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I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated material as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 





















[bookmark: _Toc223730856]Section 1 
[bookmark: _Toc223730857]What is Play?
Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2018, p. 2) states play is essential to a child’s holistic development as it enhances a child’s childhood and experiences. The report indicates that according to Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Right of a child [UNCRC], it is a child’s right to immerse in play. According to Macdonald (2022, p. 5-6) play should be chosen freely by a child and is directed by them of how, what and when to play. It further states that play is a desire which encourages and assists with personal growth and development. Bentoa and Dais (2017, p. 1) describe play as a compelling activity that is natural which promotes physical, cognitive, emotional well-being, social while creating the essential environment of a child to learn and flourish. Furthermore, play is where a child learns to problem solve, experiment, collaborate with others and think creatively whilst gaining a better understanding of oneself and the world around them (Bentoa and Dais, 2017, p. 157).

[bookmark: _Toc223730858]The Six Stages of Play  
Thomas (2023) shares that theorist Mildred Parten (1929) developed a theory in where a child experiences six different stages of play throughout their childhood. According to Drew (2024) the six stages of play starts with Unoccupied Play which is from birth to three months. It goes on to Solitary Play; this is from three months to the age of two. It follows onto to Onlooker Play which is the age of two, Parallel Play is next and is from the age of two onwards. Next is Associate Play which follows and is from ages three to four. The final stage is Cooperative Play; this is from four years onwards (Drew, 2024). Although children develop at various stages, they are all unique and this is a rough guideline of where a child should be (National Health Services, 2026). 

There are many aspects to play and several types of play. This section will focus on two types of play imaginative play and outdoor play. 

[bookmark: _Toc223730859]Imaginative Play
According to Benedicta (2024, p. 278) imaginative play contributes to the holistic development of a child. Imaginative play is where a child engages in play that creates opportunities for them to problem solve, make sense of their environment and world as well as creating new possibilities (Rees-Edwards, 2022, p. 32). Despite imaginative play being parallel to fantasy play there is a difference according to Rees-Edwards (2022, p 32) this type of play is where life events, experiences, or events that could occur to the child are recreated. Play Wales (2017, p. 5) further describes imaginative play is based on ‘reality but is not real’, it is an activity that is created internally and is shown outwardly. An example, a child will pretend to have a tea party using a cup and pretend that there is tea inside whether it is invisible, or they have made it with the elements around them such as sand and water to give a tea like look. This would have been modelled by the environment around them. Benedicta (2024, p. 278) share that imaginative play is important as it is the foundation in developing the nervous system, it promotes social cues and strengthens language development. This type of play follows Vygotsky’s theory that children learn through opportunities where they can role play different scenarios and roles to develop (My Teaching Cupboard, n.d.).

Benefits of Imaginative Play 
Dominey (2021, p. 47) shares that imaginative play unlocks a key aspect in the cognitive function in a child which influences an opportunity to learn. The concept of imaginative play allows a child to develop self-awareness and expression, cultivate a sense of community whilst playing (Dominey, 2021, p. 52). Imaginative play develops critical thinking skills and promotes opportunities of creativity where a child can form innovative ideas and understandings of the environment around them (Dominey, 2021, p. 52).

[bookmark: _Toc223730860]Outdoor Play 
Outdoor play is where a child is stimulated by the outside environment, who experiences nature and has contact with sunlight in the natural world (Helleman, et al., 2023, p. 232). National Day Nurseries Association (2022, p. 2) states that outdoor play contributes to a child’s physical development which is crucial to their development. It shares that this activity helps contribute to physical development as they learn to control small and large movements as well as coordination. It further shares that it impacts a child’s well-being holistically. Bentoa and Dais (2017, p. 157) share that outdoor play can be illustrated as a constant or open environment that is changing where a child can experience uncontrolled and kinesics movements, freedom and encounter the natural elements. Forest Schools are an example of outdoor play as children can use objects in the surrounding environment to create dens which encourage the development of their find motor skills (Natural Resources Wales, 2015, p. 9)

Benefits of Outdoor Play
Wall and Owen (2021, p. 76) states that outdoor play for early years creates an environment that increases brain development and motivates movement along with the sensory experiences. According to United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund [UNICEF] (2025) this type of play encourages risk taking such as tree climbing which elevates a child’s resilience, social skills and creativity. In addition, children are more cooperative with each other by utilising their language more (UNICEF, 2025). Outdoor play encourages open air, exposure to Vitamin D from the sun and natural elements which all help with developing stronger bones, a better immune system, physical and mental health (Little, 2023, p 1). 










