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SECTION ONE
Free play vs Structured play 
Free play is where children choose what they want to do, how they want to do it and knowing when they want to stop. Free play has not been set by the adult and has no connection to the curriculum. Adults would have provided the space, resources and may be involved in the play but free play is led by the child.
Children who engage in free play may be occupied in one activity, but then impulsively begin to play something else are said to be engrossed in free play. Children are using their natural curiosity with their own interests at heart. Free Play is beneficial to all children where they development skills in:
· Cognitive development and creativity which are deeply interconnected processes, where mental grown enable the generation of novel, valuable ideas, while creativity simultaneously fosters higher-order thinking, problem solving and emotional maturity.  The creativity relies on the development of brain functions like cognitive flexibility and working memory, which also allow children to form new connections through experience.
· Problem solving and independence as it encourages critical thinking, fostering resilience, and allowing individuals to navigate challenges without immediate intervention.
· Social skills and empathy are interconnected competencies essential for fostering deep connections, resolving conflicts, and navigation social situations with understanding.  Empathy is the ability to recognise and share others’ emotions and perspectives, acts as core social skills that enhances communications and builds trust.  These sills can be cultivated through active listening and emotional validation.
· Emotional regulation and resilience are the ability to monitor, evaluate, and modify emotional reactions to achieve desirable outcomes, acting as a core component of resilience.
· Physical health and motor skills are intrinsically linked, where proficient gross motor skills and fine motor skills enhance cardiovascular fitness, muscular strength and cognitive development.
· Self-confidence is a grounded, positive belief in your own abilities, strengths, and judgment, helping you face challenges, take risks and feel secure.
Free play gives the child a genuine sense of freedom as it is the child who is making all the decisions on how, where and who to play with. Engaging in free play is a rewarding experience for children because there is no prescribed way to play and no expectations placed on them. This freedom allows them to explore, imagine, and create entirely on their own terms. Children who have free play have more opportunities to make independent choices, develop their cognitive learning, mental health and well-being. Frobel (2020) believes that “Play is the highest expression of human development in childhood for it alone is the free expression of what is in a child’s soul”. When children are not supported in engaging in free play or practicing independent decision making, they are more likely to depend on adults and peers for direction and may be more vulnerable to social pressure. Children that have structured play are more likely to have low self-esteem. The key disadvantages of structured play are:
· Reduced creativity and imagination
· Increase stress and anxiety 
· Impact on Health and well-being
· Family stress
· Potential burnout.

Structured play is described as adult-lead activities with specific rules or learning objectives designed to teach skills like turn-taking, problem solving and literacy/numeracy.  Structured play is seen to boost cognitive development, social skills and physical coordination while proving a structured, engaging, and safe learning environment. Structured play does enable adults to identify children’s specific needs and requirements that will have an impact on future planning, but they are not always beneficial. Structured play may make children feel pressure to perform or succeed, which can take away the joy of play altogether.
Piagets Theory of play suggests that children play and intellectual development are intertwined. As children grow and develop, their play environment should too. (www.twinkl.co.uk)  
Piaget talks about the four stages of cognitive development.
Sensorimotor Stage (0-2 Years) When babies and toddlers live in the present and experience the world through exploration using their five senses.
Preoperational Stage (2-7 Years) Where young children will look at the world from their point of view.  They will be able to think about things that are not in front of them with pictures or words but are not very skilled in problem-solving yet.
Concrete Operational Stage (2-11 Years) When children become more empathetic and can think about the world from other’s points of view.
Formal Operational Stage (12+ Years) Older children can now talk about more abstract ideas and form arguments for and against.  Logic skills are more developed, and children can now thin more independently and offer their own ideas.
Piaget suggests that children will go through these stages in this order but will do at their own pace.  Some children may take longer to move to the next stage than others, and this is to be expected.  Piaget’s theory of cognitive development suggests that children learn most effectively when exploring the world around them and making use of all their senses.

