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Section 1 
This section will explore two types of play, physical play, and imaginative play, and explain why they are key for children’s and young people's development and growth. Play is essential for supporting cognitive, physical, social, and emotional growth. Physical play helps to develop fine and gross motor skills, coordination, and health, while imaginative play supports creativity, spoken language and receptive language development and emotive expression. Theories such as Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development suggest that children learn through active exploration and experience. Therefore, both types of play are vital in promoting holistic development in childhood.
Bottrill (2018) argues that children require uninterrupted time to dive into deep play that will allow them to become fully engaged in their learning. When play is consistently disturbed children are unable to develop their play and own ideas that include imagination. Deep play can support holistic development including social and emotional skills. Bottrill also argues that practitioners should look at their timetable to see if it promotes or restricts meaningful deep play. Play Scotland (N.D), defines play as a universal language that all children speak and is how children interact with the world around them and do it with no external reward, it is done based on the internal joy and desires to take part in play, therefore play should be fun for the child. UNICEF (2026) states that children have a right to play and says that play is essential for every child to grow and develop. 
According to the Health Service Executive (HSE, 2022), one type of play children can take part in is physical play. Early Years Resources (2025), says that physical play refers to activities that makes the body move, this can include running and jumping. Activities that promote this can include tag, football, dancing and climbing. Physical play can support holistic development by getting children healthier and fitter, improving gross and fine motor skills, and improving balance and coordination. The article further says that physical play can support children's emotional wellbeing by releasing energy and reducing stress. It is recommended that children get an average of 60 minutes of exercise, this can include physical play a day (NHS, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Int_SGaz8p6m]My Teaching Cupboard (2021) discusses Piaget's theory of cognitive development; the theory suggests that children grow through stages of physical and cognitive development. During the sensorimotor stage, which is when children are born until the age of two, children develop their knowledge by taking part in their environment, for example crawling, rolling, grabbing, and feeling things. Next, is the preoperational stage where children are ages 2 to 7 years old. This stage means physical play often coincides with imaginative play where children are pretending to be superheroes, police and dressing up. This stage can support children's physical development by helping fine and gross motor skills and helping bones develop. A criticism of Piaget's theory is that he underestimated children in the early stages of life, Piaget's theory also follows a strict age by age guidance, not allowing for delays in development. (Babakr Et Al. 2019,).
[bookmark: _Int_1PKi8bSx]According to Start Early (2023), another type of play is imaginative play, this is where children are playing pretend. During imaginative play children use a wide range of vocabulary which promotes their language development. Imaginative play can support children's social and emotional development, for example children act out a wide range of emotions, and children often must follow each other's leads. Parents can incorporate imaginative play at home, for example at bath time. Additionally, Lets Grow (N.D) says imaginative play allows children to explore different roles and scenarios, allowing creativity, problem‑solving, interaction with peers and language development, and giving them opportunities to express themselves and make sense of their experiences in meaningful ways. This type of play is key in the early childhood development that supports holistic child development.
Lego therapy is an activity that supports both physical and imaginative play for children and young people. For physical play it helps develop fine motor skills, hand-eye coordination as the children arranges the bricks (Therapy Focus, 2025). Imaginatively, it promotes imaginative thinking, as children design their structures, and role-play scenarios using Lego characters. Additionally, working in small groups supports and promotes interaction and communication, the combination of physical fine motor movements and imaginative play while constructing means that Lego therapy is a good activity for practitioners to use when in the setting, promoting holistic development.
To conclude this section, both physical play and imaginative play a key role in supporting children’s holistic development. Physical play promotes health, coordination, fine and gross motor skills, while imaginative play encourages children to be creative and supports their language development. Theories such as Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development tells us how children learn through exploring their environment. Additionally, activities such as Lego Therapy demonstrate how physical and imaginative play can go hand in hand in supporting childrens communication, social interaction, and problem-solving. Therefore, it is important that practitioners provide children with opportunities for both types of play.








Section 2 
This section will explore self-directed play, its importance and what impact adults can have. Self-directed play is the type of play when children choose what to play and create their own rules for how they will play, it can take place anywhere. It is child led, intrinsically motivated, allows the child to take control of their play which means it is not directed by adults however it is supported and promoted by adults, allowing the child to take ownership of their experiences. (Housley Juster, 2015). Howard (2020) says that play should be authentic and should come from an internal state of mind of the child and not from external rewards and direction. The article further says that the adults around the child should listen to the child's views. Overall, the article suggests when children are given free choice to play how they want then their social, emotional, and cognitive abilities will improve. 