[bookmark: _Toc223730861]Section 2 
[bookmark: _Toc223730862]Self-Directed Play
Early Childhood Australia (2017, p. 10) states that self-directed play is where a child can lead themselves during play without an adult intervening by choosing when, what and how to play. It further shares that a child can navigate their surroundings and freely choose the activity based on their wants. In terms of self-directed play, it is important to note that it is not led by an adult (Bottrill, 2018, p. 26). Juster (2015, p. 1) shares that research demonstrates that self-directed play nurtures the development holistically as it promotes social, cognitive, physical and emotional development. According to Juster (2017) self-directed play can be referred to as child-directed play. Furthermore, she shares that child-directed play is exploratory play where a child may look serious but is very engaged in their play being self-motivated and self-directed. 

[bookmark: _Toc223730863]Why is it important? 
According to Juster (2015, p. 1) self-directed play is important to a child development as it is here where they learn to figure the environment around them. Lee, et al. (2020, p. 2) shares that unstructured child-directed play encourages children to interact with their peers, therefore this allows a child to foster social interactions where language is being used and can be built. Self-directed play involves unstructured activities which contribute to innovation which develop cognitive skills in a child (Ahmed, Khan and Mehmood, 2023, p. 510). Ahmed, Khan and Mehmood (2023, p. 513) share that this type of play creates an environment for a child where they can develop negotiation skills, resolve conflicts and have social interactions with their peers which cultivate adaptation, coping strategies and build resilience to face life circumstances. Furthermore, they are developing emotional tools that will help build self-regulation during their early years (Ahmed, Khan and Mehmood, 2023, p. 513). Rasing Child Networks (2026) expresses that when a child is in self-directed play, they are learning to manipulate the environment around them and are building their communication skills. In conclusion play encourages development and amplifies their skills by creativity, building resilience, physical, confidence, self-regulation, communication and language skills (Welsh Government, n.d., p.11).

[bookmark: _Toc223730864]Play Cycle
The Play Cycle is an observation method developed by Sturrock and Else (1998) according to King and Sturrock (2019, p. 1) to understand the process of play. This cycle is a sequence of six components that investigates the stages a child undertakes during playing (King, 2020, p. 1). The sequence of the stages is as followers ‘Metalude, Play Cue, Play Return, Play Frame, Loop and Flow, and Annihilation’ (King and Sturrock (2019, p. 19). Below is a brief outline of the play cycle:

Metalude - is the beginning process of an idea or thought within a child’s brain for play, furthermore, referred to as the Pre-cue (Smartkidz Play and Learn, 2025).
Play Cue - is where a child will invite or entice an individual or something to play with them. It further explains that cue are not always precise words which is often why adults fail to encounter the moments (Play Wales, 2021, p. 23). For example, it could be a gesture, a look, verbal or non-verbal invitation, body display or facial expression and an action or a showing of an object.
Play Return - This is the action taken to the acknowledgement of the cue whether is an equal response or positive which further indicates the play to continue (Play Wales, 2021, p. 23).
Play Frame - it is the boundary that could be physical, narrative or emotional that a child created for the play which can change size or shape depending on the play (McPherson-Hills, 2020). 
Loop and Flow - is the where the child is in deeply immersed in play (Judson, 2024, p. 2). 
Annihilation - It is the natural process of the end of play which is initiated by the children or child when they get bored or it changes or expands into a new game or idea (Play Wales, 2021, p. 23).

The play cycle provides opportunities to support an adult or practitioner to develop their understanding, skills and experience when interacting during self-directed play to support the child (King, 2025, p. 320). 

