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Section 1 
Throughout this section, the importance of play types will be explored, with a focus on holistic play. The play types that will be discussed are Constructive play and Physical play. Play has a key role in children’s development, as Children’s Parliament (2010) states, children have a right to play therefore, play has a fundamentally important role in a child’s health and wellbeing.
Play is a key component for healthy brain development, which is a fundamental aspect of childhood and has a vital role in supporting a child’s cognitive, physical, social and emotional development, while also allowing them to explore environments and gain life skills (Hutt, 2002).  Each play type contributes uniquely to the child’s learning development. Teachers Institute (2023) notes that holistic play recognises that children learn more effectively through experiences rather than being taught. This approach reflects John Dewey’s concept of experiential learning, which he valued that children need real-world experiences to help promote problem-solving, critical thinking and reflection (Lockitt, 2024).

Constructive play
Constructive play is a type of play where a child builds, creates and manipulates objects (Medical Centric Podcast, 2023). Constructive play supports a child’s holistic development in a wide range of skills, including cognitive development, early maths skills by using shapes, balance, size, and quantity needed for their project, fine motor skills by stacking toys, joining materials while also promoting hand-eye coordination, spatial awareness, language, social skills, physical development, creativity, and problem-solving as they are planning what they are wanting to achieve and adapting their plan if things do not work straight away, while also supporting creativity and helping to build problem-solving (Lockitt, 2024). Construction play will also support a child’s social and emotional development as children will work together in a team, share resources, ideas and help each other out. 
Constructive play has several beneficial effects on a child’s development. There are multiple types of constructive play, including blocks, Lego, manipulative toys (magnetic tiles and maths cubs), box construction, woodwork, and puzzles (McLlroy, 2024). All of which help to develop a wide range of skills, including cognitive development, early maths skills, fine motor skills, spatial awareness, language, social skills, physical development, creativity, and problem-solving. 
Constructive play can be done alone, or it can encourage children to socialise with others, thereby fostering teamwork (Amin, 2021). 
How can it be supported in practise
In practise, construction play can be supported by the practitioners providing a wide range of resources such as construction sets, recycled items and blocks. Practitioners can support the children by observing them and offering appropriate, but ensuring the practitioner is talking over the activity and still allowing the child to lead the activity. Practitioners can also support language skills by using open-ended questions, which will encourage them to extend their vocabulary (Arnerich, 2021)
Physical play 
Physical play involves movement, coordination and strength, activities for this could include dancing, throwing, climbing, balancing, and running. Physical play supports a child’s holistic development as it contributes to not only physical health but to their emotional, social and cognitive development (Play World, 2026). Regular physical activity helps a child's health, growth and reduces the risk of obesity, while also strengthening a child’s gross motor skills, coordination and strength (Ertheo Education & Sport, 2019). A child's cognitive development is supported by the child learning to assess risk, judge distance, follow rules, and solve situations on their own. Physical play supports a child emotionally by allowing them to build confidence and engage in activities that involve challenges, such as an obstacle course (Play Scotland, 2012).
Jakobsen and Fischer (2022) mention that Piaget’s theory highlighted that children learn best through sensory and physical experiences, because it allows them to explore the activity and the world around them. He also believed that by a child having hands-on experience, for example, touching and moving objects, the child would then understand the cause and effects, and that also helps develop early thinking skills and build their knowledge, which would then support a child later on in life as they grow through different stages (Jakobsen and Fischer, 2022). 
How can physical play be supported? 
In an early years setting, physical play can be supported in a variety of ways. Practitioners can provide the children with safe and stimulating environments both indoors and out, ensuring there is a wide range of safe equipment and ample space to explore. These resources allow the children to develop fundamental physical skills such as running, balancing, jumping and climbing. 
By observing the children during these activities, practitioners can recognise each child’s learning levels and interests, which then helps plan and provide the appropriate activities with the correct challenges. 
Section 2 
In this section, it will show a clear understanding of the importance of children having their say in play and how the role of an adult is important in children’s play. 
What is self-directed play? 
Unlike adult-led activities, which are structured, planned activities and usually created for a learning outcome, self-directed play ensures children can explore with freedom and choice (Twinkl, No Date). 
Self-directed play is voluntary, open-ended, child-led play in which children have control over which toys they want to play with, who they want to play with, how long to play the game, and how they want to play, without adult input (Department for Education, 2025). This type of play is usually based on the child’s curiosity, interests and imagination rather than the practitioner setting out stations (Play Adventures, 2019). 
