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Section one
Two types of play – Imaginative Play and Physical Play
Imaginative play
‘Play is an essential need for every child’ (UNICEF, 2024).
The first type of play I will be discussing is imaginative play, which can also be known as role playing. Imaginative play involves children using their imagination to create scenarios, taking on roles and re creating or creating new storylines. Imaginative play supports cognitive, language, social and emotional skills. This type of play can be done with or without toys (Special Educational Needs and Disabilities, 2026)
Encouraging imaginative play within an early year’s setting is vital. This can be supported by creating a specific exploration environment. By designating a creating play space allows children to play freely and experiment with different roles. In the same way, providing open ended resources such as dressing up outfits can encourage children to play with their imagination more freely. Finally, the care givers of the children can support this play type in many ways, one example of this can be engaging in role play or asking the child open ended questions. This can develop that child’s language and social skills (Department for Education, 2022). 
Benefits of imaginative play
There are six key benefits of imaginative play such as cognitive development, social skills, emotional development, language skills, physical development and creativity and problem solving. This highlights the importance of imaginative play and proves it is a crucial aspect of early years children’s development because it supports a variety of skills which is essential for the future of the child (Discovery Building Sets, 2025).
Physical play
The second type of play I will be discussing is physical play. Physical play can include large movements such as running, jumping climbing or dancing. Or can include smaller actions such as picking up objects or balancing toys. Physical play can play a vital role within a child’s early years development. For example, physical development, overall health, motor development, wellbeing, confidence, and resilience. Physical play can take place indoors or outdoors. Similarly physical play can cross over with imaginative play (Begin Learning, 2024).
Similarly to imaginative play encouraging physical play is essential for the development of early year’s children, as it plays a vital role in cognitive and physical development. Key workers must ensure that all toys/ equipment is easily accessible and visible to all children. This enhanced their independence and allows them to explore when playing (NHS England, 2025). Following this it is crucial that workers plan activities for both indoor and outdoor physical play. However, they must ensure that there are spaces which enables their safety, whilst also allowing each child to explore, enjoy, encourage and engage within physical play. Finally, the care givers of each child should be a positive role model, showing the child that physical play is enjoyable, fun and motivation. This will create a positive environment and inspire children to participate in physical play (Royal College of Nursing, 2022).
Benefits of physical play
There are six essential benefits for children’s development that follows physical play such as, improved physical health, enhanced motor skills, cognitive development, social skills development, emotional well-being and lifelong healthy habits. Overall, physical play is a vital element for a healthy early year’s child’s development (Care Learning, 2024).
Wales play policy 2002
The Wales play policy 2002 was one of the first policies to recognise that children have the right to play and the importance of play. This policy became a foundation for future strategies within play. The Wales play policy emphasises on the inclusiveness and accessibility of play (Welsh Government, 2002).
International perspectives
Many countries will find It challenging to recruit high skilled staff. Across many countries, play is considered a crucial aspect of the early years for children. Following this, it is recommended internationally that a mixture of both free and guided play is taken into consideration. In many countries, inspections are not routine, regular or educational focused. Overall, play prepares children for their next step in life (Ofsted/Department for Education, 2023). 
The first country I will be discussing is New Zealand – Te Whariki. New Zealand believes that children learn through the play approach. Teachers act as facilitators rather than instructors as play to them is designed to be flexible. New Zealand’s main aim is to ensure that nurturing and protecting children’s health and wellbeing is practitioners main concern whilst also ensuring that is it culturally inclusive. Finally, supporting children to feel connected to their environment is crucial (Ofsted/Department for Education, 2023). 
The second country is Scandinavia. Scandinavia have an emphasis on free play and play based learning. This country promotes outdoor and hands on learning, for example forest schools. Overall Scandinavia used the child centred approach and emphasize on outdoor learning and playing in nature (Ofsted/Department for Education, 2023). 