[bookmark: _Toc223730865]How Adults and Practitioners can Support Self-Directed Play
Toole (2023) shares that an adult can support a child during self-directed play by creating an environment that is nurturing and safe with the access to resources, whilst allowing the child to take the lead. The role of the adult in this play is not to take over and instruct, but to take an interest in their play by conversing with the child and asking questions regarding the play (Parenta, 2020, p. 3). Rasing Child Networks (2026) explains accordingly that one can support this type of play by following along what the child is doing, being present and to avoid being distracted or leading the activity. According to Murphy (2023, p. 14) practitioners in early years can support self-directed play by constructing an environment that promotes and allows suitable time for play where the child will not be interrupted. Additionally, as a practitioner one should put out resources for children to encourage self-directed play (Play Wales, 2023, p. 3). Play Wales (2023, p. 4) shares that as a practitioner or caregiver we can support self-directed play by waiting to be invited to join in, instead of jumping in by practicing this one is allowing the child to choose freely. A reminder as a practitioner a child that is engaged in self-directed play are often silent which indicates that they are concerting during play which shows they are engaged and having fun (Juster, 2017).
















[bookmark: _Toc223730866]Section 3 
[bookmark: _Toc223730867]Observation
INTRAC for Civil Society (2017, p. 1) defines observation as a fundamental method that used to collect data where it is simply observing a scene, interaction or object followed by documenting the findings and reviewing what has been seen. The use of observation is valuable when the evidence required is tangible and noticeable an example of this is accessing a child’s behaviour (INTRAC for Civil Society, 2017, p.1). Furthermore, observation can be obtained through other methods such as focus groups or interviews to gather information where the role of the observer is to interact with the group and observe reactions to gather an understanding of the whole picture (Shaw, 2025). Observation supports the explanation of the results found during data collection (INTRAC for Civil Society, 2017, p.1). Using observation in early years helps to understand the child’s strengths and interest to help support their learning (Lorina, 2024). Lorina (2024) shares that observations should be intentional and focused on the child when observing.

[bookmark: _Toc223730868]Importance of Observation
Palaiologou (2019, p. 13) shares that observation in early years is important as it assists practitioner’s in understanding the child’s development and learning, therefore be able to create activities that suit their development best. Furthermore, it assists in creating an environment that supports opportunities for children to make decisions or choices by promoting creativity and imagination to engage in holistic development (Palaiologou, 2019, p. 13). It continues to go on to share that observation is important as it reveals behaviour, play patterns and development (Coram Pacy, 2025, p. 1). This connects with Froebel’s approach to observation as he emphasised that observation is away to understand children on how they learn and development holistically (Louise, 2022, p3).

This section will focus on Schedule of Growing Skills observation as there are many types that could be used in Early Years.

[bookmark: _Toc223730869]Schedule of Growing Skills (SOGS)
Granda Learning Assessment [GL Assessment] (2026) explains this type of method is used by professionals to determine a child’s development in nine essential areas which allows it to be used when convenient and appropriate for both the practitioner and child. SOGS method provides an overview of a child’s development regarding their strengths and indicate any delays (GL Assessment, 2026). These are as follows manipulative, passive posture, active posture, locomotor, visuals, speech and language, hearing and language, self-care and interactive social skills. Below is a brief outline of each area according to Welsh Joint Education Committee known as WJEC (2019, p. 1):

Passive Posture – is the posture where a child can maintain their body position whilst relaxed. 
Active Posture – is the ability to keep posture whilst standing or participating in an activity.
Locomotor – this is the gross motor skills which is the movement of a child such as running, walking and crawling. 
Visual – is whether the child can figure out what their eyes are seeing such as the ability to track objects. 
Manipulative – is the use of their fine motor skills by using their hands and fingers for example grasping. 
Hearing and Language – is the understanding of language and interpretation of sounds that are heard.
Self-Care – is the ability to do daily tasks such as getting dressed and taking care of hygiene. 
Speech and Language – it is the use of language as well how it their speech is expressed for example how they pronounce their words.
Interactive social – is the child’s ability to interact with individuals and the use of communication by using both verbal and non-verbal. 

