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Section 1 – Evidence of a clear understanding of the importance of a variety of play types including self-directed play. The significance of holistic play should also be considered.
Play ought to be unrestricted, allow for self-selected tasks, and provide countless options for interpretation (Bottrill, 2018). Giving children the freedom to play on their own, without adult interference, outside of any set framework, is known as self-directed play. This is characterised by allowing the children to choose their own play and the content of it, by going with their own gut feelings, thoughts, and interests, whilst using motivation from within themselves (Play Adventures, 2024). This is supported by adults ensuring that the children have an enabling environment which can lead to them developing holistically. (Birth To 5 Matters, 2021a). All components of children's development, including learning, are supported by play. Children develop language, learn how to express their feelings and be creative, as well as developing their social and intellectual skills, through play (Early Years Matters, 2023a). The UNCRC is a list of the rights that every child and young person under 18 in Wales and the rest of the world are entitled to. Article 31 on this list states that the child has “the right to relax and play”, which is why play provides the foundations of everything that is done in early years (Unicef, no date). Furthermore, the adult has an important role to ensure that the rights are met. Article 29 is aimed at the goals of education and states that education must help the child to develop their skills to their fullest potential (Unicef, no date). This shows that not all children will play the same which is why it is important to consider different types of play to suit the child’s individual needs. The two types of play that will be discussed in this portfolio are role play and exploratory play. 
Children use role play to act out concepts, ideas, and stories, to make sense of the world around them (Huleatt, 2018). This can be completely child led and played throughout the whole setting, as well as being in a specific place within the setting where there are additional props to develop role play even further. Vygotsky believed that play was the primary activity that determines a child's growth and development rather than a supporting activity that aids in learning and development (Andrews, 2012). Vygotsky emphasized the importance of scaffolding, where adults can support children's learning by providing guidance and assistance. In role play, adults can scaffold children's play by asking open-ended questions, offering suggestions, and providing props to enrich their imaginative scenarios (Bakhurst, 2023). Children can explore and reproduce aspects of their lives through role play. Children participate in imaginative play, which helps them develop the social and emotional as well as cognitive skills that are frequently thought of as necessary for learning (Kingdon, 2018). Piaget highlighted the importance of play in cognitive development. He believed that children learn symbolic representation through pretend play, which enhances their understanding of the world around them. Role play allows children to explore different perspectives and problem-solving strategies which aligns with Piaget's theory of cognitive development stages, particularly the preoperational stage where symbolic thought emerges (Doherty & Hughes, 2014). 
Exploratory play allows children to engage in spontaneous, unstructured activities that stimulate their curiosity and promote learning. This involves exploring with your hands, interacting with items, and learning by making mistakes. Adults can enhance a child's holistic development across multiple areas by promoting exploratory play (Pelz & Kidd, 2020). Exploratory play establishes the basis for lifetime learning and wellbeing by offering chances for cognitive, emotional, social, and physical development. Children can grow and realise their full potential when they are in surroundings which are created to encourage curiosity, creativity, and discovery. According to Bruner's theory of learning and cognitive development, children actively generate knowledge by investigating their surroundings. In the context of exploratory play, Bruner's ideas highlight the importance of hands-on exploration and experimentation. Open-ended play facilitates children's discovery and connections, allowing adults to assist cognitive growth and a more profound understanding of the world. Therefore, Bruner's theory emphasises the importance of exploratory play in helping early children have meaningful learning experiences (Simply Psychology, 2024). 

Section 2 – Evidence of a clear understanding of why it is important for children to choose their own play and the importance of the role of the adult in children’s play.
