Play Types
Many people have different opinions on what play is and how it is beneficial to children holistically. Howard and McInnes (2013) believe that professionals who work in settings that facilitate play are united in their opinion that play is important in aiding a child’s development. Furthermore, they believe that play acts as a very natural resource which allows children to meet many physical, emotional and intellectual challenges from a very early age. 
Juster (2013) is a strong believer in the value of self-directed play. She is of the opinion that children are experts in their own play and that self-directed play helps to foster the holistic development of the child. She goes on to say that self-directed play can only benefit the child’s social, emotional, cognitive and physical skills, all of which play an important role in every child’s life. Ledendecker (2020) builds on Juster’s beliefs by stating that there are many benefits of self-directed play. She believes that one of the main positives is that it can build self-confidence. During self-directed play children can explore on their own or with their peers and begin to realise that there is so much more that they can do on their own, for example building a den when playing in an outdoor environment or completing a puzzle on their own. They can also create their own games and rules which aids the development of imagination as well as turn taking and playing within the rules of a game. She goes on to say that self-directed play allows the child to learn at their own pace. There is no timeline with self-directed play and no real academic benchmarks to meet, but rather the holistic the development of the child is what comes to the forefront. Children have the opportunity to build their own knowledge at their own pace in a way that suits them rather than being directed to work at a pace and a level that may suit the practitioners and other children in the setting however not the child in question. 
Play Scotland (2023) define play as the way children interact with the world. They see play as a universal language that enables children to understand one another and make sense of the world around them. UNICEF (2018) build on this by defining play as one of the most important ways in which young people gain essential knowledge and skills. They believe that an important aspect of play is the children having control over the experience. They are of the opinion that letting them use their initiative, make decisions and have self-choice in play will enable them to gain the greatest number of skills and knowledge possible. Rowan (2018) looks at the Reggio Emilia approach to play which focuses heavily on the child being at the centre of everything. The approach sees children as capable of acquiring knowledge through their natural curiosity and creativity, they see them as being able to structure their own learning. The Reggio Emilia approach does not see a need for a curriculum as such but more a cycle of inquiry that a child will go through. Learning and teaching Scotland (2006) build on this by saying that the learning and teaching, building relationships and professional development within Reggio settings all stem from one main goal, the image of the child. They believe that all children have the fundamental right to both realise and expand on their full potential and that they can do this via play. Rowan (2018) goes on to say that the environment in a Reggio Emilia setting also plays a key role in the way children play within that environment and also how they develop holistically. They build on this by saying that it should be an environment filled with natural light, beauty and order. It should be an open space without clutter, where every material can be used for a different purpose and where it is ever evolving to encourage children to delve deeper into what interests them. This lends itself to the holistic approach. If we do not allow children to show us through play what interests them, how can we as practitioners understand their likes and dislikes and look at the child as a whole and as an individual. 
To summarise Ledendecker (2020) believes that self-directed play encourages internal motivation. They believe that without adults defining what is deemed as success within an activity children are far more likely to find their own innate joy in their play. This means they will naturally begin to try and challenge themselves more whilst also trying new things, which in turn will bring them great joy and if we are looking at encouraging the holistic development of a child then this holds great significance. 


How can adults support self-directed play?
Although self-directed play focuses on the child leading their play and as a result their learning and development, the adult can still play a key role in enabling this to be as effective as possible. Bruce (2011) looks closely at the role the adult can play in developing the child’s play. She goes on to say that the role the adult plays is crucial in many ways in helping develop the children in a setting. She notes that it does not necessarily need to be an adult that supports self-directed play, but also older children can play a part too. Younger children playing with older peers can aid development through role modelling and good example setting for example, an older child building a den with twigs and sticks can demonstrate to a younger children how they can use natural materials to build as opposed to building blocks or bricks. Conversely, younger children being supported by older children could have a detrimental effect if the older child is not demonstrating good play. Younger children may pick up on negative behaviours during play which they may then demonstrate themselves.