Within this type of play, it can include construction play, physical play, imaginative play or creative play (Brodie, 2026). Self-directed play increases motivation, as children are more engaged in the activities, they take part in, because it is their personal choice to play with those types of toys. Children can develop problem-solving skills, independence, and confidence with this type of play because they feel they are in control and able to make their own decisions, which helps a child develop problem- solving skills, independence and confidence. When a child chooses to approach a task or solve a problem during play, they learn to think critically, exploring different ideas and reflecting on their choices, which allows the child to learn and play at their own pace, as there is no time limit or end goal (Ledendecker, 2020). However, University of Cambridge (2022) suggests that guided play from a practitioner that includes open-ended questions and offering support can deepen a child’s thinking skills but also allow the child to feel in control of the task, this has been found to work best on literacy and numeracy observations.
How can adults support self-directed play?
An adult’s role in self-directed play is to provide a safe, well-guided, well-resourced environment, including open-ended resources, which then allows the children to explore and use their imagination. The practitioner can also ask open-ended questions to encourage the child to solve problems and also promote communication and language skills; this would still involve the child being in control of the activity (Children’s Board Hillsborough County, no date). The practitioner has three roles during self-directed play. These are the observer which is the practitioner watching the child play and not interfering, next is the partner and this role is when the practitioner interacts with the child to support and join in but only when invited. The third role is the facilitator, which includes the practitioner providing appropriate resources and providing an enabling environment (Early Excellence, No Date). 
While the child is playing, the practitioner has an opportunity to observe the children to have a better understanding of each child's developmental needs, to be able to plan appropriate activities further along, and to have a better idea of the child’s interests (Machan, 2016). As Children’s Board Hillsborough County (no date) suggest when children are doing self-directed play the practitioners can follow the Watch– Wait – Wonder plan which includes Watch – before interfering, the practitioner should pause and see what is happening, Wait- giving the children time to take the steps and the final step, Wonder – which instead of the practitioner correcting the child they could talk to the child and say ‘what are you working on?’. With the practitioner making use of all the different roles it allows them to correctly observe while allowing the child to take control and showing they are there for support if needed (Children’s Board Hillsborough County, no date). 
Vygotsky's scaffolding theory links to this as he believed adults can provide temporary support, which allows the child to take control, then the practitioner extends the learning by modelling language, asking open-ended questions and providing small amounts of guidance when needed (Sarikas, 2019). However, the adult must not over-support, as too much intervention from the practitioner may decrease the child’s development of independence and problem-solving skills (Sarikas, 2019). 
Self-directed play is important for children’s holistic development; it gives the child more independence. It helps develop problem-solving skills, as the child must explore the situation and develop self-efficacy through independent exploration of their own strengths without relying on the practitioner's guidance (Connect Childcare, 2024). It also encourages social and emotional growth by requiring them to work together to discuss and explore, which is an important part of a child’s development (Inclusive Teach, 2023). Furthermore, self-directed play helps the individual build self-confidence by allowing them to explore and make their own choices, while encouraging independence. Research shows that children can learn more when they are interested in the topic they are playing with, as they are naturally curious (Griffith, 2024). When it comes to a topic they are interested in, their development is enhanced because the child is more driven to investigate and persevere through difficulties, which strengthens and promotes their overall growth and development (Teachers Institute, 2022). Furthermore, self-directed play encourages emotional well-being and allows children to express their feelings and explore real-life situations, which is important for managing stress and change later on in life. 

Section 3 
What is observation, and why are observations important?
Observation within early years settings is a process of listening, watching and documenting a child’s interactions, enabling the practitioner to gain insight into the child’s development and behaviour and to develop a deeper understanding of the child’s learning (Care Learning, 2024). Observations serve several purposes; they are a key part to fostering holistic development and enabling the practitioner to assess the child’s level and tailor activities to meet the child’s needs and interests, which in turn create a more effective, happy learning environment. Observations are important for the practitioner to track children’s cognitive, physical, communication, language, and social-emotional growth and development, which are the foundation for promoting positive developmental outcomes (Ejiegbu, 2025). Care Learning (2024) suggests that parent engagement with observations helps build trust between parents and practitioners, promoting communication and giving parents or carers insight into the child’s development and any additional support they could provide at home. Observations give a holistic understanding by watching the child in several situations, which helps the practitioner understand the child and the support needed to create a nurturing environment where children feel valued and heard (Care Learning, 2024). As Birth to 5 Matters (No Date) highlight the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child Article 12 states the child has the right to express their views and to have them taken seriously.   						 
What is a running record? 
The observation type that will be discussed is the running record, which is a detailed method of observation to document a child’s behaviour or actions while it is happening and is mainly written in the present tense (Bright Wheel, 2025). A running record observation needs to include all the information that has happened over the period you observed (Lorina, 2021). To carry out a running record it would require the practitioner to observe a specific child during a time frame, the practitioner would then observe and document everything in detail that occurs during that time including the child’s behaviour, the setting and sequence of the behaviour, the final step takes place after the observation and it required the practitioner to review the information, looking for strengths and areas for improvement and analyse for further planning and support.  Running record allows you to collect the data and look back after a few observations are done to see any patterns, abilities or struggles (Open Library, 2024). 