The first national play policy in the world was released in 2002 by the Welsh Government. The idea that every child has the right to play served as the foundation for the policy. It demonstrates the government's dedication to making sure that children's needs are considered when formulating policies and that provisions are made to address those requirements (Play Wales, 2022). Allowing children to choose their own play is crucial as it fosters independence, imagination, and individuality. When children have the freedom to select their activities and playmates, they develop decision-making skills and a sense of independence. Furthermore, this independence encourages playfulness and a sense of ownership, which allows the child to explore deeper and to follow their interests further (Canning, 2007). Children who engage in self-directed play are given the autonomy to choose and direct their own play activities. Children can freely explore their interests, make decisions, and take part in activities that spark their imagination and curiosity in this type of play. Self-directed play gives children the freedom to take charge of their play experiences, whether they're building intricate buildings out of building blocks, making up imagined worlds through dramatic play, or exploring the outdoors. Adults are essential in providing an environment that encourages independence and creativity to enable self-directed play. They can accomplish this by offering a stimulating and safe environment with a range of open-ended materials that promote experimentation and discovery. These resources could include multipurpose toys, natural things, art tools, and blocks. Furthermore, adults should prioritise offering uninterrupted blocks of time for play, allowing children to become fully immersed in their activities without interruptions. Adults can participate in children's play when invited, providing encouragement and support without taking control or directing the play by paying attention to and adhering to their indications and interest and by posing open-ended questions and supporting problem-solving techniques, adults can cultivate a culture of curiosity (Michigan State University, 2015). Adults should also take time to reflect on the child doing play and think about what the child is trying to achieve from it. Adults should be trained to notice if a child finds a certain play type triggering and should be able to adapt the environment or situation to better suit the child. Reflective practice in play observation involves not just being able to act or react, but also being able to carefully analyse what we have seen or done and how we have contributed to the formation of that understanding. It involves reflecting on our own conclusions whilst considering the opinions of others by asking a child who is playing, as well as a coworker, who may have a different viewpoint (Andrews, 2012). Self-directed play can benefit children in many ways. Exploring independently can enable the child to build independence, as well as confidence, as the child will realise that they are able to create success from doing something by themselves (The Montessori School, 2020). Depending on whether a child approaches an activity as play or as work, their level of engagement can differ. When children perceive a task as play, they engage with it well with a smile. However, when they perceive a task as work, they become easily distracted and remain motionless. When addressing tasks as play, adults should consider how they might involve young children, resulting in an activity that the child will remember as a positive experience (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Staff members should monitor every child over time and at different times and should ensure that there are frequent discussions to evaluate the lessons learnt. This would support the planning for the child's growth and education. It is always advisable to share any concerns with parents and coworkers to determine whether any kind of action or intervention is necessary. Parents should be involved from the start when it comes to observations on the child as essentially, they know the child best. Practitioners can then use this alongside their own observations in the future (West Sussex County Council, 2021).

Section 3 – In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children.
Whilst providing an in-depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children, this section will also include the benefits and limitations that come along with it. In the early years, observation entails methodically observing, paying attention to, and recording the behaviours of young children to evaluate their development, guide planning, foster relationships, ease communication, and support the professional development of practitioners (Smidt, 2015). Observation is important as every child is unique with an individual talent, which are caught first hand through observations (Early Years Matters, 2023b). There are a variety of different ways to observe a child, and each way can show us something different about them. Observation is a way to get to know the children in your care and by making close observations which can be utilised to determine the child's areas of interest (Teach Early Years, 2024). The way to comprehend young children as learners and a crucial instrument for learning more about them as individuals is observation. It forms a solid foundation for reflection and is an essential component of the cycle of assessment and planning (Nursery World, 2006). The observation that will be the focus in section 3 will be a written record. According to Teach Early Years (2024), this method of observation is a lengthy written report about a particular activity. When this observation type is done by the child’s key worker, they will understand the child and the type of play they are engaging in, which is a benefit to a written observation, as the key worker will know the child best. Opposing this, if the key worker is not available during the time when the written assessment is taking place, the adult that has stepped in to see may not know the child as well, which can cause an unfair observation with little understanding of the child (Teach Early Years 2024). A written observation should always be written as it is happening, with the practitioner only writing exactly what they have seen. One of the benefits of this would include the fact that it is a fair observation as only facts have been written down. In contrast to this, if another practitioner went to read this observation, they would not be able to visualise the environment as it was happening, which could therefore lead to an unfair or bias take on the observation (Palaiologou, 2012). During a written observation, a lot of information can be collected with the flexibility of including the information you choose to gather, as it is happening. In contrast to this, some limitations to this type of observation would be that the practitioner could miss out some vital information when trying to write the observation as it is happening, which can result in the observation not being accurate or specific. It can also be time consuming as well as distracting if there are other things happening around the practitioner at the time (Bruce, 2011). Another limitation to a written observation would be that the observation itself does not include the environment that it has taken place in, as well as missing what is going on around the child at the given time. Although practitioners might not always record everything they see, they should learn to recognise important and incidental details as they happen during the day. The most accurate portrait of a child will come from observational data collected in a variety of locations within the enabling environment (Nursery World, 2006). Although practitioners should be trained and skilled in observing, they may still view the observation from their own perspective which can lead to a bias observation. This could be resolved by practitioners working together to compare their written observations (Andrews, 2012). Written observations do not give a holistic view of the child as it does not take the environment into account. It also only takes a short snippet out of the child’s day, which may result in missing vital information about the child. Article 12 from the UNCRC is based on the voice of the child and how the child has the right to be listened to (Unicef, no date). Observations are important when considering future planning. It is important to listen to the child and observing what they like and dislike when considering what to add to future planning. Essentially, the child’s interests should always come first when deciding on what to do for future planning (Palaiologou, 2012). 
