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The importance of play in early childhood education.
 
Research has shown that play is key to the way children learn, and that there are many benefits of play such as educational, therapeutic, and social skills for a developing child (Whitebread, 2012). Studies show that play can be successful in three ways through self-directed, indirect, and adult mediated. By using play especially in the early years as the main form of learning, practitioners can help children to build basic skills in areas such as writing, maths and reading. Play also provides children with opportunities to socialize, learn to communicate with their peers in accordance with their developmental stage.
Another essential component of play is that children are motivated. This means that the impulse to play comes from a natural desire to understand the world, play impulse is as strong as the child's desire for food or sleep. It is this motivation that allows a child to regulate his or her own feelings and desires to keep playing.
The third essential part of play is that children become immersed in the moment, in true play, children are fully engaged and become less aware of their surroundings, time and space where reality stops. Another aspect of play is that it should be spontaneous, not scripted. Often play is unplanned, which allows the child to impulsively make changes as needed. This sense of the unknown provides children with opportunities to develop flexibility in their thinking and decision making. Lastly, play must be enjoyable. Play should always have an emotional response attached to it. Without this emotional connection, the experience is simply an activity. It is not play. Enjoyment is the direct result of engaging in play and the type of toys or materials adults offer can help children make more meaningful decisions (Nell, no date).

Role play 
[bookmark: _Int_B3wuiBAC]Numerous scholars, including Lev Vygotsky (Cognitive Development Theory) and Jean Piaget (Theory of Play), have recognized the importance of imaginative play in a child's development. Role-play is a great form of play for development as it provides an effective way for children to make sense of the world around them by taking on characters that would usually be found within that environment (Huleatt, 2018).Children learn to empathize with others when role playing as they are taking on the role of a person by mimicking feelings and experiences of those, they are playing such as doctors, police officers, chefs, teachers (Little Lincoln, 2023 ). Along with being fun, using imagination in play improves creativity. It can also help children develop problem solving skills. Adults can extend and support a child's play simply by engaging with children during play, but the invitation of play must come from the child, children learn that adults are invested in them and respect their play decisions. Depending on the stage of development, role play can be categorized as associate play and cooperative play. The best imaginative play age is around 2 to 7 years old. During this time, children’s creativity, and cognitive abilities flourish, allowing them to engage in elaborate pretend scenarios, develop problem-solving skills, and enhance their social interactions. This stage is characterized by a rich imagination and a willingness to explore various roles and situations through play.

Constructive Play
Constructive play is an idea that child development expert Jean Piaget formulated. Simply put it is play that involves a child using an array of materials to create or build something. The material can be anything such as blocks, LEGOs, play dough, boxes, PVC pipes, sand, water, and loose parts. There are several developmental opportunities that children would get to explore during constructive play such as counting, shapes, balancing, fine and gross moto skills, problem solving skills, social interaction skills.
Section 2
Play, what is play? It is an exciting activity, but many people are not aware that play is essential to a child's learning and development. There are five essential elements to meaningful play. One, children should be able to make their own decisions through choosing how to play. By allowing a child to choose how to play they experience freedom in making those choices. They also begin to see connections between choice and the consequences or results of that choice. Play holds a significant factor as it contributes to the holistic development of children. It helps children in developing their physical, social, emotional, and cognitive abilities (Tovey, 2020). Play allows children to explore their surroundings, experiment with different ideas and concepts, and learn to interact with others. It also provides many opportunities for creativity, imagination, and self-expression. Play is an essential component of a child's growth, development, and overall well-being.
The term ‘Self-directed’ means that children are given the freedom to choose their own activities and decide what and when to do it. It allows them to explore their interests, develop their creativity, and learn problem-solving skills. Self-directed play can take many forms, imaginative play, building with blocks, creating art, or playing games with friends. By engaging in self-directed play, children can also learn to regulate their emotions and behavior, build self-confidence, and develop independence (Ledendecker, 2020) Overall, self-directed play is an essential part of a child's development, and it is important for parents/caregivers and practitioners to provide opportunities for it. Assisting children with self-directed play involves creating an environment that is both secure and inspiring. There are several methods that adults/ practitioners can use to encourage self-directed play such as providing a diverse range of play materials and toys, for example building blocks, art supplies, and dress-up costumes, which will stimulate creativity and exploration. Allowing children to play without interruption or direction as doing this. Practitioners should remember to avoid hovering over the children or trying to dictate their playtime activities. Children enjoy doing something they have chosen to do, much more than doing something they are told to do, as they are told to play, they perceive this as an activity rather than a play opportunity, therefore affecting their well-being and learning.

