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Component 1
Play cannot be clearly defined or restricted by specific labels or classifications (Play Wales, 2022). Despite this, General Comment no. 17 by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (2013, p.4) seeks to do so, describing play as an opportunity for children to develop holistically – physically, emotionally, culturally, and cognitively (Akiriza, 2025, pp.173-174). According to Howard (2020, p.261), play is a complex and core element of human development that must be nurtured to promote healthy self-regulation, improved communication, and positive mental health (Gray, 2013 cited in National institute for play, no date). Furthermore, the benefits of play are not limited to children. As noted by Shen (2023), a creative individual might utilise play and playfulness to boost productivity and overall wellbeing both in and beyond the workplace. 
Nevertheless, a survey released by Ofsted (2015, pp.16-20) displays the potential challenges of promoting and integrating play into early years education. The effectiveness of play as a means of teaching and encouraging development is highly dependent upon the confidence of a practitioner or educator and relies heavily on their understanding of a child’s individual needs in order to succeed.
Whilst there are numerous forms of play and a variety of methods to categorise them (Play Scotland, 2026), for the purpose of this assignment only two forms of play will be discussed in detail; exploratory play and creative play. Play Wales (2017, pp.2-4) describes the former as an activity, guided or otherwise, wherein a child learns about an object or environment by handling it, building it, or disassembling it. Similarly, creative play is equally as broad and hands-on in nature and presents children with the opportunity to experiment and explore a variety of materials and tools, without the pressure to stay clean and tidy. 
Exploratory play is crucial for a child’s development. In an experiment by Doan et al. (2020, pp.4-6), it was found that exploratory play can develop a child’s self-confidence and resilience, especially when exploring more ‘difficult’ toys or environments. It is crucial that self-esteem and resilience be developed from a young age, as such factors are fundamental to healthy, holistic development, and may influence behaviour as a child matures into an adult (Kids USA Montessori, no date). Similarly, research by Zuccarini et al. (2018, pp.96-98) illustrates the importance of exploratory play in developing a child’s communication and social skills, and suggests that children who explore the objects and environment around them are more likely to develop improved communication and comprehension skills. Moreover, according to Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development, throughout early childhood a child will face two psychosocial crisis; that of autonomy versus shame and doubt, and initiative versus guilt. Throughout both, to allow for and support development it is advised that a practitioner or educator guides children whilst allowing them space to explore and play (Orenstein and Lewis, 2022). Furthermore, Devon County Council (2026) proposes that practitioners and educators provide children with choices to encourage independence and promote confidence. To make exploratory play accessible, Sense (no date) suggests utilising a treasure basket, which allows children to discover everyday items or toys that they may not otherwise have access to. In order to make the treasure basket more meaningful and create more opportunities for learning, it is advised that a practitioner or educator finds toys and objects with a wide variety of sensory and tactile features.
Equally as important for development, and linked to exploratory play, is creative play. The Department for Education (2025) describes a child’s imagination and creativity as their ‘unique response to all that they see, hear, feel and experience’, and suggests that the creative experience should be prioritised over any pre-determined goals. Garaigordobil et al. (2022, p.17) discuss the importance of a child’s creativity and creative play and the positive role they perform in supporting a child’s social, emotional, and cognitive development. To best support creative play, Drexel University (no date) suggests that a practitioner or educator should utilise a flexible layout in the classroom to allow for experimentation with activities, and to construct a space wherein children can feel comfortable expressing themselves as they create and learn. Furthermore, to promote a creative environment, Howard Gardner noted that children must feel that they can take risks, whilst still being aware of potential limitations, and so educators and practitioners must have an understanding of the children in their care (Morgan, 2021, pp.135-136). To make creative play accessible, Sense (no date) highlights the importance of textures, as some children with additional learning needs may not enjoy feeling specific textures or messy play. The hand-under-hand approach is suggested as a means of overcoming this, as it allows a child to experience and partake in an activity that they may be hesitant to try with a sense of control and freedom.
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Component 2
As discussed in component 1 of this assignment, it is crucial that children are presented with opportunities to act and play independently, without being led by an adult, as it encourages healthy development (Department of Education, 2019, p.5). As described by King and Sturrock (2020, p.14), during play there are two factors that a practitioner or educator must be aware of: the play cycle, and the role of an adult in order to best support the play cycle. The play cycle, explained by Sheffield Play (2024), was designed and developed by Sturrock and Else in the 1988 Colorado paper, and describes the six stages of play. The stages are described as follows:
Metalude, the first stage. Before any play begins, a child might consider what it is they wish to play, and how they could do so. The second stage is titled Play Cue. Once a child is ready to play, they demonstrate so to an adult or peer with a verbal or nonverbal signal. Play Return is the next stage and describes a positive response from the aforementioned adult or peer, signalling that play can begin. The next stage, Play Frame, describes the form that play takes, and is dictated by a child. On one occasion it may take up a large amount of space, loud with numerous children or adults participating, on another it may be quieter with only two children – or one adult and one child – involved. Flow describes the greatest of the six stages, occupying the most time and focus. This stage comprises of the children and any adults immersing themselves in a game or activity. Annihilation is the final stage of the play cycle, and describes the natural ending of play – for example when a game comes to an end, or a child decides that play is over and moves on to another activity.
