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The importance of a variety of play types.

Play is an important part of children’s development and learning in early childhood. Through play, children explore the world around them and develop different skills in a natural way. Play can support many areas of development at the same time, including physical, social, emotional and cognitive development. This is often described as holistic development, where different areas of development are connected and influence each other. Research shows that play allows children to experiment, interact with others and develop independence, which are all important for learning (Bottrill, 2022). Two types of play that support children’s holistic development are physical play and role play.
Physical play involves activities where children use their bodies and movement. This can include running, climbing, jumping, balancing or playing outdoor games. Physical play is important because it helps children develop gross motor skills, coordination and strength. These skills are important for children’s overall physical health and development. According to Piaget, children learn through active exploration and interaction with their environment (Piaget, 1962). When children take part in physical play they are able to test their abilities and explore their surroundings, which supports both physical and cognitive development. Physical play can also support children’s social and emotional development. When children play games with others, they learn how to share, take turns and cooperate. These interactions can help children develop friendships and feel more confident in social situations. Vygotsky believed that children learn through social interaction and communication with others (Vygotsky, 1978). This means that playing with peers can support children’s learning and development. Physical play can also allow children to take safe risks and build confidence in their abilities, which is an important part of development.

Practitioners can support physical play by creating environments where children have space and opportunities to move freely. For example, outdoor areas with climbing frames, balancing equipment or open space for running can encourage children to take part in physical play. Practitioners should also ensure that children have time to explore and play without too much adult direction. Allowing children to take part in physical play supports their independence and helps them develop important physical and social skills (Howard, 2020).

Another important type of play is role play, also known as imaginative or pretend play. Role play involves children pretending to be someone else or acting out different situations, such as playing “families”, pretending to be a teacher or running a pretend shop. This type of play allows children to use their imagination and creativity while also exploring situations they may see in real life. According to Bruner, play gives children opportunities to explore ideas and develop language and communication skills (Bruner, 1983). When children take part in role play they often talk to each other, explain ideas and create stories together, which supports language development.Role play can also support children’s emotional and social development. When children pretend to be different people, they begin to understand other people’s feelings and perspectives. This can help children develop empathy and emotional awareness. Role play also encourages children to work together and negotiate roles within the play situation. Piaget suggested that during the preoperational stage of development, children begin to develop symbolic thinking, which allows them to use objects and actions to represent real life experiences (Piaget, 1962). Role play provides opportunities for this type of thinking to develop.

Practitioners can support role play by providing resources and environments that encourage imaginative play. For example, role play areas such as a home corner, shop or doctor’s surgery can allow children to explore different roles and experiences. Providing materials such as dressing up clothes, toy food or dolls can also support children’s creativity and storytelling. It is important that adults observe and support play without controlling it too much, allowing children to develop their own ideas and interactions. Providing an enabling environment helps children feel confident to explore and express themselves through play (Bottrill, 2022).

Overall, both physical play and role play are important for supporting children’s holistic development. These types of play allow children to develop physical abilities, social skills, emotional understanding and thinking skills at the same time. Theories from Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner highlight how play supports learning through exploration, interaction and imagination. For this reason, it is important that early childhood practitioners provide a range of opportunities for play so that children can develop and learn in a holistic way.

Why is it important for children to chose their own play?
Self-directed play refers to play that is led and controlled by the child rather than by adults. In this type of play, children are free to choose what they want to play, how they want to play and who they want to play with. This allows children to explore their own interests and ideas in a natural way. Self-directed play is important because it supports independence, curiosity and creativity in young children. When children are given the opportunity to make their own choices in play, they are more likely to feel motivated and engaged in the activity. Research suggests that allowing children to direct their own play gives them opportunities to explore ideas and develop skills through their own experiences (The Montessori School of the Berkshires, 2024).Self-directed play is also important because it supports children’s holistic development. During play, children are developing many areas of learning at the same time. For example, when children are building with blocks they may be developing problem solving skills, communication skills and fine motor skills. Moyles (2011) explains that holistic development includes emotional, social and cognitive processes that all work together during play. When children are allowed to play freely they can explore ideas, express emotions and develop relationships with others, which supports their overall development.

