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Early childhood represents a foundational period in human development, where play is widely recognised as the primary vehicle for learning and holistic growth (Ginsburg, 2007). Contemporary developmental theory positions play not merely as leisure but as a pedagogical medium through which children explore the world, negotiate social relationships, construct meaning, and consolidate emerging skills (Piaget, 1962; Vygotsky, 1978). Play contexts, particularly when freely chosen and intrinsically motivated, create opportunities for sustained engagement, creativity, and problem‑solving that formal instruction alone cannot replicate (Gray, 2013; Wood, 2014).
Crucially, the role of the adult in early years settings extends beyond supervision to that of facilitator, observer, and scaffolder, balancing support with respect for the child’s autonomy. This aligns with the principles of Wales’ Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises learner agency, equity, and wellbeing as central to teaching and learning (Welsh Government, 2022). Furthermore, with the incorporation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child into Welsh law, children’s right to play and participate in decisions that affect their lives is both a moral and legal imperative (United Nations, 1989; Welsh Government, 2011).
Observation and assessment form another interlinked pillar of early years practice, enabling practitioners to understand children’s behaviors, engagement, and developmental progression in authentic contexts (Siraj‑Blatchford et al., 2011). Within play-based settings, systematic observation tools, such as the Leuven Scale of Wellbeing and Involvement, offer rich insight not only into what children can do but how they engage with activities and peers, supporting thoughtful planning and responsive practice.
This essay critically explores the links and meaning between play, child agency, adult facilitation, and observation. It examines two types of play and how they can be supported in practice, the importance of child‑chosen play alongside the nuanced role of the adult, an in‑depth discussion of an observation method for young children, and how play enhances engagement and the accuracy of assessment. Through integrating theory, research and policy, this essay underscores the complex, dynamic nature of high‑quality early years provision.

Play is recognised as central to early childhood learning, facilitating cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development (Ginsburg, 2007; Wood, 2014). Two influential types of play — outdoor free play and therapeutic Lego play, exemplify diverse contexts through which children engage, interact, and develop. Critically, understanding these types requires attention to both theoretical foundations and the ways in which adults support meaningful, inclusive engagement. Mildred Parten’s (1932) stages of social participation — unoccupied, solitary, onlooker, parallel, associative and cooperative play — provide a useful descriptive lens for understanding social engagement. However, interpreted uncritically, stage-based models risk privileging cooperative play and pathologising children whose engagement does not conform to normative expectations. When synthesised with Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, social participation is better understood as shaped by environmental affordances, relational dynamics, and emotional security rather than fixed maturation.
Thus, autonomy in play is relational rather than absolute; adult decisions about time, space and materials inevitably mediate children’s choices (Wood, 2014). The practitioner’s role becomes one of intentional facilitation — extending thinking while preserving narrative ownership.

