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Section one
According to Howard and McInnes (2013) play is a key component that is consistently practiced by children within their lives, stimulating cognitive function, supporting motor skills and enhancing curiosity, therefore, consisting of core elements of a child’s holistic development. Self-directed play is when a child is given the opportunities to independently narrate and carry out what they personally believe to be play without intervention from external individuals and are given resources that encourage freedom and leadership of their own play (Howard and McInnes 2013). Moyles (2015) agrees that self-directed play develops a sense of autonomy and confidence in a child’s decision-making abilities, encourages children to engage in imaginative scenarios and work through challenges on their own, this promotes critical thinking and resilience. Additionally, self-directed play provides a safe space for children to experiment and learn from both their successes and failures, building emotional regulation skills and overall supports holistic development, forming a foundation towards lifelong healthy cognitive, social, and emotional growth (Moyles 2015).
As discussed by Whitebread et al (2009) the freedom for children to choose their own play is a key factor for their holistic development, as it allows them to explore their interests, take ownership of their learning which then encourages children to gain a sense of independence and autonomy, which is essential for developing confidence and self-reliance. Similarly, Moyles (2015) conveys that self-directed play provides children with the freedom to explore and experiment with new ideas without the constraints of structured activities and emphasizes the importance of imagination and why it is key to creative thinking, encouraging children learn to think outside the box and develop their creative potential. Furthermore, Moyles (2015) believes that adults play a significant role in guiding children’s play, while children often initiate and lead their own play, adults can also provide balance and modelling without intervening and disturbing the play in its natural form for the child. By providing a safe, stimulating environment and offering subtle guidance when needed, adults can enhance self-directed play and foster a child’s growth in creativity, problem-solving, and emotional regulation, contributing to the productive development of the child holistically (Hakkarainen et al 2013).
Many theorists have gone on to produce findings and beliefs upon the overall importance of play and what that looks like to them, supplying various perspectives. For example, Maria Montessori, the first female doctor in Italy and the creator of ‘The Montessori Method of Education’ believed that children preferred to work as opposed to what is considered the stereotypical perspective of play (Isaacs 2007). Montessori acknowledged that children naturally want to ‘help’ and play through acts of service and highlighted the importance of having access to a favourable environment (Isaacs 2007). Within Montessori's findings there was a considerate emphasis on the inclusion of ‘free play’ and child-led learning, also acknowledging the perspective of the ‘observational’ child, discussing that a child who is ‘free to play’ must also be ‘free not to play’ (Feez 2010). 

[bookmark: _Int_Mr59OZ7v]However in contrast to Montessori, Lev Vygotsky, a Russian psychologist, believed that children's cognitive development is heavily influenced by social interactions, especially with adults and more knowledgeable peers and this is what Vygotsky’s concept of “scaffolding” is built upon (Bodrova et al 1996). According to Arshad (2009) Vygotsky’s concept of scaffolding refers to the overall support and guidance provided by an adult or a more knowledgeable peer that enables a child to perform a task that they could not do independently but could accomplish with assistance, helping children progress to higher levels of understanding and skill they cannot reach on their own. Vygotsky’s view underscores a balance between fostering independence through self-directed play and the necessary scaffolding provided by adults to support learning and development in complex tasks, however, avoiding the occurrence of adulteration which is when adults intervene and break the play cycle (Arshad 2009). 

Scandinavian countries such as Denmark, Sweden, and Norway, place a strong emphasis on fostering children's holistic development through unstructured, child-led play, providing a true contrast to traditional stereotypical schooling systems that are classroom based with very little outdoor opportunities (Henderson et al 2016). In this approach, children are encouraged to explore, create, and interact with their environment in natural settings, such as outdoor forests or open spaces. The focus is on supporting emotional, social, cognitive, and physical development simultaneously, with Scandinavian countries recognising the importance of allowing children to learn at their own pace, emphasizing independence and problem-solving and encouraging a deep sense of connection to the natural world (Henderson et al 2016). The flexibility of this approach also allows for children’s interests and intrinsic motivation to guide their learning which nurtures children’s confidence and curiosity, laying a foundation for lifelong learning.