[bookmark: _Int_hYnsOvJL]Pedagogy for Change (2019) discusses the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau and he supported the idea of self-directed play for children, Rousseau said that the best that adults and practitioners can do for children is to offer them the opportunity to follow their own unique personal interests and the freedom to do that. Children should also be encouraged to make their own choices and to create their own experiences. Rousseau argued that childhood is the most important stage in life. In an early years setting this could mean practitioners provides open ended resources for children and for adults to give as much uninterrupted playing time as possible. 
Ledendecker (2020) says that the benefits for children that are allowed to take part in self-directed play is undeniable. Children who are allowed to take part in self-directed play will have the chance to develop their independence by taking part in in their environment. They can build their self-confidence by risk taking in their surroundings, for example the choice to climb and jump off higher apparatus. Problem-solving skills are improved as children get to decide rules, overcome challenges, and adapt what they do to get the outcome they want. When children get to play without timelines or external academic pressures, they are free to learn at their own pace. Finally, self-directed play is through intrinsic motivation, rather than seeking adult approval. Welsh Government (2022) supports that self-directed play is important for children, they say that when children are given opportunities to play freely, children can learn cause and effect, they begin to learn consequences of their actions, whether it be intended or unintended. They also say that when children play freely, they can build resilience and confidence. Self-directed play can allow children to notice things in their immediate surroundings, such as noise, what they can feel, and what they can see, allowing children to have sensory experiences and make connections with the world around them. 
[bookmark: _Int_QfIc4YM5]Rymanowicz (2015) explains that adults play an important role in supporting children's play, adults can support play by just being present in it with them, adults should not take over the play and direct it. Showing interest in what the child is doing can help their self-esteem and stretch their imagination even further. Adults can develop children speech and language by asking simple questions like “I wonder what would happen if...,” the aim should be to get children talking even more. 
caro (2012) also discusses how adults can support self-directed play, the article says that adults and settings should provide a suitable environment that has opportunities for enriching experiences, and practitioners in settings like school should have the skills to react and respond when a teachable moment arises. The article also says practitioners and adults may have an urge to intervene to wrap children up in bubble wrap, but children should be encouraged to take risks. Children should be encouraged to make mistakes and to learn from them, adults should scaffold and support children appropriate, but do not and should not intervene too quickly. Smith (2024) says that allowing children to engage in self-directed play you allow them to develop their executive function skills. 
In conclusion, self-directed play is an important part of children’s development as it allows them to explore their interests, make their own decisions and learn through their own experiences. When children are given the freedom to lead their play, they can develop independence, confidence, problem-solving abilities, and resilience. Furthermore, the importance of allowing children the freedom to follow their natural interests during childhood is key. Although self-directed play is child-led, adults still play a key role by creating supportive environments, providing appropriate resources and allowing children to use and explore those resources is important. 























Section 3 
The following section will explore the use of observation and will define what observation is. This section will also discuss an observation tool in detail and look at its benefits and limitations while considering if it allows a practitioner to see a child holistically. The observation method that will be explored is a running record. 
Spreeuwenberg (2022) describes observation as the practice of carefully watching and recording children's behaviour, development and social interactions to allow practitioners understand what may trigger children and dysregulate them, or to understand how to support them. Observations also support adults understand children's interests and what they enjoy doing. Observation can also support practitioners in changing the environment to help children grow and develop. The article also says observations can be used to see how children deal with new situations and whether they need routine and to see how they deal when that routine is disrupted. Furthermore, Spreeuwenberg says that observing children can also help practitioners record and identify any potential Additional Learning Needs (ALN). 
Louis and Betteridge (2020) say that observation can sometimes be misleading since a practitioner may have a presence of unconscious bias. Practitioners may unintentionally interpret children’s behaviour based on their own experiences, opinions and beliefs or expectations, rather than observing without the bias. Additionally, different practitioners with different training and experience and knowledge may interpret behaviours differently, as a result, observations may not always provide a fully accurate representation of a child’s needs, interests, and abilities, which can impact the effectiveness of assessment and future planning for learning and development.
