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Part 1.
There can be seen to be several different play types within early years, Imaginative play and outdoor play are just two of these.
Imaginative play. 
According to Hulett (2018) imaginative play is at the heart of children's play, children will act out or create their own experiences and stories and can be seen to be a way in which children make sense of the world. Early years (2016) state that Imaginative play supports a child's holistic development, this type of play allows a child to develop their self-esteem and confidence which could encourage the forming of friendships and enables a child to express their personality. A child will express themselves using their imagination to navigate real life situations with peers, this type of play supports children to develop communication and language skills and motivate physical development through handling objects and acting scenarios out. According to Archer and Siraj (2015) children understand how to communicate and make friends within their first six years of life with more ease through an active activity which then supports a child's emotional and social development.
How to support imaginative play within practice?
[bookmark: _Int_ouD0zNP1]Gov.uk (n,d.) express that to support imaginative play within practice, settings must ensure that children have enough space and time to explore. The EYFS framework states that it is important that a child has the opportunity to explore a range of materials and experiences, which can also be seen as self-directed play as children are given the opportunity to make their own choices, The framework suggests that a child should always have repeated opportunities for Imaginative play.
Teaching English(n,d). Share some activities that will support imaginary play in early years  settings, Pretend kitchens, cafes, libraries , caring for dolls and dressing up opportunities can be some of these however, trips to the woodlands, outdoor areas or simply a walk can spark a child's imagination these experiences allow a child to be who they want and use real life or pretend experiences to do so.
Piaget's theory of cognitive development can be seen to be supported and seen through imaginative play, according to Main (2021) the theory developed by Piaget suggests that children's intelligence will undergo changes as they grow, and a child will develop through their surrounding world and experiences.






Outdoor play
Outdoor play is play that takes place outside, According to Scottish government (2020), learning and playing outdoors enhances a child's life. Playing outdoors for a child could include playing in their community, exploring woodlands, jumping in puddles, or exploring in mud. Gov.wales (n.d), state that the new curriculum expresses that the outdoors should be used as a resource for children's learning and development.
The benefits to outdoor play for children are endless, according to Early years matters (2016) outdoor play allows the child to connect with the environment and the world around them, children will experience the changing seasons and learn about nature. Outdoor play also has benefits to a child's health, developing senses and an element of freedom. Children who experience the outdoors can learn about nature, animals, and their habitats.
Outdoor play contributes to holistic development. Welsh government (2022) express that outdoor play promotes experimental, self-directed and child lead play, outdoor play allows an element of risk-taking and develops life skills. Outdoor play can be seen beneficial for a child's wellbeing and mental health, according to the open space research centre (n,d). There is evidence that time spent during outdoors can improve a child's wellbeing and reduce symptoms of depression, playing outdoors also benefits a child's physical and social development, children can use their hands to Mould and shape mud, jump in puddles and being active encourages the use of gross motor skills. 
How can we support outdoor play within practice?
Settings should ensure children have regular access and opportunities to outdoor play even when it is wet or cold outside, Gov.uk(n,d) state that within practice children need space and time to experience outdoor play. The EYFS recognises that children need outdoor playing and early years providers must provide access to the outdoors and take part in physically active play unless deemed unsafe.
Pacey (2017) shares some activities that can be used in outdoor play including den making, forest school, obstacle courses, walks or simply allowing the child to use all their senses to look, smell, hear and touch what is around them.
Frobel's theory of learning is supported through outdoor play in early years, according to Fredrich Froebel believed that outdoor play stimulated a child's awareness of the natural world and teaches a child connection between the natural world food and health. Frobel believes that forest schools allow a child to be free and to learn through nature through an element of risk taking. Outdoor play can include the ideas of self-directed play, children can create play opportunities in the outside world however they like using endless materials and space.
Part 2.
Why is play important?
Scotland (2023) states that play in children is being more recognised over the years, play supports a child's physical,social,emotional and cognitive development as well as contributes to a positive quality of life. From the initial stages of brain development play helps with bonding and forming of relationships between the child and its parents and adults around them, it is seen that play is a behaviour in a sake on its own, it allows children to make sense of the social and physical world around them. As per Howard and Mcinnes (2012) findings there are several links between play and the well-being of children, the findings show that when a child perceived an activity as play, they show more signs of emotional wellbeing in opposed to a child who thought of the activity as not play, And when creating play environments, one must ensure to consider children's views about their play experiences.
There are several different international approaches to play according to Rock (2019) the Reggio Emilio approach to play is that the child's views are always respected, and the child should have a say in what they learn and play with, Emilio emphasis that through various materials like clay and paint and diverse types of play including dramatic play or creative play  and  through relationships is how in which a child can express themselves.
 According to  Gov.scotland(n,d). Article 31 in the UN convention on the rights of the child states that every child has the right to play and leisure time and take part in recreational activities according to their age and should be able to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.
‘For human development to flourish play and playfulness must be nurtured’ (Howard 2020)
What is the role of self-directed play?
 As stated by Scotland (2023) self-directed play is an idea that children control and determine their own play, by exploring and testing things out. This allows a child to learn from their mistakes and test their boundaries. Self-directed play has several roles, as shared by Ledendecker(2020) this type of play can be seen as children taking the lead in play, within safety boundaries. Self-directed play builds independence and confidence within children from an early age, it can be seen to spark a child's imagination allowing them to think up and create their own ideas of play. It also allows a child to learn at their own pace which then translates into a joy of learning and develops life skills. It enables a child to challenge themselves in different situations and develops a sense of internal motivation, builds resilience, and encourages the child's adaptability. According to Olafsdottir and Einarsdottir (2017) we can determine that if children choose or make their own rules, they are more likely to see the activity as play. As stated by Team (2022,) Self-directed play can be supported by some of Montessori's views, Montessori believed that for a child to flourish they should be driven to be independent by allowing the child to freely express themselves and one should follow the child as the teacher.



