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Section 1.
Play types are ways in which children connect with their environment and also with other children and adults. These various forms of play support children’s development.  They help them learn about the world around them. They also assist in developing skills. Symbolic play and social play are two of the most popular types used by specialists in supporting the development of children (Child Care, 2025).

In symbolic play children pretend one thing is something else during their play. For instance, a child might use a cardboard box as a ship or cook food in toy pots. This type of play supports cognitive development and is explained in Piaget’s theory of cognitive development. Piaget states that symbolic play is most popular during ages two and seven. It helps children develop thinking and problem-solving abilities (McIlroy, 2024).

Specialists can support symbolic play by providing materials such as blocks, fabric pieces and everyday objects that children can use creatively. Setting up special play areas like imaginary homes helps children play last for longer periods. To keep children interested and learning new things, specialists should change these areas regularly by adding different toys and materials (McIlroy, 2024).

Social play is about interaction with others. It progresses through various stages as children develop. This type of play is explained in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. This theory makes clear the importance of social interaction in learning and development. Vygotsky’s theory suggests that children learn most effectively when connecting with more skilled partners during play (Pathways, 2025).

The role of early years specialists in supporting play is very important for increasing the development of children. They should create environments that have planned and spontaneous play occasions. They have to carefully plan where to put toys and materials and think about how these fit into the daily timetable. The environment should include mixed sorts of spaces, such as quiet areas for concentrated play and active spaces for physical play. It should also include relaxed spaces for rest.

Play spaces have to be easily accessible, in that way to allow children to make choices about how they will play. Specialists must record because this documentation helps them monitor developmental progress and helps in planning for the future.

Specialists must check if their play activities are giving children enough challenge and keeping them interested. Working closely with parents is also very important in helping children continue their learning through play at home. When teachers and parents work together and are providing many different types of play, children get the most benefit from their play experiences (Sitters, 2025).

Specialists should create opportunities for both structured and unstructured group activities to help social play. Examples are collaborative projects or organising small group games. The adult’s role is about observing and helping when needed. This is very important for supporting social skills development, such as sharing and taking turns (Sitters, 2025). 

Play develops via several stages as children grow up. Infants do exploratory play first, then solitary play, then parallel play, then associative play until they reach the cooperative play stage. Each step is based on the previous ones. Play helps children grow and develop in many different ways.

Play helps children develop both fine and gross motor skills. Play supports problem-solving abilities and language development. Social and emotional aspects include the development of empathy and communication skills. Play allows children to understand their experiences and make sense of the world around them.

Play helps children grow and learn in many different ways. There are several types of play, but two important ones are symbolic play, where children pretend things are something else and social play, where children learn by playing with others. Piaget explained that children learn by exploring and discovering things through their play. Vygotsky explained that children learn best when playing with others, especially adults or more experienced children who can help them develop new skills (HSE, 2025). 

Specialists can help children develop in all areas by giving them the right toys and proper spaces for different play activities. To do this well, they must watch what children like to do and what they can do and then plan new activities that help them learn more. Specialists also need to know when to join in with children’s play and when to let children play on their own. Regular changes to play areas and working with parents helps children get the most benefit from their play and experiences (Paes, 2025).

Section 2.

Self-directed play happens when children choose their own play activities themselves and adults are not telling them what to do. Children decide what they want to play with during this type of play. The yare in control about how they want to play and how long they want to spend on each activity. This choice freedom helps them develop vital  skills like independence and decision-making (Child Care, 2025).

Children become interested and involved in what they are doing if they direct their own play. This helps them learn in a better way because they have the natural motivation to explore and discover new things. Research shows that when children are allowed to make their own play choices, they are staying in focus for long periods and learn better from their experiences (HSE, 2025).

Adults play a key role in helping children direct their own play. However, they should not be in charge. Their main job is to make play areas that are both safe and fun, so that children feel free to choose their activities. They need to fill these spaces with useful items like boxes and household objects that develop the creativity of children (McIlroy, 2024).

The main role of adults is to observe and help when needed only. This is explained in Vygotsky’s theory. It shows that children learn best when they have support from more skilled partners during play. This help should not take over the child’s own ideas and choices (Pathways, 2025). Adults should observe what interests each child and then add new materials or change play areas to help develop these interests going forward.

Self-directed play is very important for children’s development. When children choose their own activities, they learn to think for themselves and solve problems on their own. This helps them become more confident and independent. Children learn important life skills like organising and making decisions by making their own play choices (Sitters, 2025).

Children can use their imagination in their own way when they play freely. For example, they take a cardboard box and pretend it is a ship. Or they pretend they are cooking with toy pots and pans. During the kind of free play in which children choose what to pretend, children are getting better at thinking and solving problems (McIlroy, 2024).

Adults are able to support the self-directed play in numerous ways. One way is to create play areas of different types that children can access. These areas may include quiet spaces for focused play and active spaces to be used for physical activities. Specialist are encouraged to change these areas by adding new toys and objects so that children are interested and are learning new things (Paes, 2025).

Freedom of children and support by specialist is very important to be balanced in self-directed play. Adults need to be around children, so that they can ensure they are safe. They need to offer help when such is needed. Specialist must not control the play. They need to let children make their own choices, so that they are able to learn from their experiences. This approach helps children develop confidence and independence. In the meantime, they have the security because an adult is there if needed.

Self-directed play is improved when parents are involved as well. They need to understand why it is important to let children choose their play activities. When both teachers and parents support self-directed play, children get more chances to develop their skills and interests both at school and at home (Sitters, 2025).

Self-directed play helps children understand their experiences and make sense of the world around them in their own way. Children can be creative and skilled at solving problems when they are free to choose how they play. The role of adults is to ensure safe and interesting environments, so that children can play there freely, explore and learn making their own choices and having their individual and group experiences (HSE, 2025).