Section two

According to Howard (2020) children's play evolves over time, transitioning between different types of play that each cater towards the individual's holistic development in different ways and encourages diverse types of play helps children develop a wide range of skills necessary for their holistic development and future success. Edwards (2013) agrees that Exploratory play is a core component of a child’s growth because it supports their cognitive, physical, emotional, social, and language development. By engaging in exploratory play, children develop a deeper understanding of the world around them and build important skills that will benefit them throughout their lives (Edwards 2013). Edwards (2013) discusses how exploratory play encourages curiosity and problem-solving while fostering independence and develop a deeper acknowledgement towards their learning. Therefore, it is essential that adults create environments that allow for open-ended, hands-on exploration to support the child’s holistic development.

A study conducted by Muentener et al (2018) found that through hands-on exploration, children engage in problem-solving and critical thinking, fostering intellectual curiosity and laying the foundation for later learning and went on to prove that there is a correlation between exploratory play and higher IQ’s. Exploratory play also promotes the development of fine and gross motor skills as children manipulate objects, climb, or run and helps children build emotional resilience and boost self-esteem (Muentener et al 2018). Exploratory play can be carried out both independently and socially, socially it encourages collaboration and communication, enhancing language skills as children describe their discoveries and interact with the people around them (Yogman 2018). 

According to Brain and Mukherji (2005) there are different stages of play each referring to different phases children go through as they develop their play skills and engage with others, identified by developmental psychologists like Mildred Parten, to  show the increasing complexity and social interaction involved in play as children grow. Exploratory play incorporates solitary play, where infants and toddlers play alone, focused on their own activity without much interest in others, parallel play, where children play side by side but do not interact directly and cooperative play, where children play together with a common goal, collaborating and taking on roles in a shared activity, such as playing a game or building something together (Brain and Mukherji 2005). These stages reflect a child’s social, cognitive, and emotional growth, as they gradually learn how to interact with others, share, and negotiate within group play (Brain and Mukherji 2005).

Another type of play is social play and according to Play Wales (2018), social play is referred to as the interaction between a person or the people around you during the play itself and creating a shared play experience through the use of simple interactions like turn taking or sharing toys to more complex collaborative activities where children work together to create something or solve a problem. Play Wales (2018) discusses how social play encourages interaction between children, which builds relationships, develops social skills and involves activities where children can communicate and collaborate through structured games and pretend play. 

Play Wales (2018) states that social play helps children learn core social skills such as empathy, communication and conflict resolution whilst gaining a better understanding of social norms and boundaries that are important for healthy social interactions throughout their lives. In contrast to exploratory play, social play is strictly based upon the interaction and collaboration with others, whereas exploratory play can be both independent and social. Social play relates to several of the stages of play, such as parallel, associative and cooperative play as they all relate to the act of engagement and collaboration (Brain and Mukherji 2005). 

Section three

It is discussed by Howard and McInnes (2013) that play is a core element when observing and assessing children, as it provides a natural and unstructured context for them to express themselves, demonstrating their developmental skills and engagement within their environment. Play is a window into how children process the world around them and engage with their environment, allowing children the opportunities to demonstrate their abilities in a relaxed, authentic setting, revealing behaviors and challenges that might not surface in more structured or formal settings where they are aware that their behaviour is being monitored very closely, such as during a group work task with an adult monitoring (Sheridan et al 2010). Additionally, Sheridan (2010) discusses how observation during play helps adults identify a child's strengths, learning styles, and areas that may need further support or intervention, also offering an opportunity to monitor social interactions, such as how a child cooperates or resolves conflicts with peers. Observation during play provides a comprehensive and holistic view of the child’s development, making it a core tool for effective learning, guidance, and support.

According to Zoll et al (2023) Montessori advocated for educators to carefully observe children during play, as she believed that this would provide valuable insights into their interests and areas needing further development. Observing children’s behaviour and interactions provides practitioners to create a prepared environment that supports individualized learning and as a result be able to nurture a child's natural ability to learn. For Montessori, observation was not solely focused on watching the children but about tuning into each child’s developmental needs and using that information to guide their educational experiences (Zoll et al 2023).


Furthermore, according to Howard and Mclnnes (2013) conducting observations during play means that children are often more relaxed and authentic in their behaviours, therefore offering valuable insights into their cognitive, emotional, social, and physical development. However, the nature of the play itself can significantly affect both the child’s engagement and the accuracy of the observation because if the child feels overly observed or pressured, their behaviour may be influenced by the Hawthorne Effect (Colby Pearce 2012).

