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Discuss two types of play and how these can be supported in practice 
Play is well-recognised as centrally important in childhood, providing a wide range of benefits which support the holistic development of the child (Brodie, 2018). These include gaining physical skills (Archer and Siraj, 2015), developing language and communication, and becoming more creative and confident (Andrews, 2017) - amongst others. As a result, play is protected in Article 31 of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UNICEF, 2024) and influences educational policy and practice in different countries. For example, Wales implemented the world’s first ‘Play Policy’ in 2002 (Welsh Government, 2002) and continues to promote high-standard play provision in the early years sector through the ‘Early Childhood Play Learning and Care in Wales’ plan (Welsh Government, 2024a). Other countries place different levels of importance on the value of play in education, which is reflected in different policies and practices. For example, Education Scotland has created an Early Level Play Pedagogy Toolkit to guide practitioners working with children in the early years (Education Scotland, 2019).
Play is, however, difficult to conceptualise, with Brodie (2018) and Yates (2018) both agreeing that defining play is challenging because of the wide range of activities and interpretations it can involve. Theorists have tried to identify different types of play. For example, Hughes (2002) describes sixteen different types, ranging from imaginative play to rough-and-tumble play. Others have focused more on the role of play in relation to child development, notably Mildred Parten (1932), who describes how children move through six stages of play as they grow. During the first three months, the child will engage in unoccupied play, making movements to explore their surroundings. Solitary play, until approximately two years of age, involves little interaction with others, after which children may start to observe and copy their peers in Onlooker and Parallel play. From three to four years of age, Associative play may involve sharing with others, but Cooperative play (from around age four) involves having shared goals and collaboration (Brodie, 2024). Despite Parten’s theory being influential, it has been noted that not all children develop in ‘typical’ ways, especially across different cultures and environments (Treasure, 2018). Since her study, there have been significant developments in understandings of how children play and learn, including with digital technology (Marsh, 2016), which researchers continue to build upon today.
Considering the wide range of ways in which play can be understood, it is important for practitioners to be aware of the different opportunities that play can offer for children’s learning at different ages, so that they can best assist their holistic development. The following sections will explore two different types of play and how their principles and methods might best be supported in practice.
Imaginative play includes activities which utilise the child’s imagination, such as sociodramatic play (also known as role play), and fantasy play, where a child will explore situations or characters of an other-worldly nature such as fairies or superheroes (Grimmer, 2019). Imaginative play can involve the use of props, toys, and costumes, and can take place in different environments with or without other people (Moller, 2015). Whatever form it takes, Wilson (2018) believes that children crave opportunities to exploit their imagination and be creative.
Imaginative play supports many different aspects of child development. For example, it often relies more on language to communicate stories once the child has developed verbal skills (Davies and Troy, 2020). In the earlier stages of Parten’s model, play is more solitary and symbolic, relying on actions that don’t have a clear narrative, whereas toddlers learn to combine words with actions. In practice this means that younger children might need more toys and/or resources to symbolise storytelling (Yates, 2018). Research has shown that different toys support playfulness and imagination in different ways (Moller, 2015), making it important to provide a range of options.
Brodie (2018) discusses how play supports the child’s emotional development as they learn to interact with others, building feelings of confidence and self-esteem as peer relationships are established in the later stages of Parten’s model. However, imaginative play is not without risks. For example, Smidt (2013) highlights how role play scenarios could be experienced negatively. Children who have experienced trauma, such as living in areas of conflict, may ‘act-out’ or replicate actions or situations they have witnessed during difficult times.
Imaginative play can also support the cognitive and social development of the chid as they learn to play with others in Cooperative play (Parten, 1932). Davies and Troy (2020) highlight how the collaborative nature of fantasy play assists the development of resilience and self-regulation as children learn to take turns and share ideas, which requires self-discipline and concentration. The social nature of developing cognitive skills reflects Piaget’s Social Learning Theory (Pound, 2014) and the importance of shared play. In supporting this, practitioners might need to be aware of cultural differences that could affect different symbolic meanings when playing (Smidt, 2015), and barriers that neurodivergent children may have navigating different communication styles (Morris et al., 2024).