Section 4 – Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and consider how this affects the child’s engagement and the accuracy of observation.
When assessing a child, play is a natural context that allows practitioners and caregivers to observe various aspects of the child's development in action. Children play because it gives them the opportunity to do meaningful activities that reveal aspects of their cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development. For example, observing a child during role play can reveal their imaginative abilities, language skills, and understanding of social roles (Ginsburg, 2007). Similarly, witnessing a child engage in constructive play with puzzles or blocks can provide information about their fine motor coordination, spatial reasoning, and problem-solving abilities. Additionally, play provides opportunities for children to express and regulate their feelings, navigate social interactions, and develop resilience and perseverance—all of which are essential aspects of their holistic development. Play is essential for the normal development of the brain. From a very young age, children engage and interact with the world through play (Ginsburg, 2007). Observation, awareness of the child, and relationship-building are the first steps in effective practice. A professional's awareness of child development subsequently facilitates the planning of subsequent steps, as well as the comprehension of children's interests and learning and growth (Birth To 5 Matters, 2021b). There are many reasons why young children can become easily distracted during early childhood observations. To begin with, their curiosity and unlimited energy could tempt them to investigate their surroundings, frequently taking their focus off the desired observation. Furthermore, peer interactions have the potential to be quite captivating, drawing the child’s attention away from the observation and into social play. Their attention may also be diverted from the observation by outside stimuli like movement, noise, or even changes in lighting. Furthermore, children may find it difficult to maintain concentrate for extended periods of time due to their short attention spans and developmental stages, which increases the possibility of distractions during observations in early years settings (Palaiologou, 2012). Observing children in play can provide a more accurate reflection of where they are in their development compared to other assessment methods. Play is considered the natural language of children, and it encompasses various aspects of development, which includes cognitive, social, emotional, and physical domains. When children play, they do so voluntarily and in a way that is meaningful and relevant to them. This allows observers to witness children's skills, abilities, interests, and challenges in a natural setting. For example, observing a child engaging in role play can provide insights into their language development, problem-solving skills, and social interactions as they create scenarios, negotiate roles, and communicate with peers. Furthermore, play offers opportunities for children to practice and refine their skills in a context that is enjoyable to them. By observing children during play, practitioners can gain a deeper understanding of their strengths, weaknesses, preferences, and areas for growth. This information can inform planning and supportive strategies to promote children's holistic development effectively. Overall, observing children in play provides a window into their development that is both accurate and comprehensive (Howard & McInnes, 2012). Ensuring that children have access to an enabling environment is a way for adults to support their observations. They can do this by establishing an environment that fosters a sense of belonging that is cosy, kind, and welcoming (Early Years Alliance, 2019). A way of supporting this could be setting up a Montessori environment to support children in play. Maria Montessori advocates to ensure that children have a prepared and enabling environment to be able to support their natural curiosity. Every resource in a Montessori classroom promotes a different aspect of child development by matching the activities offered with the child's interests. Children can pick up knowledge on their own terms and at their own speed. They can provide a strong basis for lifelong learning and react instantly to the natural curiosity that everyone has (Montessori Northwest, No date). 
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