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Section 1
[bookmark: _Int_l1nwH8km]Play is essential, especially for children and their holistic development. Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states, “every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities”. (UNCRC, 2019). Therefore, as enabling practitioners, there is a duty to ensure that this right is being addressed. As a concept, play is a behaviour that is freely chosen, self-directed and innately chosen by the individual. There is no need for a goal, outcome or reward and is also an integral part of development for the child and their society. (Play Scotland, n.d.).
Rough and tumble play is a physical play-based play type that can help a child develop their physical flexibility and also encounter risk within their play (Play Wales, 2023). Examples of this are climbing a tree, playing ‘chicken’ (where one childcare dares another to complete a task), or physical contact games such as football or rugby. This type of play can also allow children to gain a sense of their own physical strength and agility and be more aware of others around them. Rough and tumble play can easily be misunderstood and adults can often interpret the play as aggressive behaviour, however, if this type of play is consensual the risk of escalating to fighting is unlikely. (Play Types, 2023). This type of play can also promote cognitive and language development and social-emotional growth.
Children can learn about self-control, balance, coordination, and body awareness. It can also provide excellent opportunities to create and maintain friendships, discover relationships and the appropriate boundaries and what is regarded as acceptable behaviour (Waters-Davies, 2022).
According to the Welsh Assembly Government’s recognition of the significance of a child’s development and their desire to seek opportunities of risk taking as an essential part of their play and learning, they extend the range of environments and opportunities for risky play whilst also ensuring regard for physical and psychological wellbeing. The Welsh Assembly Government has committed to encouraging the creation of appropriate, stimulating, and challenging play provisions for all children in Wales. This will help ensure that a child’s development can progress and grow (Welsh Assembly Government, 2023).
Mildred Parten-Newhall's six stages of play provide a perspective on understanding children's social development. According to her stages of play framework, rough and tumble play would be considered as stage 6 - cooperative play. This is classed as the most socially mature form of play whereby children work together to reach common goals and often take on specific roles within their play scenarios (Early Years TV n.d.)
[bookmark: _Int_58OUv8NK][bookmark: _Int_OsFfpwrZ]Another type of play is communication play. This type of play uses the body as a whole to convey expressions and meaning. Facial expressions, gestures, words, and songs are all used in communication play. Adults can often determine more how a child is feeling from their body language than from what a child is saying. Playing with words, jokes, poetry, and songs can help enable a child to develop their understanding of language and its meaning. Within this play type a child should be given the opportunity to use their own ideas without the guidance of an adult (Play Wales, 2023). Playing with other children can promote skills such as speaking, listening, collaborating, and discussing which can lead the children to communicate with each other and provide opportunities for turn taking (Waters-Davies, 2022). 
According to Parten-Newhall's six stages of play it could be considered that communication play would materialise at around stage 3 – onlooker play. This would be where a child would ask initial questions about the play but more likely stand back and observe (Early Years TV n.d.). 
Jerome Bruner’s theory of children's play highlights that play is not only an opportunity to develop a child's cognitive and linguistic development but also an opportunity to engage with and interpret understanding of the real world (Jiang and Lo, 2024).
Both Parten-Newhall and Jean Piaget agreed that children progressed through distinct stages of development, and both came by their conclusions through observation-based research. However, their focus on development differs in the aspect that Parten-Newhall concentrates on social aspects of play and Piaget focuses more on the child’s cognitive development. Additionally, Parten-Newhall emphasises more on ages birth to four and a half years compared to Piaget’s birth to adolescence range.















Section 2
Self-directed play is a type of play that is solely directed by the child without interference of adults. It is freely chosen by the child choosing and controlling the content and intent of the play and following their own instincts, ideas, and interests (Play Adventures, 2019).
According to the Steiner Connection (2022), when a child is playing in a self-directed way, they are often immersed in what they are doing and are often completely in the moment. This enables children to learn through play where learning is often masked as play.
According to Csikszentmihalyi, (1975) cited by Reed and Brown, (2000), play is something that is to be ‘felt’ rather than ‘done’. This suggests that play is participated freely opposed to being done for a set purpose (Reed and Brown, 2000).