Similarly, throughout play, the role of an adult is flexible and varies to best support the needs of children’s individual play or development needs. King and Sturrock (2020, pp.35-37) utilise four forms of adult intervention to depict how a practitioner or educator might best support the play cycle.
Play maintenance is the first of the four forms of adult intervention, wherein children can play independently and without the aid of a practitioner or educator. The role of an adult is that of an observer and nothing more. Simple intervention is the second of the four forms of adult play intervention. Here, a practitioner or educator might provide subtle help if a child is struggling to find a toy, by making the desired toy more visible, or through answering a request from any children playing. Medial intervention is more overt. At this stage of intervention, a practitioner or educator may help to initiate a game or get involved at a child’s request. Complex intervention is the final form of intervention and consists of an adult becoming directly involved for the entirety of a game or activity, potentially becoming a partner to a child, or by taking on a specific role in a game.
It is clear than an adult plays an important role in facilitating play, regardless of their involvement within an activity or game. Evidence to support this notion is found in an article by Nijhof et al. (2018, p.424) and highlights the vital role of healthcare practitioners in supporting the play behaviours of children with chronic diseases. Adult intervention that is ultimately encouraging the development of social, motor, and cognitive skills. From an early years perspective, Coram PACEY (2025) notes that the Welsh curriculum encourages a balance of adult led and child led activities, which further supports the evidence that an adult assumes a crucial role when in a play context. Rymanowicz (2015) describes the difference between an adult leading play and an adult supporting play, stating that play ‘loses its meaning’ when an adult attempts to take control of or lead play – ‘violating the basic principles of play’.
When an adult does take command of play, inserting adult logic and inhibiting the play cycle as a result, it is an act called adulteration (Thomson, 2014, p.5). Adulterated play is not the same as adult led play, which presents children with additional opportunities to develop language and cognitive skills (Lavington pre-school, 2018). Whilst adult led play has benefits, numerous theorists, such as Piaget and Erikson, promote child led play and exploration as vital to development and suggest that children utilise play as a means of processing events and conflicts (Dier, 2025). Moreover, UNICEF (2026) encourages child led play in order to encourage and foster a child’s creativity and confidence. It is also suggested that parents and practitioners should support play by offering a safe space for children to explore and act independently.
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Component 3
Observation plays a crucial role in providing children with a safe environment wherein they feel comfortable taking risks and making the most of new experiences, in addition to ensuring that children get the most out of education and early years practice. There are numerous ways that observations may be undertaken, for example as planned or spontaneous occurrences, both of which have benefits and drawbacks (Peterson and Elam, 2020, pp.5-8). For the purpose of this assignment, observations will be divided into two categories: scale-based observations, and individual child observations.
Scale-based observations feature the use of a scale to measure the severity of an individual’s traits (Philip, 2024, p.4).
The first form of scale-based observations to be discussed is the Schedule of Growing Skills (SGS). SGS can be utilised, by a variety of practitioners and professionals, to determine developmental delays by scoring children on the skills that they have or haven’t acquired, and requires a sound understanding of developmental norms. In an early years setting, it should be noted that ‘observations made during free-play situations are a rich source of information’ (Sheridan, 2008, pp.53-55). Bellman et al. (1996, pp.x-1) describe SGS as an ‘indicator of where a child may be having difficulties’ as opposed to a diagnostic tool of any particular depth, which highlights one hundred and seventy-nine key skills, categorised under nine central areas of development.  The nine observable skill areas are as follows; passive posture, active posture, locomotor, manipulative, interactive social, self-care social, visual, hearing and language, and speech and language (APCP, no date). 
Another form of scale-based observations is the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), which seeks to understand the behavioural tendencies of an individual or a group and so can be edited to suit a researcher or professionals needs. As in the title, SDQ is a questionnaire that requires those taking it to score themselves on twenty-five traits, split between five key areas;  ‘emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity, peer problems, and prosocial behaviour’ (Youth in Mind, 2022). In some versions of the SDQ, factors such as a parent or teacher report might be included to create a fuller picture of an individual’s situation and personality, especially in the case of individuals aged four to seventeen years old (Central Bedfordshire, 2016, pp.1-3).