The final international country I will be discussing Is northern Italy – Reggio Emillia. This approach encourages children to make sense of experiences though their 100 languages. Similarly, the Reggio Emillia approach provides a well-planned environment that supports play. Finally, teachers must ensure they follow the childrens lead and do not overpower or take control of their play (Ofsted/Department for Education, 2023). 
 
Section two
Self- directed play
What is self-directed play?
Self-directed play is a child led play. The children chose what, how and with who they play. It is vital that adults do not interfere or lead within an activity, as this will lead more towards adult-directed play. Similarly, the caregivers of the child must only step in to offer support and to ensure they are safe. This type of play creates that sense of independence and confident within that child. Self-directed play allows children to explore, experiment and choose freely without instructions. This play type can be a successful way of observing what the child’s interests are. In the same way self-directed play supports holistic child development, as it includes physical, social, emotional, cognitive and language development which is vital within the early years of a child (Play Adventures, 2019). 
‘Play should be open ended, give opportunities for self- chosen challenges, offer limitless possibilities and endless interpretations’ (Bottril, 2018, P.26).
How can adults support self-directed play?
The role of the adult to support self-directed play is to balance guidance and freedom. It is crucial that the caregivers of children encourage and support self-directed play as it can help children to develop critical skills that will benefit them throughout their lives (Gray, no date). One way an adult can support self-directed play is by creating a safe and supportive environment where children are able to explore and make mistakes whilst also ensuring that they are safe (Care Learning, 2024). According to Care Learning (2024), this can be done by ‘regularly inspecting play equipment for wear and tear and teaching children about safe play practices to promote awareness’. Similarly, it is vital that the caregivers of a child offer a wide range or resources such as blocks or art supplies, which children can use independently and creatively (Ledendecker,2020). Following this, one of the keyways an adult can support self-directed play is observe rather than direct. According to Erika Christakis “When we deny children play, we are denying them the right to understand the world. “This is because it allows children to learn through their own experiences when exploring different resources. By observing the child, the caregiver can get a better understanding of the child’s interests however it may also indicate where a specific child needs extra support to support their needs (Care learning, 2024).
Why is self-directed play important?
“Self-education through play and exploration requires enormous amounts of unscheduled time – time to do whatever one wants to do, without pressure, judgement or intrusion from authority figures” (peter O. Gray).
Self- directed play is vital within the early years of a child’s life because it fosters creativity and imagination, encourages independence, develops critical thinking skills, promotes emotional regulation, and enhances social skills (Ledendecker, 2020). One of the main reasons self-directed plays is commonly used is for children to explore a variety or ideas whilst making their own choices and will learn from this. Many children often learn through trial and error. Following this, self-directed play helps encourage a love for learning. Fred Donaldson said “Children learn as they play. Most importantly, in play children learn how to learn.” Many children associate learning with maths or English however, self-directed play dan allow them to associate learning with enjoyment and curiosity. According to Tawan Sprouts (2025) ‘ensuring that our children have the opportunity to gain experience holistically through self-directed play will lay the foundation for a generation that is both innovative and resilient.’ Overall, self-directed play is strongly viewed as a positive type of play, as it recognised to support children’s overall development and well-being. 


Section three
Observation
Within an early years setting observation includes carefully watching, listening and in some methods noting what a child is doing during play, group activities, and everyday life activities. Observation allows caregivers/ practitioners to understand each child’s strengths and weaknesses, what they enjoy and how they are developing. Observation enables practitioners to see what steps are next for the children, when planning future activities (Young & Smart Nursery, 2025). The main reason observation methods are used within an early year’s setting is for practitioners to understand a child’s development. This is vital because each child will develop at their own pace, by noting this it allows practitioners to seek early support for the child and will improve outcomes for that individual child (Story changes, 2024). When observing play caregivers can gather evidence of learning, use observation to plan further activities and build an understanding of the child.