This observation is structured in a way that it allows the child to feel relaxed as it is in the form of play by using colourful and engaging toys (WJEC, 2019). According to Shropshire Community Health National Health Services Trust (2022) it is an established scoring system format which highlights areas to show strengthens and if there are any indications of delays. However, this method may not be accurate as a there are aspects that could affect a child’s performance whilst delivering the observation as it depends on how the child is feeling on that specific day. GL Assessment (2026) shares that this method is straightforward as it gives precise instructions and guidelines to score and evaluate the child. This method does look at a child holistically as it sets up tasks that look at specific development (WJEC, 2019).
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[bookmark: _Toc223730871]Why is Play Important to Observing and Assessing?
Real Play Coalition (n.d., p. 2) states that play is important as it supports the development of a child holistically. It further shares that it allows practitioners to see how a child is controlling their body, developing their cognitive, social and emotional intelligence as well as activating their imagination. Allingham and Brinning (2023, p. 27) explain observation as an essential tool used to evaluate how a child is learning and assessing, in addition to the recognition of the support that is required for children to continue in their progress of their development. According to North Lanarkshire Council (n.d.) observation during play is crucial as there is no end to the assessment unlike an activity such as a craft where one can see the final product. When observing during play a practitioner can comprehend a child’s interests and their development stage. According to Grenier et al., (2017, quoted in Chilvers, 2018, p. 3) observation during play enables a practitioner to recognise when a child is developing new skills or making connections. Theorist Susan Isaac, according to Solly (2018, p. 4) states that when observation is conducted whilst a child is playing, it allows the practitioner to observe the child holistically which is important for continuous reassessment instead of creating conclusions from one observation. Furthermore, play is important to observe as this is how a child demonstrates what they are learning along with discovering new skills as well as their emotional, physical, social and cognitive development (Solly, 2018, p. 4). Grey (2022 p. 2) shares that Isaac theory explains that observation is important during play as the practitioner is noticing a child’s interaction with others and would be able to interpret their behaviour to find any inconsistencies. Play assessment considers the connection between the child within the physical and social environment and should be carried out in a natural setting where the child could focus on their natural response and be child-initiated, which is supported by Ray-Kaese, et al., (2018, p. 20).

Bristol Childminding Network (2017, p. 1) suggests that once observation has been done the next stage would be assessment followed by planning. Assessment is identifying a child’s progress through understanding their needs and to plan accordingly to support them (Foundation Years, 2024, p. 1). The Department of Education (2023, p. 10) states that it is through assessments that a practitioner can detect a child’s abilities and what they understand. It continues to share when assessment is accurate it can direct a practitioner whether a child requires special education and extra support. It is important to note that assessments are there to support practitioners to establish conscious decisions regarding what a child is required to learn and to build on their knowledge (Department of Education, 2023, p. 4). National Day Nurseries Associations (2021, p. 2) shares that planning follows assessment as this is where a practitioner considers the type of planning whether short, medium or long term. It further explains short term is where planning is adaptable to a child’s interests and needs, medium covers roughly two to six weeks and long-term planning follows the guidance of the Early Years’ Framework, Curriculum for Excellence or Foundation Phase.

[bookmark: _Toc223730872]How can a Practitioner Support This Is?
Lanarkshire Council (n.d.) shares a practitioner is required to have extensive understanding of the curriculum and child development when observing to ensure adulteration does not interrupt play. Practitioners can support a child during observation by listening attentively and overseeing the child whilst regarding their ideas, thoughts and interests as they engage with others (Chilvers, 2018, p. 3). In addition, by creating engaging environments that are accessible to the child improves the observation as the child feels less pressure and can engage actively as they are able to relax as there is no pressure to perform (Whitebread, et al., 2017, p. 28). Curtis (2026, p. 6) suggests that adults can support by watching, listening and being present whilst observing by allowing the child to take an initiative to invite one to join in by following their lead and respecting their decisions. 

In conclusion observation during play is an accurate reflection as it looks at the child holistically whilst they are engaged according to Ray-Kaese, et al. (2018, p. 22). Furthermore, observation should be a continuous assessment throughout play in different environments to assess the child’s development (Ray-Kaese, et al., 2018, p. 23).
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