[bookmark: _Int_ggJhHBNb]When looking at self-directed play it is important to remember and consider play progression (see following chapter on play progression stages).
When looking at play progression, it is important that children get to experience play suitable for their developmental stage. (see the following section for more about this). Child play progresses through 6 developmental stages beginning in infancy. The first stage is unoccupied play, where infants play with no real reason this type of play usually develops between 0-3 months. The next stage is solitary play, children at this stage play alone and do not appear to notice others around them, this is usually between the ages of three months to two years. The third stage is onlooker play. During onlooker play, children watch others play and may be curious and inquisitive about the play they observe this stage of development usually happens between two and a half years to three and half years. The fourth stage is Parallel play as children mature in age and further develop, they start to play near other children. They start to pay attention to one another, and often mimic behaviours observed. The fifth phase is referred to as associative play. This is when children start to ask each other questions and advocate for personal choice. The final phase is cooperative play or otherwise known as social play, this is when children start sharing, compromise and taking turns with one another and follow rules.


Section 3 
Observing and documenting children's play behaviors in a play environment is done to ensure that the space is offering productive play. Therefore, play types, play cues, and returns observed may be included in these observations. Observations are not done to keep track of how children should be using a particular area or to create an activity schedule but to record their stages of learning development and their needs of care (Social care Wales 2011).
Observation is defined as an act of careful watching and listening. During observation it is important to gather as much information about the child. Observation can teach the practitioner about patterns and behaviors, and gain insights that can help make informed decisions. Observation is a valuable tool in education as it enables the practitioner to gather information, track changes over time, and identify needs and patterns. Through observation, practitioners will also gain a deeper understanding of the child's perspectives, which can help build stronger relationships and communicate more effectively not only with the child but the caregiver also (Howard and McInnes, 2013) Overall, observation is a crucial tool that can help with greater awareness and insight. Observing a child can be a fascinating and rewarding experience, it allows the adult to witness firsthand the growth and development that occurs during childhood. When observing a child, it is important to be patient and non-judgmental, taking note of their personality, behaviors, and interactions with others around them. A lot can be learnt about a child's interests, strengths, and areas where they may need additional support or guidance. Whether it is a teacher, caregiver, or external professional observing the child, taking the time to observe can help better understand their needs and developmental milestones.
The Leuven Scale observation is a tool used by practitioners to observe and assess children's social and emotional development in a classroom or within a group setting. It is based on a set of indicators that provide a structured framework for observing and recording children's behavior and interactions. The scale allows practitioners to gather valuable information about children's strengths and needs, which can be used to personalize their teaching and support to each child's individual needs. The Leuven Scale observation allows practitioners to view the positive social and emotional development in young children. There are many strengths to the Leuven Scale method in that it provides a structured framework for observing children's behavior and interactions. The scale is based on a clear set of indicators that allow practitioners to assess children's social and emotional development, as well as their level of engagement and participation in different activities. The scale also provides a common language and shared understanding among practitioners, which can be helpful in promoting collaboration and teamwork with external agencies if needed. 
There are some potential difficulties associated with using the Leuven Scale observation. One challenge is that it can be time-consuming to complete the observation and score the results, as it requires careful attention and detailed notetaking. Another potential difficulty is that the scale may not capture all aspects of a child's social and emotional development, as it is based on a specific set of indicators. This means that practitioners may need to support their observations with other assessments or tools to gain a more comprehensive understanding of a child's needs and strengths. Additionally, some practitioners may find it challenging to apply the scale consistently across different settings, as children's behavior and interactions may vary depending on the environment Finally, practitioners may interpret and score the results differently based on their own personal biases or perspectives. Despite these potential difficulties, the Leuven Scale, when used appropriately and correctly alongside other assessment methods, can have positive outcomes. Records of observations are not always necessary but can be a particularly useful tool.
Section 4
Play is an essential aspect of a child's development. It helps children to develop their social, emotional, and cognitive skills. Through play, children learn to interact with others, express themselves, and explore the world around them. Play also helps children to develop their creativity, imagination, and problem-solving skills. It allows them to develop a sense of independence, as they learn to make choices and take risks in a safe environment. Overall, play is a crucial part of a child's learning and development, and it should be encouraged and supported whenever possible. When observing a child during play it can provide valuable insights into their development. Play is a natural and spontaneous activity for children, and it allows them to express themselves in a way that may not be clear in other situations. By observing a child at play, the practitioner will be able to gain a better understanding of their social, emotional, and cognitive skills, as well as their strengths and areas for improvement. It can also provide an opportunity to identify any potential developmental delays or issues that may require further attention. However, it is important to remember that play is just one aspect of a child's development and should be considered in conjunction with other factors such as language and motor skills, academic, and social interactions with peers and adults.
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