An important concept related to play is the play cycle. The play cycle describes the different stages children go through during play. These stages include play cues, return, framing, flow and annihilation. Play cues are signals that children use to invite others to join in play, such as facial expressions, body language or verbal communication. According to Sands (2013), recognising play cues is important because it allows adults and other children to understand when a child wants to begin or continue play. If play cues are recognised and responded to, the play can continue and develop further.

During the play cycle, children may enter a stage known as flow, where they are fully engaged and focused in their play. This stage is important because it shows that children are deeply involved in their activity and learning is taking place naturally. However, the play cycle can sometimes be interrupted by adults. Sands (2013) explains that adults can accidentally disrupt play by controlling the activity, trying to improve the play or directing children too much. For example, adults may want to join the play, correct children or turn the activity into a teaching moment. Although adults may have positive intentions, too much interference can stop children from exploring their ideas independently.Despite this, adults still play an important role in supporting children’s play. The role of the adult is not to control play but to create an environment where children feel safe and supported to explore. Andrews (2017) suggests that adults can support play by observing children, providing appropriate resources and allowing children the freedom to make their own decisions. Observation is particularly important because it helps practitioners understand children’s interests, abilities and development. By observing play, adults can decide when it may be helpful to support or extend the activity.

Adults may take on different roles during play. These roles can include being an observer, a partner or a facilitator. As an observer, the adult watches the play carefully to understand what the child is learning and how they are interacting with others. As a partner, the adult may join the play when invited by the child and support the activity without taking control. As a facilitator, the adult may provide resources, ask questions or create opportunities that help extend children’s learning. These roles allow adults to support play while still allowing children to remain in control of their activity (Andrews, 2017).Creating an environment that supports self-directed play is also an important responsibility for adults. This includes providing resources that encourage exploration, creativity and imagination. It also involves allowing children enough time to develop their play without unnecessary interruptions. When children feel that their ideas are valued and supported, they are more likely to become confident learners. Self-directed play encourages children to take risks, solve problems and develop independence, which are all important skills for learning and development.

Overall, self-directed play plays an important role in supporting children’s learning and development. Allowing children to choose their own play encourages independence, creativity and engagement. The play cycle helps explain how play develops and how children communicate their interest in play through play cues. Although adults may sometimes interrupt the play cycle unintentionally, their role remains important in creating environments that support children’s exploration and learning. By observing, supporting and facilitating play rather than controlling it, adults can help children develop skills and understanding in a natural and meaningful way.

Oberservatuon- running record.
Observation plays a crucial role in early childhood practices. It enables caregivers to collect information about children’s behaviour, growth, and learning in real-life situations. By watching children as they play and engage in daily activities, caregivers can better understand their interests, skills, and needs. Observation also assists caregivers in planning activities that promote children's development. Andrews (2017) notes that observation helps caregivers comprehend how children learn and interact with others, which aids in effective planning and teaching in early childhood environments. 
A popular method of observation in early childhood settings is called running record observation. This involves writing a detailed account of what a child does over a certain time frame. The caregiver records the child's actions, words, and interactions as they occur without interpreting the behaviour during the observation. This approach emphasises documenting events in order so that caregivers can see precisely what took place during the activity. Running records are frequently used during play because they allow caregivers to see how children engage with their surroundings and with each other. Running record observations are beneficial because they offer a thorough description of a child’s behaviour and experiences. This type of observation helps caregivers understand how children tackle tasks, solve problems, and socialise. For instance, if a caregiver observes a child playing with blocks, the running record may reveal how the child communicates with peers, shares materials, or develops ideas while playing. These insights can help caregivers identify areas for growth such as language skills, social abilities, and problem-solving techniques. Sands (2013) suggests that watching children play offers valuable insights into their communication through cues like body language, facial expressions, and spoken words. 
Another advantage of running record observations is that they allow caregivers to see children in natural settings. Children often feel more at ease and confident when engaged in play or familiar tasks. This means that observations may give a truer picture of the child's skills and behaviour. Watching children during play can also help caregivers understand their social and emotional development as they interact with others. Play can show how children negotiate, cooperate, and express their thoughts. Consequently, these observations contribute to a more complete understanding of the child's growth (Moyles, 2011). However, running record observations do have some drawbacks. One issue is that this type of observation can take up a lot of time for caregivers. Recording detailed information while watching children can be difficult—especially in busy early childhood settings where caregivers need to supervise many kids at once. Additionally, running records usually cover only a short time span, which might not fully capture the child's overall abilities or behaviours. For example, a child might seem quiet or uninterested during one observation but behave differently at another time. 
Another limitation is that observations might be influenced by how practitioners interpret behaviours. Even though running records aim to document events objectively, practitioners may still perceive behaviours differently based on their own experiences or expectations. Therefore, it’s essential for practitioners to remain as impartial as possible when recording observations and to avoid jumping to conclusions about children's actions. Using multiple observations over time can lead to a clearer picture of the child's development (Andrews, 2017). Running record observations support an all-around view of the child’s development because they let practitioners observe various areas at once. For instance, during a play session, a caregiver might notice aspects like communication skills, emotional reactions, physical movements, and social interactions all happening together. This broadens understanding beyond just one specific skill set and helps caregivers see how children naturally express their ideas and interests through play.
Overall, observation is an important tool for understanding children’s development and learning. Running record observations provide a detailed description of children’s behaviour and interactions during a specific activity or period of time. This method can help practitioners identify children’s interests, strengths and areas of development. Although there are some limitations, such as time constraints and possible interpretation bias, running records can still provide valuable information when used carefully. When observations are carried out effectively, they can support practitioners in planning experiences that meet the needs of each child and support their holistic development.