 According to Colby Pearce (2012) the Hawthorne Effect refers to the phenomenon where individuals, in this instance specifically children, can alter their behaviour simply because they know they are being observed which as a result can significantly influence the accuracy of the observation itself. Children may adjust their interactions, or responses because they are aware that an adult or researcher is watching them which can lead to a discrepancy between the child's usual behaviour and the behaviour displayed during the observation (Colby Pearce 2012). To reduce the impact of the Hawthorne Effect, adults can create a comfortable, unobtrusive environment and, when possible, allow children to engage in activities without overt awareness of being observed (Colby Pearce 2012).

For accurate assessment, the adult can create an environment where the child feels comfortable and free to engage in their natural play, without the feeling of being scrutinized. Observers must take care not to interrupt or direct the play too much, this is known as adulteration and can influence the child's actions and reduce the authenticity of the observation (Sharman et al 2015). It is discussed by Sharman (2015) that careful consideration surrounding the children’s play environments and observation methods are structured, can ensure that practitioners gather the most accurate and meaningful information about a child's development. 
Using tools such as running records or anecdotal notes can capture the sequence of events in real-time, allowing for an authentic representation of the child’s actions. Observers should also pay attention to non-verbal cues, such as body language and facial expressions, as these can provide important insights into the child's emotional state or developmental stage and observing the child over a period of time allows for reflection upon any consistent patterns and themes during their play (Sheridan et al 2010).  
Section four
Observation during play provides valuable insights into a child’s development, interests, and learning processes through the application of careful observation, adults can assess a child’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth, as play naturally reveals how children process and interact with their environment (Howard and McInnes 2013). According to Howard and McInnes (2013), observing how a child plays with others allows educators to assess the child’s social skills, such as cooperation and communication. Observing play allows caregivers and educators to identify individual needs, strengths, and challenges, which can guide targeted support and interventions (Howard and McInnes 2013). Furthermore, observations during play enable adults to tailor activities and environments to better engage children and promote meaningful learning experiences, fostering a deeper understanding of each child's unique developmental trajectory (Howard and McInnes 2013).
According to Stouffer (2021) there are many effective observation methods that focus on the holistic development of young children, one of them being a running record, a technique that offers a detailed, real-time account of a child's behaviour and interactions during a specific period. This method involves the observer writing down everything the child does and says, without interpretation, in a continuous narrative and the primary advantage of a running record is its ability to capture natural, unfiltered behaviour, providing an accurate representation of the child’s social interactions and emotional responses (Stouffer 2021). Stouffer (2021) discusses how it is particularly useful for tracking specific aspects of development over time, such as language acquisition and problem-solving abilities whilst the observer notes the sequence of events, allowing for a comprehensive analysis of the child’s progression, as well as identifying patterns in behaviour that might inform future teaching strategies or interventions. 
According to D’Agostino et al (2021) using a running record allows educators to gain insights into a child’s strengths and areas for growth, as it helps track how a child responds to different stimuli and how they engage with their peers. These observations can guide lesson planning and offer valuable data for parent-teacher conferences or assessments. Overall, the running record provides a dynamic and comprehensive method of understanding young children, supporting a deeper understanding of their developmental needs (D’Agostino et al 2021). 
Unlike structured assessments, the running record allows for flexibility, offering an insight of the child’s typical day and providing a more holistic understanding of the child in their natural environment. However, running records require a keen, focused observer, as they demand quick and accurate documentation to capture the child’s actions as they occur which can be difficult for in demand teachers to carry out. Furthermore, busy or chaotic environments may lead to the observer missing critical moments if not being able to record immediately. However, in order to minimize this, observers often use shorthand or symbols for speed, but this requires practice and experience (Smidt 2015). Despite these challenges, running records are invaluable because they provide direct insights into a child’s behaviours and thinking processes without external influence or bias and allow educators and caregivers to reflect on the child’s progress in a way that supports individual growth, giving context to the developmental milestones that the child is reaching (D’Agostino et al 2021). 
There are a number of different observation methods, each having its own positives and negatives. For example, sticky notes can be used as a form of quick and somewhat discrete observation, however, they are not as detailed due to the lack of room for writing and can be lost easily, especially in a busy environment such as a classroom. Despite being a discrete method, the Hawthorne effect can still occur during any type of observation. According to Colby Pearce (2012) the pressure to perform or act in specific ways might limit a child’s ability to explore freely and over an extended period of time could potentially start to stunt the child’s social and cognitive growth, which means that this could then lead to an overemphasis on external validation, where children become more motivated by external rewards or observation rather than intrinsic interest or personal satisfaction in their activities.
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