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Children’s learning and development are deeply enriched through access to a wide variety of play types, each supporting growth in unique yet interconnected ways. Understanding these different forms of play is crucial for recognising how children explore, express themselves and build core skills across cognitive, social, emotional and physical domains. As Wood (2013) states, holistic play emphasises the importance of considering the whole child acknowledging that development does not happen in isolated parts but as a complete, integrated process. Within this broader framework, symbolic play and mastery play hold particular significance. Symbolic play nurtures imagination, language development and abstract thinking (Mooney, 2013), while mastery play supports children’s confidence, competence and sense of control as they engage physically with their environment (Hughes, 2002). Together, these play types highlight the rich and diverse ways children learn through everyday experiences and the environment around them (Curriculum of Wales, 2022; Play Wales, 2023). 
Alongside these play types, children will also develop through Parten’s 6 stages of play (Parten,1932), these stages explain how their social involvement progresses from independent activity to fully cooperative and collaborative play and Symbolic and mastery play does evolve through these stages. Early stages such as unoccupied and solitary play involve children exploring materials on their own which lays the foundation for mastery play as the learn and adapt to what their bodies and objects can do (Hughes, 2002). As children move into onlooker and parallel play, children play and watch alongside others, mostly copying ideas and actions they have observed. This supports the growth into symbolic play as children will start to assign meaning to objects and start to develop imagination skills (Mooney, 2013). During associate play, children start to share objects and start to make comments on other actions that they have observed, allowing symbolic play to become more collaborative and mastery play to evolve into shared problem solving and team working (Mooney, 2013). As they approach cooperative play the skills they have learnt through previous play stages and different play types develops into shared narratives, children are able to negotiate roles, work together and enrich their play experiences reflecting Parten’s (1932) stages of social play.
Symbolic play represents a central aspect of early childhood learning, as it enables children to engage in imaginative thinking and to begin assigning alternative meanings to familiar objects (Mooney, 2013). Through this process, children develop foundational cognitive skills, including early abstract thinking, language development and creative problem solving (Mooney, 2013). Symbolic play involves using objects, actions or ideas to stand for something else, allowing children to explore concepts beyond what is directly in front of them and supports broader socio-emotional growth (Wood, 2013). An enabling environment is essential in promoting this form of learning. Providing open ended materials encourages children to explore freely and construct their own imaginative meanings (Play Wales, 2023). Thoughtfully designed play spaces and flexible resources invite children to think creatively and use objects in imaginative ways. Symbolic play can also be strengthened through purposeful guidance, modelling imaginative possibilities and encouraging deeper thinking through open ended questions (Curriculum for Wales, 2022). Incorporating symbolic play into everyday routines such as stories and role play activities, small world set ups and imaginative games, further enriches children’s learning. These opportunities allow children to act out experiences, explore emotions as they arise and practise different social roles in a safe and supportive environment (UNCRC, 1989). Symbolic play can also be adapted to reflect children’s individual backgrounds, cultures and personal interests, it then becomes more meaningful and relevant, reinforcing a more holistic approach to development in which cognitive social and emotional learning are closely connected (Bruce, 2015). 
Mastery play represents an essential form of early learning, it enables a child to gain control over their actions, grow confidence in their abilities and increase competence by physically interacting and being inquisitive about their environment (Hughes, 2002). Mastery play involves physical exploration where children naturally engage in activities such as digging, climbing, transporting materials or constructing with loose parts these actions support the development of physical coordination, resilience and problem solving while also giving them a sense of responsibility and self-control over themselves and their environment (Mooney, 2013). Through hands on exploration and curiosity into cause-and-effect, manipulating different materials and testing ideas children will gradually develop a sense of capability in not only what the tools they use can do but also what their bodies can achieve (Curriculum of Wales, 2022). This form of play allows children to challenge their abilities, refine their skills and repeat actions until they are confident in their ability to accurately do what they are trying to do not only supporting physical development but also building emotional resilience and building confidence in their own decision making (Wood, 2013). An enabling environment is therefore crucial in supporting mastery play, spaces that offer open ended materials, opportunities for movement with access to natural elements encourage children to explore freely and develop confidence and essential capabilities through meaningful self-directed action (Play Wales, 2023).