What are the benefits of the running record? 
There are both positives and negatives to using a running record observation in the Early Years setting. A running record allows the practitioner to document the child’s learning in real time, written content enabling the practitioner to monitor the progress in a detailed observation with a holistic insight into development (Bright Wheel, 2025). When practitioners use a running record, it captures the sequence of the child’s actions and interactions, providing clearer evidence of their behaviour and learning patterns. This type of observation allows the practitioner to cover all areas of development rather than specific areas, which then allows the practitioner to have a better understanding of the child, looking into the level of independence, motivation, how the child approaches different challenges and to identify any gaps in their developmental milestones (Mango Hill Early Learning, 2025). Moving on to the disadvantages of a running record, this type of observation can be time-consuming and requires a period of 10-20 minutes for each observation. This can be difficult to complete if staffing levels are low, meaning the observation may need to be moved to a more convenient time (Peterson and Elam, 2022). As Carter (2024) highlights, although a running record is detailed, it can sometimes lack focus on certain areas of development due to the practitioner focusing on capturing the whole situation. Carter (2024) further explains that a running record focuses on one event or behaviour during this time period, which may result in overlooked information due to the child not displaying typical patterns of behaviour, for example, if the child is tired, unwell or unsettled.  												 
Section 4 
Why is play important when observing children? 
During this section, the understanding of play within observation and how play can affect observations will be discussed. As Department for Education (2018) mention play is a fundamental part of children’s learning and development. When practitioners conduct assessments and observations, play provides insight into the child’s abilities. Unlike structured assessments, play is motivated and led by the child’s interests, which is likely to show the child’s genuine level of skills and understanding. Additionally, play enables practitioners to observe the child while they are playing, which will allow the practitioner to observe several developmental areas such as social interaction, communication, problem-solving and emotional regulation. Instead of concentrating on a single ability, play allows the child to explore different areas (Department for Education, no date). 
 As Farmer-Dougan and Kaszuba (2026) highlight, play-based observation provides the practitioner with insight into the child’s developmental functioning. National Foundation for Education Research (No Date) highlight that observing a child's behaviour during play could enhance the accuracy of the observation, as it reduces the pressure and performance. With a more formal observation, children can feel confused and anxious, which can result in the child not showing their full capabilities (National Foundation for Education Research, No Date). The reliability of an observation may impact the child’s engagement because they feel under pressure or unsure what is expected, or the child can explore concepts and show what they are fully capable of (Khalid et al., 2023). 
How can the practitioner support?
Practitioners can support play-based observation by standing back to allow the child to choose their own play, as this will ensure the child feels more comfortable, confident and relaxed, showing their real level of understanding, however, If the practitioner steps in too quickly or tries to direct the play the child may change what they are doing and lose focus which can affect the accuracy of the observation being done (Norfolk Research School, 2025). Practitioners can also support play-based observation by enabling open-ended resources and opportunities for interactions. Role-play games, blocks and creative materials are some examples of open-ended items that will allow the children to explore and use their imagination without having the pressure of an end result. This helps the child to think for themselves, build confidence, solve problems and communicate how they want to (Waltham Forest Early Years Guidance, 2024). 
 By the practitioner's knowing each child’s interests and hobbies, it allows the practitioner to plan the correct activities at the correct learning level, which will lead to accurate observations (Neaum, 2016).
When practitioners have a strong understanding of children's developmental stages within play, it enables the practitioner to observe the child with greater purpose, allowing them to pick up on different behaviours, language skills and emotional regulation. This will lead to an accurate observation and better decisions regarding any support needed for the child’s learning (Neaum, 2016). 
Howard and Mclnnes (2012) state that when children are observed through play, it shows a more positive result. Research was carried out where twenty-nine children took part in a ‘play’ and ‘not play’ activity, and the research showed there was a difference in the emotional well-being of the children. Children who participated in the ‘like play’ tasks showed a higher level of enjoyment and overall motivation, while those who participated in the ‘not play’ activity showed lower engagement and enjoyment. This suggests that how an activity is set up for an observation can impact the child’s performance and the results observed (Howard and Mclnnes, 2012). Practitioners can use this evidence when planning, as it allows them to consider whether the task needs to be ‘play’ based or a more structured ‘not play’ activity or observation. Overall, these finding shows that play provides a positive role when observing children’s development and when practitioners have the correct knowledge and ability to create a ‘play’ child-led observation, it will gather more accurate results and a meaningful insight (Howard and Mclnnes, 2012). 
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