SECTION TWO
Intrinsic Motivation is a key aspect of self-direct play which is play that is driven by curiosity and interest.
Smith, M and Firth, J (2018) suggests that learning activities that combine novelty, curiosity and problem solving will stand a good chance of being retain in the memory, and they describe the important role memory plays in the learning process.  Heath, D and Heath, C (2008) argues that for an idea to endure and stick in our minds; practitioners need to generate interest and curiosity.  Promoting curiosity in the classroom, is when learners are inspired, interested and intrigued, and that something is to strive for, but can be difficult to achieve.
Bauer cited in Badea and Suditu, (2024) states that
“Memory development begins in infancy and undergoes significant changes during childhood.  Infants demonstrate rudimentary forms of memory, such as recognition memory, from as early as a few months old.”
Gathercole et al, cited in Badea and Suditu, (2024); indicates that “overtime, these early memory abilities evolve into more complex forms, including working memory and long-term memory, which enables children to retain and manipulate information for extended periods of time”.
Early childhood education lays the groundwork for a child’s cognitive growth and social–emotional development. An essential part of this early learning is the introduction of science concepts, which naturally includes early mathematics and exploration of the environment. Environmental exploration spans a broad range of experiences, from observing nature and engaging in hands‑on investigations to participating in rich sensory activities that help children make sense of the world around them.
Badea and Sudity, (2024) explains that “these experiences provide children with lots of opportunities to observe and interact with their surroundings and fostering a sense of curiosity and inquiry”.
Areas within the classroom can promote the curiosity and interest such as having:
A discovery table: Featured magnetics, magnifying glass, seeds, shells, leaves, rocks, shells living things (stick insects, ants and plants).
The science and Nature table within the classroom will bring a curious approach this will then replace plastic toys the authentic, natural and recycled materials that inspire curiosity and nurture a deep respect for that natural world. This approach features peaceful, neutral spaces, versatile natural materials like pinecones, shells, or dried fruit and vegetables, and experiential learning that nurtures sustainable habits.

Sensory Play area should be designed to spark curiosity and encourage hands-on exploration within the classroom. This should include a water table, sand table or sensory baskets filled with materials like rice and pasta, combined with a light table to explore transparency and colour. Within in this area you may also introduce metal, wood and glass.  These items have replaced any plastic toys and is enabling authentic, sensory-rich play this will emphasize natural open-ended experiences such as pouring, mixing, shells and recycled items to encourage deep uninterrupted messy play.
Good practice in supporting children’s learning and development is grounded in the quality of provision and in how this quality is put into everyday practice. While national policy currently emphasises more structured approaches to learning—particularly those aimed at achieving the Early Learning Goals and meeting the requirements of the National Curriculum—this alone is not enough to meet the needs of the whole child. To support children effectively, settings must offer a balanced range of experiences, combining child‑led play with more structured, adult‑guided activities.
Looking at the adult, the purpose during the child-initiated play is to be a supportive facilitator rather than a directing, whilst ensuring a safe environment while allowing children to take the lead.  The role of an adult within the classroom includes Creating a safe and stimulating space with open-ended materials that encourage creativity, exploration and independence; as an observer; emotional anchor and providing the area with resources.  Adults are requested not to take over which includes controlling the play, imposing rules, or directing the outcome, which violates the principles of self-directed play. Also interrupting which disrupts the flow of intense concentration for adult-driven agendas.

SECTION THREE
Observation
Observation is a variable tool when working with children, it helps support young children development and learning. Observing children also help the practitioner: 
According to Brodie, K. (2024). “Careful observation is essential for understanding children’s needs and behaviours”. 
‌ Sociograms through observations
Sociograms are a useful way in determine a child’s social development. By observing who children choose to play with and the social groups they form, practitioners can gather valuable insights. These observations can then guide support for the child’s social development and highlight aspects of their personal and emotional development. Observing children playing can be very enriching and sometimes surprising. Vygotsky (2024) suggests that:
“Children’s cognitive growth is deeply influenced by social interaction and cultural tools, with learning best facilitated through guided support from more knowledgeable individuals”.
Understand Development: Practitioners understand children are developing. Learning and integrating with their environment. Observing children, practitioners can help identify strengths and weaknesses, interests another other area that needing support.
Informing planning: Information gained from observing children can be used for appropriate learning experience that fits each child’s needs. This will make sure that activities planned are engaging and help the child to develop appropriately
Monitor progress: When observation is done regularly this will then allow practitioners to track children’s process though out the year, doing so will then ensure developmental milestones and identifying potential delays that may need intervention.
Enhance communication: Sharing observation with other practitioner, parents and other professionals will help crate consistent support for the child both at home and the care setting.
Tracking children’s interaction is crucial for these reasons:
Understanding development: Tacking interactions provides practitioners an understanding in a child’s development, learning needs and interests which will help tailor the learning experience.
Tailoring support: observing children’s interactions and behaviours, practitioner can recognise their strengths and areas for improvement.
Planning and assessment: observing childing will help guide the planning and decision making on effective learning.
Building relationships: Tracking interaction with other children and their families will help create and support and inclusive environment where every child can thrive.
Positive social interaction is vital for children’s development; it helps them learn how to socialize and cooperate with others. This is crucial in early childhood, as it impacts their development and learning. Practitioners that prioritize children’s social and emotional health will remunerated with happy, engaging children who will learn to steer clear of negative behaviour social interactions will help develop self-esteem and resilience towards the unknown, making new social interactions less scary. Social interactions will provide children with opportunities to develop language, emotional and cognitive abilities.
Negative interaction for children’s development may include: 
· Impact on critical thinking skills
· Stifled creativity and innovation
· Emotional Consequences
· Stress and Anxiety factors