Self‑directed play is when children take the lead in their own play, choosing activities based on their interests without adult direction. It is self‑directed and self‑chosen: “play, first and foremost, is what one wants to do, as opposed to what one feels obliged to do” (Gray, 2011). Play Wales (2020) describes play as “a behaviour, activity or process initiated, controlled and structured by children. Play takes place whenever and wherever the opportunities arise”. In this form of play, children independently decide how to use materials, what direction their play will take, how long to remain at an activity, and who they will involve, allowing them to follow their own motivations and curiosities. Piaget and Vygotsky both explain that children construct knowledge through active exploration and social interaction, both of which emerge authentically when play is initiated and directed by the child (Mooney, 2013). Self‑directed play is fluid and dynamic, enabling children to move between activities, create their own narratives, and experiment with resources in ways that reflect their own interests, developmental stage and individual learning styles. The Early Years Foundation Stage identifies child‑initiated play as a key feature of early learning, emphasising that children benefit from opportunities to act on their own choices within an enabling environment(Department for Education, 2023). Bottrill (2022) describes self‑directed play as a space where children’s ideas and imagination unfold naturally when adults step back and allow play to develop without interruption. Play Wales also recognises self‑directed play as a spontaneous process in which children engage freely with available materials, using them flexibly and creatively according to their own intentions.
Adults play an important role in supporting self‑directed play, not by directing it but by creating an environment in which it can grow. The EYFS (DfE, 2023) identifies self‑directed play as a key component of early learning and stresses the importance of an enabling environment that offers a range of different activities, open‑ended resources, opportunities for uninterrupted play, and a safe and welcoming space. Rose and Rogers (2012) emphasis that the role of the adult in self‑directed play involves observing children, learning their likes and dislikes, and responding to their needs in an appropriate manner without being overbearing. They point out that practitioners must create a balance between getting involved and stepping back, ensuring children maintain control of their play while still receiving appropriate support and reassurance when needed. Bottrill (2022) describes the role of the adult as creating a space where children’s imagination and creativity can flow freely, stepping in only when the child requires support or when there is a safety concern. Adults can enhance self‑directed play by encouraging imagination and exploration, and by supporting areas that show signs of lower development, without taking control of the narrative. This approach ensures that children remain in control of their own play while still benefiting from practitioner support.
Self‑directed play is important because it supports holistic development across cognitive, social, emotional and physical domains. When children choose their own play, they develop a deeper sense of engagement and become more motivated to explore, which in turn strengthens their development. Play Wales (2020) states that self‑directed play allows children to explore ideas, test boundaries, take risks and deepen creativity in ways that feel meaningful and authentic. Through self‑directed play, children develop confidence and independence as they learn to trust their own decision‑making, test new ideas, explore where those ideas lead, and strengthen problem‑solving skills. Socially, self‑directed play provides opportunities for children to negotiate roles, collaborate with peers and develop communication skills, empathy and resilience. Piaget emphasises the importance of active exploration for cognitive development, while Vygotsky highlights the value of social interaction (Mooney, 2013). Child‑initiated play forms a central part of effective early learning, as it enables children to act on their own choices and interests within a thoughtfully planned environment. This approach reflects the understanding that children learn most effectively when they have the freedom to explore and follow their own lead.
The oxford learners’ dictionaries describe observation as “the act of watching somebody/something carefully for a period of time, especially to learn something.” Observation is an opportunity to enhance our understanding of children’s actions and enables us to take responsibility for helping a child progress, but more importantly observations provide the evidence and information needed to create and overview of the child’s activities interests and achievements which then helps produce a child centred provision moving forward (Rose and Rogers, 2012). Observation is a vital aspect of early years it allows practitioners to assess and understand each child as an individual, it gives the practitioner an opportunity to learn each child’s development, behaviours, needs, interest’s behaviours and skills giving a holistic view of what the child is capable of. Regular observations help identify progress across these areas and highlights any areas of concern which may need early intervention and helps with planning meaningful learning experiences (Welsh Government, no date). “Dewey thought it was important for teachers to observe children and to determine from these observations what kinds of experience the children are interested in and ready for” (Mooney, 2013). 
A Running record is effective method of recording observations and considered to be one of the oldest methods of recording observations. Running records can be a very informative form of gathering information, the goal of a running record is to gain a detailed, objective account of behaviour without interference, interruptions or evaluations, you will know if the running record has been completed effectively and good evidence gathered if you can close your eyes and see the image in your mind from the information gathered within the running record. Running records are one of the easiest observations to undertake as all they require is time, paper and a pen to gather information. The primary focus is to continuously write down everything you are seeing and hearing, exactly as it occurs, without adding opinions, judgements or comments. The running record format will not only highlight a child’s behaviour it will also contain information on the setting, sequence of events and the situations that occurred (Palomar College, 2020). 