Another type of play is outdoor play, which involves a range of different activities in the natural environment. Research for the Froebel Trust showed that children in the UK value outdoor play for many reasons, including the chance to take part in specific nature activities and socialising with others outdoors (Merrick et al., 2022). Davy (2019) considers outside spaces as being of significant value as they allow for sensory stimulation and offer multi-dimensional learning environments. These support physical and neurological development, wellbeing, and social skills, as well as helping children care for nature (Wilson, 2018). The Four Cour Purposes of the Welsh Curriculum (Welsh Government 2024b) specifically highlight the importance of children learning about the environment and sustainability as ‘ethically informed citizens.’
Outdoor play allows children to explore environments they are not familiar with in their daily lives (Yates, 2018). Accessing new and changeable environments could involve ‘risky play’, allowing children to learn about safety and improve confidence (Gill, 2013). Yates (2018) challenges the idea that Forest Schools provide real risks as they are often highly regulated, whereas Murphy and Conn (2022) consider Forest schools as enabling natural environments that support autonomy. Clark (2016) highlights the importance of autonomy and responsibility in children’s learning and development, which corresponds with Vygotsky’s theory of the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ in which children become more and need less assistance as they grow (Pound, 2014).
In practice, outdoor play can involve ‘messy play’ activities such as mud kitchens (Gasgoyne, 2018). However, it is important to consider inclusivity in the provision of outdoor learning, as Knight discusses in the context of Forest Schools, where special adaptations may be needed for children with mental or physical disability (Knight, 2016). Tinney (2023) also discusses potential barriers to outdoor play in early years settings, including the lack of resources such suitable clothing, and a lack of confidence and training for practitioners in areas such as risk assessment.
In conclusion, these examples of play show how broad and complex the subject is. Theorists have tried to define and categorise play in different ways at different stages of child development, and to show how play can support different aspects of growth. However, meeting the needs of children through play can look different across different cultures, settings, and environments. Supporting holistic child development requires play practices that are flexible, inclusive, and responsive to individual needs.

Evidence of a clear understanding of why it is important for children to choose their own play and the importance of the role of the adult in children’s play 
Play in the early years offers vital opportunities for children to develop skills including problem-solving, independence, and creative thinking (Trowsdale and Duffy, 2018). Yogman et al. (2018) discuss play as being grouped into two categories; self-directed and adult-guided play, with self-directed play being of crucial importance for helping children understand the world around them and discover their preferences and interests. Another term for this type of play is ‘free-flow’ play, where children can freely choose their activities, promoting their independence, choice and autonomy (Rose et al., 2018). This aligns with Article 12 of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UNICEF, 2024), which views children as agents of their own lives with the right to make their own decisions. 
Educational policies and practices of learning have been developed to support the principles of autonomy and agency, many of which put self-directed play at the centre. For example, the Welsh Government’s Curriculum for Wales supports autonomy as part of helping children to become confident individuals who are valued members of society (Welsh Government, 2024b). By accessing play, children can develop skills such as resilience and risk taking (Howard, 2020), of which the adult must manage appropriately. Models of learning that prioritise independent learning and autonomy include Montessori, which values self-directed play as a central tool (MacBlain, 2018). 
As well as supporting independence, self-directed play can help practitioners to understand children’s natural interests and strengths, which they can support and/or use in other parts of learning to make it more engaging. However, there can be risks involved, too, such as children’s preferences not being age appropriate or negatively impacting other children. These factors and the developmental stage of the child mean that an adult often needs to be involved to find a balance between providing an environment that enables the child whilst keeping them safe. (Yates, 2018). This can involve providing secure spaces and adequate resources, but also emotional support so that the child feels comfortable and confident to explore (Brodie, 2018). Adults might also be needed to help make sure that play is inclusive for different needs and provides opportunities for all children to extend their learning and creativity in the directions they choose (Andrews, 2017). 