[bookmark: _Int_zDJwwBjz]Lorina (2021) explains that running records provide a detailed description of children which can be done anytime of the day. A running record observation is a method used by practitioners to record exactly what a child says and does during a specific period of time during the day. It is written in the present moment and documented while the children are doing something like playing, giving a continuous description of the children's communication, emotions, and behaviour, noting exactly what they are doing in the moment. This type of observation provides an account of events and focuses on describing what is seen and heard without adding opinions or interpretations. Running records are useful because they give practitioners detailed information about a child’s interests, abilities and development, which can later be used to support practitioners in future planning for activities in the setting.
[bookmark: _Int_B5GUoqlh]One advantage of using a running record observation is that it provides a very detailed and accurate account of a child’s behaviour and interactions over a period. Because everything is recorded as it happens, practitioners can gain a deeper understanding of the child’s interests, skills, and development. This can help practitioners identify patterns in behaviour and support more effective assessment and planning. However, according to Michelle (2025), there are also some limitations to running record observations. They can be very time consuming for practitioners, as they require constant attention and detailed notetaking while the activity or when the children are playing. Additionally, because the practitioner is focused on recording one child’s actions, they may miss other important interactions happening in the environment. Therefore, while running records are quite informative about a children's development, they may not always be realistic to complete frequently in a busy early year's setting or a school setting.
[bookmark: _Int_1Cg88inV]In conclusion, observation is an important tool used by practitioners to understand children’s behaviour, development, and interests. By observing children carefully in the setting, practitioners can gather key information that can support planning, identify potential ALN and create environments that promote children’s wellbeing. However, observations must be carried out carefully, as unconscious bias and different interpretations can affect how behaviour is recorded and understood, for example different practitioners may read behaviours differently. Running record observations provide a detailed and continuous account of children's actions, communication, and interactions over a specific period. This can help practitioners gain a deeper understanding of a child’s interests and patterns of behaviour. Despite these benefits, running records also have limitations, particularly because they are time-consuming and require practitioners to focus on one child, which may mean other interactions are missed.running records to gain a broader and more balanced understanding of each child.























Section 4 
This section will discuss the importance of play when observing children in schools and early childhood settings. It will also discuss role of the adult when children are playing and how good knowledge of child development can support children progress. Pentagon Play (2022) says that practitioners can support children’s play by just standing back and watching children rather than rushing to save children when they struggle to do something, observing children during these moments can give practitioners key information on how resilient some children are and how they problem solve. This allows the children to take the lead in their play, make their own choices and solve problems independently. By standing back, practitioners can better understand children’s interests, abilities and stages of development while still being available if support is needed. Furthermore, by doing this, practitioners are encouraging confidence, imagination and creativity, and resilience and growth.
Howard and McInnes (2013) suggests that playful situations allow adults in the setting to observe children more effectively because children are more relaxed and emotionally secure in their surroundings. Studies found that children displayed a lot higher emotional well-being when they believed an activity was play, even though the activity itself stayed the same, allowing practitioners to observe children's social emotional cognitive and physical development. Ofsted (2025) states that experienced and well-trained practitioners are key for supporting young children’s development in the setting. Ofsted says that practitioners need to know what usual child cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development looks like and when children should be hitting milestones, this will allow settings to identify any possible ALN.
Finally, The Early Years Coalition (2021) explains that enabling environments provide children with opportunities to explore, play, and learn through their own interests. Enabling environments support practitioners in observing children effectively because they provide spaces that encourage exploration, independence, and play. When children feel comfortable and engaged in their environment, they are more likely to behave naturally, allowing practitioners to observe their interests, abilities, and stages of development. Well-planned environments with accessible resources also allow children to choose activities independently, which helps practitioners identify learning needs and plan appropriate support for their development
In conclusion, play is an essential part of observing children in schools and early childhood settings because it allows practitioners to see children’s natural behaviours, interests, and stages of development. When practitioners support play by sometimes standing back and observing, they can gain valuable insight into children’s problem-solving skills, resilience, and independence. Playful situations also help children feel relaxed and emotionally secure, which makes observations more accurate and meaningful. In addition, knowledgeable and experienced practitioners are better able to recognise typical development and identify when a child may need extra support. Creating enabling environments further supports this process by encouraging exploration and independent play, allowing practitioners to observe and plan effectively for children’s learning and development 
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