The advantages of a running record are that it provides detailed information including the who, what, where and when, information is gathered in a sequence as it occurs, it provides descriptive and objective information, it is a good way to gather baseline information for a child’s likes, dislikes, capabilities and the level at which they are functioning at. They are helpful for tracking a child’s development over time and you can reflect on past running records to see what areas have significant improvement or which areas need intervention from a current running record. Running records are less structured and more fee flowing giving the child freedom to interact with their environment and act more naturally, information gathered can be formal or informal and interpretations and reflections can be added at a later after the observation has taken place. While all these points are a positive way of gathering information this method does come with its disadvantages, completing running records can be time consuming and staff will need to get cover if they are in ratio while they take the time to complete the observation. It may be difficult to follow and keep up with the child as they can move quickly through activities, and some information may be missed. One of the big challenges is that a child may not be showing typical behaviours on the day of the observation and that there normal day shows different behaviours and this will impact the information gathered (Palomer College, 2020).
A running record is a valuable source of information because it provides a holistic view of a child overtime. Each observation contributes to a broader understanding of the child’s development, and previous running records can be revisited to track the progress and identify areas where additional support may be needed. They can also highlight areas where the child may need more rigorous activities to extend their learning (DfE,2024).
Running records can be focused to specific areas of development at different times, such as fine motor skills, social interactions, language use or for identifying triggers to challenging behaviour. When these focused observations are reviewed alongside earlier records, they offer a comprehensive, well-rounded view of the child’s developmental journey (Neaum, 2016).
Play provides the most authentic context for observing and assessing young children because it reflects how they naturally think, behave and learn. When children are engaged in play, particularly play they have chosen themselves, they demonstrate their abilities in ways that are spontaneous and meaningful. The EYFS (DfE, 2023) states that effective assessment must be based on ongoing observations of children in everyday experiences, and play is the environment in which these experiences unfold most genuinely. Play Wales (2020) describes play as behaviour that is initiated, controlled and structured by children, taking place whenever and wherever opportunities arise. This definition highlights why play is so valuable for observation: it shows what children can do independently, without pressure or adult direction that could alter their behaviour.
Observing children in play provides a more accurate reflection of their development because it captures learning as it naturally occurs. Howard and McInnes (2013) found that children demonstrate higher levels of involvement, confidence and competence when they perceive an activity as play rather than as an adult‑directed task. Their research shows that when children feel they are “playing”, they display more advanced cognitive and social behaviours, whereas structured assessment tasks can limit spontaneity and reduce the expression of true ability. This means that observations carried out during play are more likely to reveal the child’s genuine problem‑solving strategies, language use, social interactions and emotional responses. Piaget and Vygotsky, as discussed in Mooney (2013), emphasise that children construct knowledge through active exploration and social interaction—processes that occur most authentically during play. When children are free to explore materials, negotiate roles or create imaginative scenarios, they reveal their thinking processes in ways that cannot be captured in formal testing.
Sandra Smidt (2009) reinforces this by arguing that observation must take place in contexts that are meaningful to the child, and play provides exactly this. She explains that children communicate their ideas, interests and understandings most clearly when they are relaxed and engaged, and that observing them in play allows practitioners to see the subtle cues, gestures and interactions that reveal deeper layers of learning. Smidt also highlights that children may behave differently when they know they are being assessed, which can distort the accuracy of the observation. Play removes this pressure, enabling practitioners to see the “real child” rather than a child performing for adult expectations.
The accuracy of observations is closely linked to the child’s level of engagement. Children are more deeply involved in activities they have chosen themselves, and this sustained involvement allows practitioners to observe behaviours over time rather than in short, adult‑directed bursts. High levels of involvement are associated with deep learning, and observing children during these moments provides insight into their persistence, creativity, resilience and ability to manage challenges. Rose and Rogers (2012) argue that observing children in play enables practitioners to understand the “whole child”, as play reveals not only developmental skills but also interests, motivation and emotional responses. This holistic understanding supports more accurate assessment and more meaningful planning for future learning.
The role of the adult is crucial in ensuring that observations made during play are both accurate and useful. Adults must create an enabling environment that encourages rich, self‑directed play by providing open‑ended materials, accessible resources and opportunities for uninterrupted exploration. Rose and Rogers (2012) emphasise that adults must be skilled observers who know when to step back and when to sensitively support learning without taking control of the play. This requires practitioners to adopt a responsive, reflective approach, observing closely while allowing the child to remain the leader of their activity. When adults intervene too quickly or direct the play, the authenticity of the observation is compromised, as the child’s behaviour becomes shaped by adult expectations rather than their own intentions.
Observing children in play therefore provides a richer, more reliable basis for assessment because it reflects what children can do independently, how they approach challenges and how they interact with others. It reveals their strengths, interests and emerging skills in ways that formal assessment cannot. By creating supportive environments, adopting sensitive observational practices and valuing play as a context for learning, adults can ensure that assessments are accurate, meaningful and truly reflective of each child’s developmental journey.
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