The adult’s role is that they provide the ‘scaffolding’ for children’s learning by the provision activities and resources which allow the children to build on skills and knowledge (Gamble, 2024). Fleer (2021) and Kitsen (2010) outline the benefits of adult involvement particularly in imaginative play as they can assist children in expanding their narratives. However, it is important for this to be done carefully, to allow children to have their own creative freedom rather than trying to improve their stories. This can be achieved by asking open questions to prompt further thought, curiosity, and solutions to problems (Wilson, 2018).
Research into the adverse effects of adult involvement in play shows that too much involvement in both the planning and execution of play will result in issues including changing the natural direction of play, not allowing for children’s autonomy by limiting opportunities for child-led learning and development. This over-involvement can be known as ‘adulteration’ or ‘hijacking’ (Pyle and Danniels, 2017). Gasgoyne (2018) also highlights the importance of the adults' reactions in play environments, explaining how children are highly influenced by adult behaviour and will create memories based emotional experiences of these activities being positive or negative ones. An example of this could be an adult’s negative reaction to a messy play environment or adverse weather conditions in outdoor play (Wilson, 2018).
Understanding theories of play can help practitioners better understand and facilitate successful play environments in the early years. The ‘Play Cycle’ describes six stages of play, which adults can support in various ways (King and Sturrock, 2020), including making sure that the play is maintained. Adults should only step in with simple interventions (for example providing a play resource) or medial interventions (where the adult will assist at the child’s request then withdraw to allow the play to continue without adult influence). More complex interventions still support autonomy, where the adult is invited to join in with play by taking on a role or acting as a play partner. King et al. (2021) support the use of the Play Cycle by adults when supporting children’s play, highlighting how it allows for structure and observation which can support professional practice.
There are also many challenges the adult may face when supporting children’s play in the early years. Wilson (2018) and Macintyre (2010) discuss how children with differing needs may require more adult intervention in play, and so supporting those children without intervening or causing adulteration in the play environment is something the practitioner will need to plan for and be mindful of. Lindon and Brodie (2016) highlight how concerns raised relating to children’s behaviour often arise within the context of play, for example they may display or act out challenging behaviour which could be related to trauma or unpleasant situations they witness in the home. Where disclosures are often made, adults require skill to address these unplanned and difficult situations without losing the benefits of play. 
Further challenges for adults in supporting self-directed play include time restraints, lack of funding, limited access to suitable space, staffing problems, and a lack of adequate training in play-based learning. Organisations and individual adults may also place different value on play, which could reflect cultural factors or personal bias. There may also be a lack of play opportunities for children in the home, and Brodie (2018) suggests how early years practitioners can endorse play outside of the school and/or care environment by offering suggestions to primary carers as to how they can engage in meaningful play through activities and everyday resources that can be found at home.
In conclusion, self-directed play supports the autonomy and independence of children as well as their holistic development across a range of different skills. However, this often needs supporting by an adult, depending on the needs, preferences, and differences of individual children. This means that practitioners can benefit from being aware of how to strike a balance between the freedom of the child and the resources they need, and the theories and research that support best practices (Swailes, 2022). By being fluid and flexible in their approach, adults can help create experiences of play that can be pleasurable and rewarding for both adult and child (Brodie, 2018).









In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children 
Observation is the act of monitoring something or someone in order to gain information (Stevenson, 2015). In educational settings, particularly in the early years, picking up on differences and observing changes in behaviour is a vital part of monitoring wellbeing, assessing learning, and adjusting practices to meet the needs of all children (Taylor, 2019). Bruce et al. (2015) discuss how observation within early years settings is a tool not only for practitioners to learn about a child’s learning abilities, but also to gain insight into aspects of the whole child, including their emotional and social development.