In Wales, play is promoted especially within the Early Years sector. Play is freely chosen allowing the child to choose how, when and what to play. It is personally directed indicating that the child decides the rules and roles within the chosen play and that the play is intrinsically motivated meaning it is implemented for its own sake, without the need for reward or status (Play Wales, 2018).
Additionally, according to the Curriculum for Wales set out by the Welsh Government, specifically the Foundation Phase Framework (2015), environments both outdoor and indoor that are exciting, fun, stimulating and safe promote a child’s development and natural curiosity to learn and explore through first hand experiences (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015).
In New Zealand, the Te Whariki approach allows children to learn through play with teachers acting as facilitators rather than instructors, allowing the child to facilitate their own play. They also promote a culturally inclusive environment for all children to play (Play Aotearoa, 2023).
In Scandinavian countries, there is an emphasis on play based learning and allowing free play opportunities for children. There is a passionate belief that children benefit more when playing and experiencing natural outdoor environments thus providing an infinite amount of learning resources and opportunities that cannot be found in a classroom environment. This enables the philosophy of developing self-confidence and independent learning through discovery and self-directed play (Greenglade Forest School, n.d.).  
Meagan Ledendecker of the Montessori School of the Berkshires, (2020), details the importance of self-directed play in children. These include the encouragement of self-confidence by allowing the child to have the realisation of achieving goals on their own. Also, it can encourage independence by allowing a child to experience independence from an early age whilst in an age appropriate and safe environment. Self-directed play can also stimulate imagination and develop their play and stories creatively.
The role of the adult to support self-directed play is to facilitate but not dictate the play. According to the Curriculum for Wales (2023), there are four key principles that are essential for holistic and meaningful learning for all learners. These are play and play based learning, being outdoors, observation, and authentic and purposeful learning. Through these principles, there is an opportunity for children to work towards the four purposes of the curriculum. Through play in the Early Years, children can become ambitious capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethically informed citizens of the world and Wales, and healthy, confident individuals (Curriculum for Wales, 2023). 
The Welsh Government has set out six areas of learning (AOLEs) to be taught. Through play the AOLEs can be addressed. Play through expressive arts such as experimenting with a range of resources, tools and techniques could be considered. By allowing the child to form their own opinions of their likes and dislikes could address the Humanities area of learning. Allowing a child to play with toy food and to understand where food comes from would allow the Health and Wellbeing area of learning to be acknowledged. Through the Science and Technology area of learning, a child could play outside and discover how plants are living things and how they grow. For the Mathematics and Numeracy area of learning, a child could play ‘shop’ allowing them to understand and experience using money and calculating correct change. (Welsh Government, 2020). Finally, for the language, literacy and communication area of learning, a child could share an ‘all about me’ activity which allows the child to use those skills to communicate their experiences (National Day Nurseries Association, 2025).
As adults, their role is to support and facilitate play, give opportunities to extend learning through play and provide freedom to explore (Andrews, 2017).
Similarly, Jones and Reynolds, (2011), refer to the adult as an observer, facilitator, and participant, thus enabling the adult to address any learning opportunities for each child by discovering their likes and dislikes.
Opposingly, Hendricks (1995), suggests that play is often directed through adult intervention which can limit the choices of the self-directed play from the children. It can also mean that children are less likely to facilitate any independence.
An adult can support self-directed play by applying themselves to three distinct roles. These are as an observer role, whereby an adult watches the play without interference but still capturing behaviours, language, and interaction (King, 2025). Additionally, an adult can support self-directed play by having a partner role. This is where an adult joins in with the play, following the child’s lead but avoiding dominating the play (Fuertes et. al, 2025). Finally, through a facilitator role, the adult creates environments ensuring structure and freedom. Whalley (2022), states that adults nurture quality experiences by shaping environments.




Section 3
Observation, assessment, and planning are all concepts that can support a child’s development and learning (West Sussex County Council, 2021). Observations can take place daily and can help discover the specific needs of children by listening, watching, and writing down the activities they participate in. Observations are important as not only do they provide a comprehensive understanding of child development but can also assist practitioners to provide appropriate strategies to facilitate a child's development further (Gocke, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_WRn9J9nK]One type of method of observation used in many settings across the United Kingdom is the Wellcomm Toolkit. This toolkit is predominantly used to observe, identify and support children with their speech, language and understanding skills (Dysart and Code, 2024, p.1.).