How can adults support self-directed play?

Adults can support self-directed play by providing space and the element of freedom, time, and a variety of play opportunities. The idea is that adults take a step back and allow the child to play in their own way, Carco(2021.), expresses that  adults should offer safe environments for play, let the child satisfy their play urges, support the child during play and wait and watch from distance as they explore, the more an adult observes the play and watches, the more it is simply helping the child to learn to play independently.
Ledendecker(2020) shares that for adults to support self-directed play they must offer the resources, for instance if an adult offered a cardboard tube, the limits to it could be endless a child could see the tube as a telescope, a log, they could use the tube to guide a ball through or hide items in. It can sometimes be a natural reaction for an adult to intervene during play but by observing the child, the adult will discover the child's own outcomes and viewpoints without telling the child what an item should be used for.












Part 3.
Observations on young children.
There are several types of observation methods that are used when observing young children. Monitoring and observing children are an ongoing process in early years and the EYFS states that planning starts with observing children to enable one to understand and consider a child's interest and development, a running record - written observation being one of these. As stated by Lorina (2021) a running record is a constant, minute by minute description of a child's behaviour, interactions, and conversations. According to Peterson and Elam (2020) running records are an informal type of method and when gathering the evidence, it is seen more spontaneous in comparison to a more formal type of observation, The purpose to be that a running record should involve  a practitioner  noting  down the facts, exactly as one sees or hears  with no added comments this allows a true reflection of what is observed without personal bias or commentary, running records  should simply be an observation of a child's naturally occurring behaviour, they can give valuable insights into a child's behaviour and developments as well as what the child is capable of and ready for.