Self-directed play is also helping children to learn about feelings. They are able to understand how others feel through play. A child maybe pretends to be a doctor who is taking care for a toy that is ill. This experience is teaching them about helping others. Play gives children a way to express what they worry about as well. For example, they can pretend that they are going to the doctor with their toys. This helps them feel less scared about real doctor visits. Children are able to learn to understand their emotions better through self-directed play. This is a vital moment of how children grow up and learn about the world (HSE, 2025).


Section 3.

Observation is a way of watching and recording how children behave and develop. It helps specialists understand how children learn through play and what support they need. When specialists observe children during play activities, they can see what interests them and how they interact with others. This information helps plan activities that support each child’s development (Child Care, 2025).

The Leuven Scale is a useful tool for observing children during play. It measures how involved children are in their activities and how well they feel emotionally. This scale is helpful when watching children during self-directed play. It shows how comfortable and engaged they are when choosing their own activities (HSE, 2025).

This observation method is applicable in both symbolic and social play. For instance, when children pretend a cardboard box is a ship, specialists can observe how deeply they are involved in their pretend play. They can also see how children feel when playing with others. That helps understand their social development (McIlroy, 2024).

The Leuven Scale has clear benefits for specialists. It helps them see if play areas and activities are working well for children. When specialists notice that children are very involved in certain activities, they know these activities are supporting learning. This information helps them plan future play experiences that will keep children interested and learning (Paes, 2025).

This observation tool also shows when children are not fully engaged. If specialists see that children are not interested in some activities, they can make changes to the play environment. For example, they might add new materials to the pretend play area or create new spaces for social play. This helps ensure that children stay interested and continue learning through their play (Sitters, 2025).

The Leuven Scale does have some limitations. It focuses mainly on how involved children are and how they feel during activities. It does not measure other important areas like physical skills or language development. Specialists need to remember this when using the scale (Pathways, 2025).

The scale gives a view of child development rather than a complete picture. While it shows how well children engage with activities and their emotional state, it might miss other important aspects of their development. For example, it might not show how well children are developing their problem-solving skills during symbolic play (McIlroy, 2024).

To get a full understanding of each child’s development, specialists often need to use other observation methods alongside the Leuven Scale. This helps them see all aspects of how children are growing and learning. They might watch how children move during physical play or listen to how they talk during pretend play (HSE, 2025).

The Leuven Scale works well when observing self-directed play. It helps specialists see if children are truly engaged when they choose their own activities. This information helps adults know when to offer support and when to let children play independently. It also shows if the play environment gives children enough chances to explore and learn in their own way (Sitters, 2025).

Using this observation method helps specialists work better with parents. They can share information about how involved their children are in different activities and how comfortable they feel at play. This helps parents understand their children’s development and supports learning both at school and at home (Child Care, 2025).

Observation using the Leuven Scale helps specialists support children’s development through play. By watching how involved children are in different activities, specialists can create better play environments. This leads to more effective learning experiences that help children develop in all areas (Paes, 2025).

Section 4.

Specialists are able to observe and assess children’s development when children are playing. Children show their abilities and interests in a natural way during their play. In that way specialist are able to get picture of what children can. In testing situations children might feel nervous or unsure (Child Care, 2025).

The research by Howard and McInnes (2013) shows that children’s emotional well-being improves when they think they are playing rather than doing work. Their study found that children were engaged and showed positive behaviour during activities they saw as play. This tells us that observing children during play gives us a more reliable view of their development than watching them during activities they see as testing.

The Leuven Scale helps specialists measure how involved children are during their play. When children are involved in play, they show their real skills and understanding (HSE, 2025). This gives specialists information about children’s development more accurate than watching them do activities they find not so much engaging.

Observing children during play gives accurate information because play is natural for children (Child Care, 2025). Children are relaxed and confident during play. They are trying new things without worrying about making mistakes. This situation  helps specialists see what children can do, compared to what they think adults want them to do.

Self-directed play is about children choosing their own activities. It is especially reliable for observation. Children show their true interests and abilities if they are the ones controlling their play. They are likely to spend more time on activities they enjoy and understand. In that way specialists can understand what children can do on their own and where they might need help to develop (HSE, 2025).

Adults are supporting observation during play in several ways. They must create play spaces that children can use without obstruction. These spaces should have different areas for various types of play. Examples include quiet spaces for focused activities and active areas for moving. This helps children choose activities they enjoy, which leads to better engagement and more accurate observations (Child Care, 2025).

Knowledge of child development is very important for good observation. Specialists must understand how children develop through different stages of play. This helps them notice important moments in children’s development and plan activities that help children learn new skills. They also need to know each child’s interests and confidence levels to support their play effectively (HSE, 2025).

Specialists should learn to stand back and watch without interrupting children’s play (Child Care, 2025). This helps children stay natural in their activities. Adults should be ready to help when needed, following Vygotsky’s idea that children learn best with support from skilled partners. This balance between watching and helping is key to good observation.

The play environment must be carefully selected to support good observation (HSE, 2025). Specialists are advised to provide objects that children can use in different ways. For instance, everyday objects for pretend play or places for group activities. Frequent changes to these areas help keep children interested. This gives specialists chances to observe different aspects of development.

Working with parents helps improve observations. Parents can share information about how their children play at home. This gives specialists understanding of each child’s development. When parents understand the importance of play, they can also support their children’s learning through play at home (Child Care, 2025).

Howard and McInnes’ research (2013) shows that specialists need training to understand how children view play. This helps them create playful situations where children feel free to show their real abilities. When children feel they are playing rather than being studied, specialists can make accurate observations of their development.
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