Rymanowicz (2015) is of the opinion that adults can play a key role in supporting self-directed play, however they note that there is a difference between adults supporting play and not leading it. They go on to say that supporting play and leading or ‘controlling’ play are two very different roles an adult can take in play and not both are beneficial. They believe that when an adult takes control of play it diminishes the basic principles of play being self-chosen and self-directed by the child in question and instead the child loses the freedom to explore openly through play. On the other hand, if the adult can support the child’s experiences by being engaged and present, but not being overbearing, they can encourage the child to build on themselves, increase their engagement in both learning and exploration before finally providing more opportunities to help grow their development. They go on to summarise by saying that by being actively involved in a child’s play can help them grow and learn. By creating opportunities to build a trustworthy and supportive relationship with the child through play will help them develop far more during the play process, they believe that through the power of play, practitioners have the chance to help the child develop and unlock their full potential. 
Howard (2020) acknowledges that it isn’t always adults that apply constraints on play, but there are a number of contributing factors. She goes on to say that although play can appear free, however it is bound by numerous constraints including time, space, safety constraints and resources. Within settings the pressure to reach certain milestones or get written work in books can be so great that the emphasis on play and playful experiences is diminished. As Howard (2020) explains, sometimes play appears to have no real goal or purpose, however this does not mean that it does not play a key role in a child’s development. As Nidirect (2018) state play is a natural and enjoyable way for children to keep active, well and happy. Allowing the play to be freely chose or self-directed helps young people to develop and thrive, have both good physical and mental health whilst also learning life skills along the way. This shows that even though there are often many hurdles in the way of children’s play, especially as they progress through their academic journey, play will always have an important role in a child’s life even as they develop into teenagers and beyond. It is up to the adults in the child’s life to ensure that play remains a constant and is encouraged regularly to help develop them and reach their full potential.







Observation Methods
Observation plays a key role in practitioners helping the children in their settings develop. There are many different observation techniques used by practitioners in different settings, such as running records, movement trackers and interaction trackers. Pacey (2016) defines observation as an essential part of practice that enables practitioners to understand the individual needs of all the children in their care, thereby giving a holistic view of each child. They go on to say that observing children allows the practitioners both to learn about and enjoy the unique qualities of each child, linking this to play means that the practitioners can plan playful activities that are suitable to each child, something they may have found more challenging without using observation to help them. 
ECLKC (2019) speak about ow running records are used within early years settings as a means of observation. They begin by saying that practitioners use running records to collect a detailed information narrative during a specific time frame. During this time frame the practitioner will write down everything they see and hear in the order they occur during an activity. They ensure that these narratives are extensive and detailed in nature, providing a rich, comprehensive, holistic view of each child. Having this clear, chronological and detailed observation will allow the practitioner to really understand how each child behaves in certain situations. Having the findings in chronological order will allow practitioners to look at whether certain events lead to specific behaviours in a child, giving them a clearer picture and allowing them to help each child more effectively on an individual level. 
Whilst finding many positives with the running records method of observation, ECLKC (2019) also acknowledge some of the limitations that running records also have. They note that running records require more dedicated time for the practitioner to step back and observe, meaning that there will be less time available for them to actually engage with the children in their settings. Many children thrive through adult interaction and need encouragement and praise to continue undertaking a task or playing. If the practitioners attention is taken up by observation for large periods of time, this could have a detrimental effect on the children in the setting and as a result the observations the practitioner makes may not be a true reflection on the child compared to how they behave on a day-to-day basis. They finish by saying that irrespective of what written observation a practitioner chooses to use the emphasis needs to be on the information being accurate as well as objective whilst providing an unbiased view of the child or children in question. It is pivotal that the information being taken down is accurate. If there are any inaccuracies it becomes challenging for the practitioner to be able to draw conclusions later on about the child’s skills, behavioural needs and interests. If you want to get a holistic view of a child then having accurate information is imperative, knowing as much as possible about the child will help you build a holistic view of them which in turn will have great benefit to their learning and development. 