Observing Techniques
Observation requires a range of techniques because each method reveals different types of information. Practitioners need to ensure that the details they collect are both appropriate and sufficiently thorough so they can make accurate assessments of children’s learning and development. Choosing the right observation technique is therefore a key part of effective practice for educators and care providers. Common approaches include time sampling, tracking, checklists, target‑child observations, learning stories, and various forms of documentation.
Vygotsky, a key figure in sociocultural theory, argued that learning is rooted in social interaction. He believed children develop understanding through engagement with peers, adults, objects, and events in their environment. As a result, learning is shaped by the social and cultural context in which it occurs. Sociocultural theory is a belief that higher-order functions, such as learning, grow out of social interaction.  The learning process are seen as the products of our society and our culture.  Different cultures have different systems, beliefs, value, behaviours and practices, which provide a context for learning.  To fully understand a child, we therefore need to examine the external social world in which they have developed in.
Documenting children’s development can be described as creating a meaningful story of what each child has experienced, learned, and achieved. It involves gathering evidence of their learning through observations and samples of their work, which are usually collected in a portfolio or folder. This collection becomes a shared resource that children, staff, and parents can all contribute to, helping everyone see the child’s progress over time. It is important that when using different observational techniques to record and assess young children’s learning and development, practitioners are clear about the purpose of what they are doing and that the observational and recording process are matched to this aim.  
Screen time and child development 
Excessive screen time can harm children’s development by reducing essential face-to-face interactions, leading to language delays, lowering emotional stability and decreased social skills 
They later describe that typical child, teens and adult’s high levels of screen time results in less ability to read facial cues, reduced empathy, and impaired communication.  In agreement Boyd cited in Hwa-Froelich (2022) suggests that:
“Screen activities have been correlated with decline in social involvement”.
SECTION FOUR
Observing children while they play gives the practitioner a valuable insight into the children’s interests, strengths and development milestones. Practitioners and caregivers can understand children learning and then can tailor their experiences to support and grow. Observing children at play can potentially detect any future delays, so the practitioner can support with future interventions. Observing children though play fosters a child-centred approach, allowing children to express and learn through play.
Observing children when they are playing is the best time as some children may change their behaviour as they become more aware of an adult watching. Children will then perform better leading to increased participation and higher quality responses. Sometime this can have the opposite effect which can result in a reduced cognitive processing time, decreased participation but may increase stress and anxiety for the child. Practitioners should beware of these potential consequences when observing and strive for a more relaxed approach.
Drummond cited in (Smidt 2005) reminds us “that young children’s learning is fascination to watch because it is so varied and surprising and enthusiastic and energetic and we can sometimes observe it unfolding”. 
The purpose of observing children is to give practitioners meaningful insight into each child’s development and learning, so they can plan activities and approaches that genuinely respond to children’s individual needs. Practitioners are required to create an environment where this will play a key role in supporting and extending children’s learning and development. However, carrying out observations requires skills and expertise; Nutbrown and Carter cited in Palaiologou (2014) emphasises
“Watching children as they learn and understanding their learning moments is complex and difficult work and places the highest of demands upon their education”
Observations emphasise what a child can do, using their existing strengths as the foundation for planning future learning. Highlighting a child’s capabilities helps shape the next steps in their developmental journey. While observations naturally capture a child’s spontaneous behaviour within the early years setting, the achievements noted provide a meaningful starting point for understanding their progress and assessing their development.
Practitioners who observe and listen closely to children—both before a new skill is introduced and over time afterward—can gather meaningful evidence of their learning. This helps them judge how much progress each child has made and decide whether additional practice or further opportunities are needed to strengthen and consolidate that learning. Using a variety of teaching methods, practitioners can determine the learning preferences and styles of individual children.  The practitioner will also receive information on how successful certain activities and opportunities have been.
When observing children, it is essential to recognise when to step in to talk or ask questions and when to step back and let them continue their activity without interruption. Thoughtful, well‑timed questioning plays a key role in helping children develop as independent thinkers and learners, and in deepening their understanding.
Observations within the Curriculum for Wales are designed to be and ongoing and integral part of learning.  Observations within the new curriculum focuses on understanding individual progression, supporting the four purposes, and information future planning based on child interest and needs.  The purpose of the observations are aimed to build a detailed picture of each child’s development, including their skills, knowledge and well-being.  Approaches to observations ensures that staff observe children in daily activities whether they are inside or outside. Observation are mapped against the four purposes which promote ambitious, capable; enterprising, creative; ethical, informed and healthy, confident individuals.  The focus on pression allows observations to help identify a learner’s progress over time, supporting their journey, rather than just assessing if they have met a specific target; Estyn cited on (www.estyn.gov.wales) highlights that effective, non-intrusive documentation, such as learning logs or conversational notes, allows practitioners to understand a child’s unique development path.  
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