain insight into the children’s strengths and areas of interest (Broadhead, Howard and Wood, 2010). Observations are fundamental to assessment, they are used to assess children’s growth and development, support the planning of future activities, establish the children’s interests, identify any potential areas of concern, and to provide parents and other professionals with relevant information (Owen, 2021, p. 191). 
The Department for Education (2014) promotes observations as a tool for evaluating children’s interests and achievements, thus supporting the implementation of effective planning. It is necessary that those carrying out the observations are confident and have the appropriate training and are aware of what to focus on and how to record the supporting evidence. Observations must be carried out in a neutral, non-judgemental approach complying with ethical standards. Full regard should be given once prior consent has been granted, to the rights of the child, the child’s views, the purpose of conducting the observation, and the need to uphold confidentiality (Yates et al, 2020).
Observation helps practitioners identify a connection between learning and play and doing so practitioners can see what children are learning, any challenges they face, activities they enjoy, how they take part and how they interpret their social and cultural environment. Using this information, practitioners can work with children to extend their learning (Broadhead, Howard and Wood, 2010). 
The observation method, Schedule of Growing Skills (SOGS) is an assessment applicable to children from birth to five years and can be used at any time It supports practitioners in assessing eight key areas of development, such as movement skills,  visuals perception, manipulative skills growth , listening and communication, oral skills, social interaction skills, personal care and cognitive abilities (NHS, 2022). During this observation method, children’s complete various tasks, with scores for each area of development recorded, scores are then totalled up at the end, the assessment measures a child’s skills across different developmental areas, with results given as a specific age in months. The assessment is then documented and shared with parents or carers and the child’s GP to communicate the results. Paediatricians with the results of the assessment will then determine whether the child has any developmental delays, and whether they need further assessment or support from other agencies (NHS, 2022).
The Schedule of Growing Skills is designed to be efficient as it requires little training and takes approximately 20 minutes to administer. The assessment also comes with a user's guide which provides clear instructions on how to administer each assessment area, along with guidance on scoring procedures, and interpreting the results of the assessment. The Schedule of Growing Skills offers insight into whether the child’s development is on track and can identify any possible areas of difficulty. Therefore, most health visitors and paediatricians are expected to be familiar with its content and approach (Bellman, Lingam and Aukett, 1996). 
However, The Schedule of Growing Skills showed limitation to observing young children’s development, according to Williams et al (2013), this observation method was seen to have a concern over the span of age bands and that it may not reflect changes as children grow older.  A particular issue with The Schedule of Growing Skills is that the different age groups that are used become much broader as children age, in the first year of observing, the child’s development is checked every two months, however by 36 months they span an entire year, as these age ranges expand, this observation may fail to detect subtle but important changes in children that are older.
The Schedule of Growing Skills provides a holistic view of the child as it focuses on eight key areas of a child's development, it encourages children to participate by being offered engaging toys to play with while they are being observed. These activities cover many areas of development not just one single skill, and by assessing the areas together the assessment provides an extensive view of the child’s overall development (Bellman,Lingam and Aukett, 1996).

Section 4
Observations enable practitioners to gain a deeper understanding of how young children learn and develop through play. Observing the behaviours of a child through child-centred interactions supports adults understanding of the child’s developmental needs, monitors their progression and supports planning for their future learning and development. 
Observing the child during play enables practitioners to gain a deeper understanding of how children learn and develop through play while viewing things from the child’s perspective. This is enabled through observing their actions, facial expressions, gestures and language. In addition to this observing during play helps practitioners understand children’s emotions, identify what engages their curiosity, acknowledge their interests and monitor the progression of their skills informing planning for future development (Welsh Government, 2025).
The purpose of observation is to watch without disrupting play; however, it can occasionally interrupt a child’s natural play and behaviour. If a child is aware of being observed, they may behave differently therefore affecting the accuracy of the assessments results. For instance, a child may be cautious to explore the environment if they think they are being monitored and judged (Care Learning, 2025). 
 Observing during play forms a holistic perspective on the child's development as it provides an insight into the child's social and emotional development through their expressions, their emotions, and how they develop social connections. A child’s speech, language and communication development is also evident in play as it shows how they express themselves and interact with others. In conjunction with this play allows practitioners to observe the child's physical development through children exploring their surroundings, and how they demonstrate the use of their fine motor skills and gross motor skills while gaining confidence in their physical skills. These areas are interconnected and affect each other (Welsh Government, 2025).
According to Dewey, play provides children with the opportunity to use their natural curiosity and understand their experiences through reflecting and learning. In the same way, adults can gain a deeper understanding of the child’s developmental progression by observing attentively and reflecting on the outcomes, to then using the information to find ways to support further development (Moyles, 2010).
Adults can support observations during play in many ways, including providing an enabling environment. Adults need to create a well-resourced and supportive environment for children to play in and should provide a wide range of materials that motivate children to explore and play. The environment should also respond to the varied needs of all children, it must be a space that supports multiple types of play and should be an environment where children can feel in control to make their own choices and develop a sense of autonomy (Howard and McInnes, 2013). 
In addition to this, adults need to provide sufficient uninterrupted time for children to play so they can immerse themselves fully and establish a natural rhythm and flow, supporting them to expand their play in meaningful ways, this highlights the importance of standing back and observing children through play and to only intervene if necessary (Howard and McInnes, 2013). 
Lev Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal development emphasises the significance of observing children during play. The Zone of Proximal Development identifies the gap in which a child can accomplish something alone, and their potential development with assistance. With careful observation during play, adults can identify moments where a child may need appropriate support. Instead of controlling the play, adults can offer subtle support, modelling and questioning to deeper their learning without taking control. Therefore, adults during observation can tailor their support and respond effectively while preserving the child’s engagement and independence (Care learning, 2025).
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