There are many factors to consider when carrying out observations of children, including identifying the aims of doing so and what kind of information is being observed (Dockrell et al., 2017). Brodie (2013) believes that choosing the correct observation method is a skill in itself. Approaches include completing regular or one-off assessments, observation using scales and charts, and narrative based methods (Grigg, 2015). This essay will focus on the Leuven scale as an example of an observation method which can support holistic child development in early years practice.
Professor Ferre Laevers is widely recognised in the early years sector for his research relating to children’s experiential learning. Heavily influenced by theorists including Piaget and Rogers, Laevers felt strongly that the planning of children’s learning should be based on considering two main factors: emotional wellbeing and involvement. His work and research, carried out at the university of Leuven, Belgium, led to the development of the ‘Leuven Scale of Wellbeing’ which is used widely in educational settings to allow practitioners to identify barriers to learning (Allen and Gordon, 2011).
The emotional wellbeing element of the Leuven Scale allows the practitioner to assess aspects of the child’s mental health by monitoring the levels of comfort and confidence the child displays during the time of observation. The child is scored between one and five – one denoting the child’s discomfort and lack enjoyment in the activity, and five exemplifying their positive attitude towards and engagement in the task (Lewis, 2020).
The involvement component of the assessment can be used separately or in conjunction with the wellbeing element (Learning Journals, 2021) and enables practitioners to evaluate the degree to which a child is involved in an activity. As with wellbeing, the involvement levels are scored between one and five – one being minimal engagement, and five being sustained engagement and interest in the activity. MacRae and Jones (2023) suggest that a richer environment with high quality learning opportunities results in higher levels of involvement.
One advantage of the Leuven Scale is how fluid and flexible it is in that it can be applied to a range of different activities, where the child is the focus. Other methods might be more rigid and harder to use in comparison, for example the Schedule of Growing Skills (SOGS) as implemented in the Welsh Flying Start Programme (Welsh Government, 2017). This identifies and assesses eight key developmental areas using a standardised test which is not based on ongoing observation and could be more time consuming. Allen and Gordon (2011) suggest that an attractive element of the Leuven Scale is its ability to provide simple numerical data which can be appealing in heavily data-filled environments such as schools.
The Leuven Scale’s emphasis on wellbeing makes it a relevant tool for supporting educational policies which also share this focus. For example, in Wales, health and wellbeing is an Area of Learning and Experience in the new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). The findings from a student wellbeing questionnaire across fifteen different countries was added to the PISA assessment in 2022, further highlighting the significance of wellbeing in education (OECD, 2024).
Despite these strengths, there are a number of ways in which the Leuven Scale is limited as a method for observing play. One of these is how different levels of wellbeing may present differently for diverse groups of children. For example, it is well known that autistic children may prefer to play on their own rather than engaging with others and have sensory differences that can affect their preferences (Taylor, 2019). If practitioners are not aware of this, they may misinterpret levels of wellbeing by thinking the child is withdrawn and unhappy. They might also push the child to play in a more neurotypical way which could be distressing, taking them away from their preferred activities.
Allen and Gordon (2011) note that the children need to be operating at the higher levels (four and five) of the Leuven Scale to benefit from the activities they are engaged in. However, it could be unrealistic to expect young children to achieve this, as they are still developing the ability to concentrate and regulate emotions amongst other skills (Doherty and Hughes, 2014). If practitioners expect children to be engaged and displaying positive emotions consistently, this could even limit their opportunities to learn how to experience and regulate difficult feelings, or cope with boredom. 

To conclude, the Leuven Scale is a useful method to observe children's play, especially when the focus is on their wellbeing and involvement. However, it needs to be carefully used in order to take into account individual differences in how children play and show signs of wellbeing. The Leuven Scale is only one observational method, and it is important for practitioners to select the appropriate tool for what is being assessed. Even then, when observing, “sometimes you are given an answer and sometimes not” (Smidt, 2015, p.xi).

















Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and consider how this affects the child’s engagement and the accuracy of the observation 
[bookmark: _Int_1b9x7Li9]Play enables practitioners to understand theory and research into children’s learning and development by bringing it life in engaging ways (Smidt, 2015). For example, Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) examines the limits of what the child can achieve independently as well as being assisted by a more able other. Vygotsky believed that a key way to detect these gaps was to observe a child at play as it gives the observer a “real insight into what they can already do alone as well as what they might do with help” (Smidt, 2015 p. 38). 
When children are given the opportunity to play in an unrestricted environment, we can accurately assess many different aspects of their development based on their natural and instinctive behaviours. For example, play often involves social interactions (Storli et al., 2019) which can help observers assess their language and communication skills (Sharmen et al., 2015). Ilene and Davidson (2015) describe how play and language are interlinked in that children can both use language in a playful way and use their language skills to develop their play, for example in role plays and creating rules.
Observing play also allows for assessment of physical skills including fine and gross motor competency (Archer and Siraj, 2015), and a whole range of cognitive skills that Piaget emphasises are learnt socially (Thomas and Lewis, 2020). Practitioners may also be able to identify other important characteristics from observing play, such as signs that children may be exposed to violence or abuse which may be re-enacted and cause safeguarding concerns (Levin, 2015). 
Whilst important, the act of observation itself might impact a child’s engagement in play. The Hawthorne Effect (Festinger and Katz, 1953) explains how people are likely to change their behaviour when they know they are being observed. Children being observed may not play naturally or may be worried about being seen breaking rules, for example. A way to avoid this could be carrying out observation without informing the child, which would be considered unethical (Rozsahegyi, 2019).
Another way that observation may not give an accurate picture might depend on the timing and frequency of observation. For example, a study of children attending a nursery in Wales found that children who attended morning sessions achieved higher levels of assessment and development than those who came to afternoon sessions (Dorrian, 2023). Therefore, practitioners need to be aware of possible variations in children’s performance throughout the day and ensure that they are carrying out observations with suitable frequency (Thai and Betts, 2022). However, this could be hindered by timetable and/or staffing constraints. Observing a greater variety of situations and tasks can help give a more holistic picture of the child, rather than focusing on one type of play (Bruce et al, 2015). It is also important to consider how settled the child is in the environment, because it often takes time for them to develop the confidence to behave as they naturally would (Grigg, 2015). Practitioners need to be mindful of this to avoid making premature judgments about things such as learning ability, skill, and wellbeing. 
Being aware of the role of judgement and interpretation is an important factor when observing children’s play, as it is known that personal experiences, values and culture can influence how we look at the world. Andrews (2017) states that even when practitioners are skilled in observation, “our personal lens means we may make choices and judgements about what we see” (Andrews, 2017, p. 60). For example, practitioners who aren’t aware of cultural differences in the children they observe might mis-interpret play behaviour that doesn’t comply with their own cultural norms (Ramsey, 2015).
There is also evidence that practitioners may have unconscious biases when observing children’s play, such as a tendency to assume that children who are more fluent in speech are more cognitively able (Kowalski et al., 2018). They might also be more interested in observing positive elements of play that trigger feelings of joy and nostalgia from their own childhood, ignoring other important features (Andrews, 2017). To avoid misinterpretation and achieve more accurate observation, practitioners can work together to review observations and challenge each other's assumptions as part of reflective practice (Brock, 2015).
In conclusion, observing play is a useful tool for early years practitioners to gain information about children’s skills, development and wellbeing, amongst other factors. However, there are many challenges to undertaking observations in an accurate way that gives a holistic picture of the child. In practice, this means drawing on a range of methods, observing a variety of play activities at different times, and considering the role of unconscious bias.
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