What are the benefits and limitations of the running record observation method?
Running records evidence can provide detailed data including who, what, why and when and the data is documented as it occurs in order with descriptive and objective evidence however this type of observation can also be seen as time consuming and may be difficult for the practitioner to keep up as children can often move onto different activities quickly.
 Brodie (2017) expresses that this type of observation can recognise  a moment which may be beneficial for a practitioner in capturing something happening for the first time, however the running record can also have its limitations in seeing just a snapshot of a situation ,for example a child may me playing alone for the period during the observation but in fact when a closer and longer observation took place the child had a group of friends they regularly play with, this observation type may not be seen as a true reflection of the child's behaviour compared to other days .
 Smidt (2015) determined that the best way to gather a level of a child's independence, progress and development can be to observe a child in their normal daily life, rather than setting pacific goals and targets which may make the child feel they are being tested and monitored,   this may be seen as a benefit when taking  running records into consideration, whether that is using a note pad and paper or more commonly in the coming age digital technology is used to document progress and observations too which may be  considered less time consuming.
In early years settings practitioners work in ratios ensuring the adult to child  ratio is used correctly according to the ages of the children, Early years (n.d), state that Ofsted expect settings to follow the policies regarding staff ratios, this may be a limitation regarding a practitioner being able to be taken out of the ratios to use the running record type observation on the child, with this in mind a more planned out structured observation time with a group of children may be more suited if there are staffing issues at a setting.
To support a child holistically one must consider the whole child, and recognise every child is unique, the running record type observation according to Lorina (2021) can be considered a useful method in supporting holistic development, as a record of any area of the child's development can be documented and interests can be noted as they happen, using the running records allows the adult to simply set back and establish the child's own interests and follow their lead, unlike a more specific type of observation which may focus on one type of area.  WJEC (2019) express that curriculum’s aim is to focus on each individual child so they can progress at their own pace, and this should include spontaneous activities planned by the child which will allow the opportunity for running records to be successfully taken/documented. Running records also allow a practitioner to establish certain schemas a child may have, pacey (2014) state that there are many types of schemas and adults can observe and recognise them given the adult a better understanding of the individual child and their current interests and way of thinking, running records is the perfect opportunity to support and accommodate these for forward planning, however running records typically means the  adult is  simply observing and not getting involved unless it seems unsafe, which could potentially mean certain schema/behaviour   types are not supported quickly with enough time, space  or staff present.











Part 4.

The purpose of play is that it motivates, stimulates, and supports children's development. According to (media 2020.), if one were to look at for instance sensory play it would allow a practitioner to observe a child's critical thinking and problem-solving skills, furthermore, if a practitioner was to observe a child through role play  one could observe cognitive development  and creativeness,  capture a snippet of the child's  imagination and  observe how a child plays with others And solitary.
 Taylor (2019) discusses that observing ‘what is’ for the child in their natural play allows practitioners to follow with activities that can adjust to their imbalances. Play is important when observing and assessing children as it gives the practitioner an opportunity to understand what individual children are interested in and how they learn best, this will then support the child's development and learning, and plan play opportunities and provision for the future. 
Children make sense of the world through play, Ledendecker(2020) shares that practitioners must acknowledge that children are in control of their play and must observe children without intervening with a preconception of what play should be, per Howard and McInnes (2012) findings, children use cues such as the environment and adults' presence to whether the activity is determined as play or not, the finding show that when a child is seeing an activity as play rather than not could potentially mean a greater level of emotional wellbeing based on the Leuven's involvement wellbeing scale.  The finding show that practitioners should consider how an activity is being understood by children rather than intervening and diverting towards how the practitioner perceives the play should be, the evidence suggests that practitioners should have the relevant Playwork training to take a playful approach and maintain a playful environment.
In the study conducted by McInnes et al. (2011), the extent of a practitioner's involvement in play has raised questions. The evidence suggests that practitioners tend to focus on monitoring and managing play rather than actively participating in it to support children’s development. Notably, when a child engages in an activity that appears playful—such as playing on the floor—and an adult is nearby, it is more likely to be perceived as genuine play. In contrast, situations where a child is confined to a desk with an adult, lacking choice, are less likely to be considered playful from the child’s perspective. The studies underscore the impact of adult presence and the play environment being key contributors to play experiences, the evidence shows the links between context and adult involvement shaping children's play. This evidence potentially shows that observing children through play like activity gives the practitioner a more accurate reflection. 
How can adults support play when undertaking observations and assessments?
Birth to 5 matters (2021) state that practitioners need responsive pedagogy when observing children through play to establish what a child knows and understands, summative assessment involves the practitioner to step back and gain an overview of the child's development. According to Minnesota Children’s Museum, (2019), the benefits to using open ended questions during a child's play has positive outcomes, it allows a child to critically think-as there is no right or wrong answer, open ended questions build communication as it may be an opportunity for the child to stretch their vocabulary and will give the child confidence allowing them to express themselves and share thoughts, however, closed end questions during play may prompt a wrong or right answer through feelings of the child and often prompts a yes or no response.
UNICEF (2018) express that during monitoring and accessing children, practitioners need to acknowledge that children's learning can be captured through play this allows a better overview of a child's development and learning needs than test results can, practitioners should assess a child holistically as skills such as team work ,curiosity, emotional, social and life skills can provide more information overall needed on the child, practitioners can then improve provision and practice. It is important to observe children as they naturally play through a self-directed way as it shows the observer how they child is feeling and if they are happy and settled.
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