In the same way methods of observation also link to the curriculum for Wales. This curriculum allows teachers to teach more freely to benefit each child’s needs, whilst still ensuring that literacy and numeracy are still apart of the curriculum. There are four purposes of the curriculum such as, ambitious learners, creative contributors ethical and informed citizens and health and confident individuals (Hwb, 2020). 

Checklist observation
My chosen method to discuss is checklist observation. A checklist observation lists a specific range of skills and is a structured way of observing. Practitioners will observe how a child is playing, socialising etc and can tick off when the child demonstrates a specific skill off the list. Following this, regularly reviewing the checklist allows practitioners to identify patterns, strengths and areas needing support (Prevost, 2024). Similarly, these checklists can cover multiple developmental domains such as, physical cognitive, language, social and emotional development (CCDMD, no date).
There are three main steps of observation which include, where the child is now, where we would like them to be and how are we going to get them there. Following this the main purposes of the checklist method are that the practitioner supports individual children on an ongoing day-to-day basis. Practitioners are also expected to identify, capture, and reflect on individual children’s progress over time. And finally, they should understand the progress, to reflect within practice. 
Benefits and limitations
There are many benefits and limitations following the checklist observation. For example, a benefit would be it is extremely quick, easy, and discreet, not distracting. This indicates that the child may not notice a practitioner taking notes. Similarly, if the checklist observation is used for the correct ‘test’ it could be efficient. However, it is not very probing or personal, the questions are vague. Another positive of the checklist observation method is that it asses both physical and social skill, it does not just focus on one area. Following this, the checklist method tracks both progress and development and what the child’s interests and dislikes are, as it asks about feelings. On the other hand, this method is not ideal for all types of play and may not work for ALN children. This could highlight the wrong picture if not suitable for a specific child. In the same way, the checklist method could identify possible ALN, as it highlights the strengths and challenges that a child is facing and if the child is able to overcome said challenges. One main limitation for this method would be that the practitioner would have to reflect afterwards as it does not include enough depth in the questions, this is a negative effect as practitioners may forget key points from the activity. Finally, this method could be used for reflection, growth, and support for that child (CCDMD, no date).
Overall, it is proven that observation is critical within an early year’s setting. An analysis of observations is reflect on the observation to get a clear understanding of the information gathered about the child, discussing with the parents/ caregivers of the child, links can be made to the progression’s steps within the curriculum for Wales and plan! Plan the next steps. 
Section four
Observing and assessing children?
‘Observing and assessing children's play is crucial for understanding their development and learning’ (Care Learning, 2024). When observing and assessing children during play, it is the truest, most natural way of understanding how they are developing as they are unaware and are enjoying their play time. Following this, by observing children during play it allows practitioners to get the most accurate outcome (Care Learning, 2024). When practitioners observe children during play, it will be clear for them to understand a child’s strengths and weaknesses and what they’re dislikes and interests are (Care Learning, 2024). 
Observing children in play gives practitioners a more accurate reflection of where they are in their development. We are aware of this because play is a natural, child led activity. Similarly, when practitioners/ care givers observe children’s play they can build relationships with the children, which will allow children to be themselves and react/ perform in a natural form (Care Learning, 2024). There are many ways adults can support this for example, supporting learning. When a practitioner supports learning, they can provide emotional support for that child, when noticing a specific behaviour or an area they need support. This can encourage children to feel more confident within themselves (Care Learning, 2024). 
Finally, there are three different roles in play such as the observer role, the partner role and the facilitator role. All three of these roles plays a vital role within play. The observer role includes the adult watches how the child is playing without intervening however they are documenting behaviours, language and interaction (King,2025). The partner role, the adult must join in on the play as a co-player, however ensuring that they are following the children’s lead. It is important within this role that adults avoid dominating play (Fuertes et al, 2025). The third role is the facilitator role, this role ensures that the adult creates enabling environments balancing structure and freedom. Whalley (2022) states that adults nurture quality experiences by shaping environments. 
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