The final form of scale-based observations that this assignment will discuss is the Leuven Scale. The Leuven scale focuses on a child’s ‘well-being’ and ‘involvement’, feeling at ease and being of good mental health, and intense engagement in play or activities, respectively. After making observations for approximately two minutes, a practitioner or educator will use a scale of five points to measure both involvement and well-being, either on an individual or group basis. The observations that are made are utilised to determine if any children display signs of delayed development or concerning behaviours (Northumberland County Council, 2025). A lower rating on the well-being scale displays that a child may be showing signs of withdrawal, fear, or anger. A higher rating suggests that a child is consistently content and relaxed, expressive and self-confident. Similarly, a lower rating on the involvement scale highlights that a child may be absent or show no energy when partaking in play or activities, which may be repetitive and simple in nature. A child with a higher rating is energetic and creative, comfortable playing alone and consistently focused when taking part in an activity (Hartwell Primary School, 2025).
Individual child observations allow practitioners and educators to individualise teaching methods and understand their students better (HeadStart.gov, 2024).
The first form of individual child observations that this assignment will look at are the various forms of tracking, for example wherein a practitioner observes how long a child spends in certain areas of a nursery, and how they travel throughout the area. This aids practitioners and educators in identifying which areas of the classroom are most popular and with which specific students or groups (Brodie, 2026). Another form of tracking is a developmental tracker, which acts as a visual summary of various observations, samples of work, and additional input from parents and carers. This allows educators and practitioners to see where a child may be delayed or more advanced in development (Surrey County Council, 2026).
Another form of individual child observations are running records, which comprise of more detailed observations made over a designated period of time. Very similar to the aforementioned tracking observations, running records allow a practitioner or educator to build a more complete understanding of a child or group of children (Ejiegbu, 2025). Running records are objective in nature, describing events that happen in a sequential manner and offering insight into how a child might think or feel as they experience their day (Brightwheel, 2025). 
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Component 4
Observations are ‘paramount’ to understanding how a child learns about, understands, and interacts with the world around them (Coram PACEY, 2025). The importance of observation was noted by Froebel as an excellent means of understanding children and their development, especially when making observations during moments of play (Louis, no date, pp.1-3). 
Observing children during play can offer the opportunity to understand how a child’s emotions and energy might influence their routine and interactions with their environment. Similarly, observations made during a moment of play or activity can reveal how advanced or delayed a child may be in some areas of development, aiding a practitioner or educator in supporting healthy learning and growth (Children’s Museum of Sonoma County, 2020). It is through play, North Lanarkshire Council (2026) highlights, that children come to learn about how their environment works, and a capable practitioner must notice these behaviours and utilise observations to improve and develop teaching practices. Early Years Careers (2016) describes making observations during play to better understand children’s behaviour as a practitioner or educator’s ‘responsibility’, and highlights that such observations allow not only the improvement of an individual’s early years practice and their understanding of the children in their care, but also their awareness of the benefits or drawbacks of the learning environment.
Commonly associated with observations is the Hawthorne effect, an occurrence wherein during observations an individual or group of people might change their behaviour or actions to reflect the attention of an observer. The Hawthorne effect requires participating individuals to be aware that they are being watched or tested (EBSCO, 2026). Similar to an observer bias, examples of the Hawthorne effect include research participants displaying greater productivity levels than usual in an effort to please a researcher (Azarova, 2023) or to present themselves in a more positive light to either a researcher or someone else – another phenomenon known as ‘social desirability bias’ (Gower et al., 2022, p.3). 
In an educational context, the Hawthorne effect might be utilised to increase productivity in children who may display disengaged or difficult behaviours. Pearce (2026) notes than when challenging children are given the attention of practitioners and educators on a more consistent basis, for example through extracurricular clubs and activities rather than punishments, children are likely to act with improved productivity and engagement, in addition to displaying more positive behaviour overall. The Hawthorne effect is highlighted in a study by Akgülle et al. (2022, pp.1792-1793), wherein a comparison between the behaviour of children in a clinic where they were aware of observations being made, and in home recordings that they were unaware of, found that that there was a significant behavioural difference between the two settings. This study also highlights the crucial role of parental input and professional partnerships in ensuring that practitioners and educators can support the holistic development of children within their care. It is clear in the results of this study that the Hawthorne effect can greatly impact the accuracy of observations, and in turn the reliability of any results taken from them.
It is possible however, that the Hawthorne effect is less prominent and influential than some might believe. A review by McCambridge et al. (2014, pp.274-275) suggests that the Hawthorne effect is too broad a term and neglects the influence of an individual’s environment and task. Overall, it is suggested that the Hawthorne effect is an inconsistent phenomenon and varies depending on context and individuals themselves.
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