The roles of play when undertaking observations and assesments.
Play is crucial for observing and assessing children in early childhood settings. When practitioners watch children play, they can see how kids act, interact, and learn in a relaxed setting. Play is often how young children share their thoughts, interests, and understanding of the world around them. Because of this, watching play offers important insights into a child's growth and learning. According to Smidt (2015), careful observation helps practitioners better understand a child’s development and learning processes. This information can be used to plan activities and enhance learning experiences. 
Play is frequently seen as the most natural way for kids to learn. While playing, children explore their surroundings, try out new ideas, and develop various skills. Moyles (2009) states that play allows kids to learn through direct experiences and build on what they already know. Since play is guided by the child and holds meaning for them, it can show a more accurate picture of their abilities and interests compared to structured activities. Observing children during play lets practitioners see how they tackle problems, communicate with others, and form social connections. Watching children during self-directed play is especially important for assessing development. When kids choose their own activities, they are more likely to reveal their real interests and skills. On the other hand, adult-led activities may restrict how children behave or react. Besio et al. (2018) recommend that observations occur in natural settings and focus on child-initiated play rather than adult-directed tasks. This method allows practitioners to witness genuine behaviours and interactions. 
Play can also shed light on children's thinking and learning processes. Drummond (1998) mentions that observation brings practitioners closer to understanding children's thoughts, questions, and knowledge. By carefully watching playtime, adults can see how kids face challenges, use language, and connect with others. For instance, during role-playing or building activities, children might show problem-solving skills, creativity, and teamwork. These experiences help practitioners grasp a child's development across different areas. 
Observing play also supports a complete understanding of development. While playing, children often use physical, social, emotional, and cognitive skills together. For example, when a child builds something with blocks, they might use hand-eye coordination while talking with friends and solving problems at the same time. Because play involves various types of learning experiences, observing it gives a broader view of children's abilities and growth. This helps practitioners identify strengths as well as areas where extra support may be needed. There are many benefits to observing children while they play. It can reveal behaviour patterns and help practitioners track children's engagement levels. Observations also encourage reflection that helps improve teaching practices over time. They guide practitioners in planning activities that align with children's interests while supporting their development overall; thus enhancing both teaching methods and learning outcomes in early childhood settings. 
However, there are some limitations when observing play too. Children might act differently if they know someone is watching them which could affect how accurate the observations are. Practitioners must ensure that observations are done carefully and without bias to avoid misunderstanding behaviours. Additionally, observations require time and focus which can be tough in busy environments like early childhood centres; therefore strong observation skills are essential for practitioners to make sure assessments remain accurate and meaningful.
Overall, play plays an important role when observing and assessing children’s development. Observing children during play allows practitioners to gain insight into how children think, interact and learn in a natural environment. Play can reveal many aspects of development, including communication, problem solving and social interaction. Although observations have some limitations, they remain an important tool for understanding children’s development and supporting learning. By observing play carefully, practitioners can plan experiences that support children’s needs and encourage further development.
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