Complex Needs (2012) note that running records do give a holistic view of the child. They state that running records clearly support practitioners in the planning of activities for individual pupils. As running records are completed over a longer period of time it gives the practitioner scope to look more closely at a child and not just a snapshot of them. In order to get a holistic view of a child a practitioner needs to know as much information as possible about them including their interests, disinterests, possible triggers and possible relationships with other peers or practitioners within that setting. Complex Needs (2012) believe that running records are an incredibly effective tool for observation, however notes that one limitation of them is that prior knowledge of how children in that setting learns as well as knowledge of the child being observed is needed for them to be effective. Without having that sensitivity, expertise and objectivity as an observer can limit how much you will get out of a running record observation. Not being sensitive to certain situations or behaviours a child may demonstrate during an observation can cause a child to act differently to how they may normally, causing inaccuracies within the observation summary the practitioner finishes with. 
To conclude, Social Sci LibreTexts (2020) acknowledges that although a running record provides detailed data in chronological order, with both descriptive and objective evidence the limitations it has in regard to how time consuming it is and how it is not always suitable for teachers who are in ratio, means that it is not always a suitable observation tool for all settings and this is something that should be considered before undertaking the observation. 
The role of play during observation
Neuam (2016) is of the opinion that a strong initial starting point for teaching children is to begin with what they already know and what they can already do, and she is of the believe that this can be established through detailed observations of their play. She goes on to say that looking at a number of factors such as where do they play? What do they play? Who or what do they play with? Which activities engage them the most? She states that when children are engaged in an experience or activity, they enjoy they are far more likely to learn, and this demonstrates why observation is so important during play. Building a picture of a child through observing them play will allow the practitioner to be able to plan far more effectively for the child in question and as a result engage the child far more in their learning. She goes on to note that all children will have a preferred way to explore the world, it could be alongside other children or alongside adults. Using play to observe can help the practitioner to understand how the child wants to explore and whether they require adult support or not. If a practitioner can observe early in a child’s development that they may require extra adult support, then this will give the child in question the best possible chance to develop and succeed irrespective of any other challenges they may face socially or academically. 
Louis and Bettridge (2020) acknowledge a possible negative of observing children in play and that is unconscious bias. They are of the opinion that observations are subject to unconscious bias due to them being subjective in nature, based upon the practitioners interpretation on what they have observed. They believe that unconscious biases are established by the feelings, attitudes and beliefs that practitioners have deep rooted in themselves. As a result of this the practitioners observations of children could possibly be inaccurate. Practitioners may perceive children differently due to a vast range of factors such as having English as a second language, having additional learning needs or displaying behaviours that may be deemed as challenging and not conforming to what is perceived as the ’norm’. Unless these unconscious biases are acknowledged and then overcome then a practitioner will find it incredibly difficult to get a true, holistic view of the child in question, this is where play can play a key role. As the National Literacy Trust (2019) states play nurtures and fulfils a child’s inborn need to learn, meaning that no matter their race or religion, whether or not they have additional needs or if English is their first language or not, all children want to and can play no matter their academic level. This shows clearly why play is so important in observing as it puts all children on a level playing field and allows the practitioner to get a full, holistic view of the child.  
Howard and McInnes (2012) look at the link between play on the emotional well-being of a child. They carried out a study where they took one hundred and twenty-nine children aged between 3-5 years old where they set up two separate activities, one session that was ‘like play’ and one that was ‘not like play’. Using the Leuvens Involvement Scale they measured the emotional well-being of the children taking place in the study after completing either the ‘like play’ activity or the ‘not like play’ activity, and the results showed a significant difference. They summarise by saying that children who undertook the ‘like play’ activity scored considerably higher than those who undertook the same activity but ‘not like play’. Furthermore, behavioural indicators relating to emotional well-being were far more prevalent among those children who participated in ‘like play’ activities in comparison to those who did not. Howard and McInnes (2012) also note that some other studies on play show that children who have suffered play deprivation in their early development have demonstrated an initial developmental delay which has then go on to improve following play base interventions. To ensure that children get the most out of play they recommend the adult supports them in a number of ways. When planning play opportunities, it is important that the adults consider whether or not the children will deem the activity to be playful or not, and this is where self-directed play and observation can be used as a really effective tool. If the adult within a setting observes what the child enjoys doing during self-directed this will result in them having a far clearer picture as to what the child sees as play so when they are planning play opportunities, they know what the child is looking for in terms of what a playful activity looks like. 
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