The toolkit was developed by Sandwell Primary Care Trust and consists of a screening tool and a handbook of interventions. This allows practitioners to assess a child’s speech, language and understanding skills in a one-to-one interaction. This can be used for children from six months old to six years of age. The practitioner answers ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to prompts given to the child such as ‘put the teddy in the box’ and ‘put the key under the tray.’ This can determine the understanding and knowledge of language prepositions. Following this observation, the practitioner then scores the child either green, amber or red. Green indicates that the child has met the criteria for their age, amber indicates that additional support may be required and red could mean a referral to the local Speech and Language Team (SALT) (Dysart and Code, 2024, p.2)
As part of the Wellcomm Toolkit screening processes, it has enabled practitioners to plan and address the individual needs of children by having a more in depth understanding of their language skills. (Viridis Schools, 2019).
Another benefit of the Wellcomm Toolkit is that from the baseline assessment, it gives the practitioner evidence of any progress made and any actions that need to be taken.
However, Wellcomm is solely a speech, language and communication tool and does not give a holistic view of the child. There are several anomalies that can misinterpret the observation outcomes such as Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (hereafter SEND) children, summer born children, and English as an Additional Language (hereafter EAL) children. Data collected from Castle Vale Nursery (2022), reports that out of the SEND children observed, 92% are working three or more sections below their age, 18% of the summer born children are working on track for their age and none of the EAL children are on track for their age (Castle Vale Nursery, 2022). This data shows that there are many variables that can determine an accurate outcome of this type of observation.
Wellcomm can also be an extremely time-consuming process which can remove the practitioner from the general classroom environment, thus removing their ability to observe the children through play or other means.
A more holistic method of observation is documenting using photographic or video observations. This method is less time consuming and can be used by any practitioner within the classroom setting. Photographic and video observations cannot determine whether a child has any SEND difficulties, is a summer born child or uses EAL. This gives a more rounded observation of that child’s abilities. It is suitable for all children (University of Plymouth, 2024).
Having a visual record can also help the practitioner interpret behaviour changes over a period. It can also allow a practitioner to be less intrusive while observing. 
Some challenges to this method could be ‘missing the moment’ as there is no set or determined moment that is being captured. Also, for those children who can find photography uncomfortable can become more reserved (University of Plymouth, 2024).



Section 4
When observing and assessing children through play, it enables the practitioner to evidence many things such as specific areas or learning, any emerging patterns, the forming of friendships, levels of engagement in activities, the child’s individual preferences, any triggers that might arise and any possible Additional Learning Needs (ALN) that may need to be addressed further.
[bookmark: _Int_v4QwX2oQ]According to Bilton and Crook (2016), the adults role when working in the Early Years is elaborate and intricate. Through careful planning, setting up starting points and assessing risks, children are encouraged to participate in play in a safe environment, thus enabling the adult to make observations freely.
There are many benefits and challenges for observing children. Some of the benefits include the ability to highlight patterns in behaviours such as observing what a child may enjoy or not enjoy, and it can also improve classroom organisation as time progresses. Some challenges may include disruptions to natural behaviours meaning that the observed child has the knowledge of the observation taking place and may not portray their true self. Also, there may be a limited context to the observation which in turn could have a detrimental effect to any success criteria being met.
[bookmark: _Int_QtJxzM7N]According to Besio et al. (2018), observations should take place during play in a naturally child friendly environment, having a focus on child established play opposed to adult led. This would suggest that when any observations as being carried out, adults should allow the child to freely explore and play. Methods such as standing back to observe the child in a more holistic manner and also having a good understanding of child development can impact a child’s observation to ascertain accurate information to help them develop further.
As stated by Howard and McInnes (2013), there have been links addressed between children’s emotional wellbeing and play. During a study participated by children between the ages of three and five, they were given a ‘like play’ and ‘not like play’ scenario. Children that participated in the ‘like play’ activity scored significantly higher than the children who participated in the ‘not like play’ activity.
Observations during the activity also highlighted behavioural indicators related to emotional wellbeing during the ‘like play’ but those children in the ‘not like play’ activity did not display these indicators. The study suggests that when a child perceives and activity as play, they displayed a higher level of emotional wellbeing (Howard and McInnes, 2013).
This research would also imply that learning through play is beneficial and enriching for young children and allows the adult to observe them and their surroundings to an advantage.
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