Outdoor free play refers to child‑initiated, self‑directed play within outdoor environments that offer physical space, natural resources, and opportunities for risk‑taking (Gill, 2007; Gray, 2013). Piaget’s (1962) constructivist theory highlights the child as an active knowledge constructor, emphasising  sensorimotor and symbolic interaction with the environment as central to cognitive development. From this perspective, outdoor play provides affordances for children to explore, test ideas, and engage in sustained physical and creative activity. Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory extends this, arguing that social interactions during play promote language, negotiation and collaborative problem‑solving, particularly as children operate within their Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) when supported sensitively by adults.
Outdoor free play aligns with Wales's Curriculum for Wales, which prioritises  experiential, learner‑centered contexts that support wellbeing and agency (Welsh Government, 2022). It also reflects the UNCRC’s recognition of play as a child’s right (United Nations, 1989). Research shows that outdoor play supports gross motor skills, risk assessment, resilience, and social competence (Sandseter, 2009; Little, 2012). However, societal risk‑averse cultures can constrain outdoor play, as practitioners navigate safety policies, liability fears, and curricular pressures (Gill, 2007). Therefore, supporting outdoor play in practice requires practitioners to conduct thoughtful risk–benefit assessments, providing enabling environments and adopt the role of enabler rather than director, intervening only to ensure inclusion and safety (King & Church, 2016).
Therapeutic lego  play is a structured intervention that uses lego  bricks to promote social communication, problem‑solving, and cooperative interaction (LeGoff, 2004; Osborne & Reed, 2010). Developed to support children with social communication difficulties, particularly autistic children, Lego based  therapy assigns roles (engineer, supplier, builder) to encourage turn‑taking, planning and joint goals. From a Vygotskian perspective, the social mediation inherent in these tasks supports scaffolding of communication skills, collaborative problem‑solving and shared attention (Vygotsky, 1978). Moreover, through sustained construction tasks, children exercise fine motor control, sequencing, and executive function.
However, the effectiveness of therapeutic lego play depends on quality facilitation. Adults must structure roles clearly but avoid dominating the task; instead, they should model social language, prompt reflection, and observe engagement levels (Osborne & Reed, 2010). Studies report positive outcomes in social interaction and communication (LeGoff, 2004), but others note challenges in transferring skills to natural settings without intentional bridging (Ricks & Wing, 2015). Additionally, resource intensity (specialised kits, staff training) may constrain implementation in some settings. Therefore, while therapeutic LEGO play can offer rich developmental opportunities, it must be integrated within broader play environments and responsive to individual needs.
In practice, both outdoor and therapeutic play thrive when adults act as responsive enablers — providing materials, setting up inclusive environments, engaging in sensitive observation and balancing guidance with autonomy. This ensures play remains child‑centered, developmentally appropriate, and meaningfully supported.

Child‑chosen play, characterised by activities initiated and directed by the child, is widely recognised as foundational to young children’s development. Unlike adult‑led instruction, child‑chosen play is intrinsically motivated, allowing children to pursue interests, exercise agency and engage in deep, sustained involvement (Wood, 2014; Gray, 2013). This form of play also reflects children’s rights as articulated in the UNCRC (1989), which emphasises  the importance of freedom, expression and participation, principles that are core to Wales's Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).
Developmentally, child‑chosen play supports autonomy, self‑regulation, and resilience. Maslow’s (1943) humanistic theory positions autonomy as essential to self‑actualisation while Bruner’s (1986) discovery learning model suggests that children develop deeper conceptual understanding through active, self‑directed exploration. Vygotsky (1978) also acknowledged the social dimensions of play, arguing that children collaboratively construct meaning when allowed to operate at the edge of their competence with subtle adult support.
Research indicates that child‑chosen play enhances engagement and persistence. Fisher et al. (2011) found that when children choose their own activities, they demonstrate higher levels of creativity and sustained attention compared to structured, adult‑directed tasks. However, Wood (2014) critiques idealised notions of “free play,” highlighting that adult decisions about time, space and materials inevitably shape children’s choices. Thus, autonomy in play is relational rather than absolute, mediated by the environment adults create.
Within the Welsh context, practitioners are encouraged to balance child agency with reflective pedagogy that responds to individual needs, interests, and learning trajectories (Welsh Government, 2022). This requires adults to adopt roles as enablers and co‑learners, providing resources, modelling language, and scaffolding without dominating. For example, in imaginative play, an adult might introduce vocabulary or pose open‑ended questions to extend thinking, while still respecting the child’s narrative control.
However, tensions emerge within accountability systems that emphasise evidence of progress and attainment (Estyn, 2023). Practitioners may feel pressured to intervene or formalise activities to meet perceived curriculum expectations, which can inadvertently shift focus away from child agency (Waller, 2017). This tension underscores the need for relational pedagogy that foregrounds children’s interests while aligning assessment practices with developmental, rather than performance, outcomes.
Furthermore, child‑chosen play must be inclusive and equitable. Connolly and Doyle (2003) highlight that adult assumptions about gender, culture or ability can inadvertently limit opportunities, reinforcing stereotypes or exclusion. Therefore, practitioners must critically reflect on their own biases and ensure environments support diverse ways of playing, communicating, and engaging.
In summary, child‑chosen play supports autonomy, engagement, and deep learning. The adult’s role is complex — not a passive observer but an intentional enabler who respects children’s agency, provides supportive structures, and critically reflects practice to ensure equity, inclusion, and developmental alignment.


Observation is a cornerstone of early childhood practice, enabling practitioners to understand children’s learning, interests, and developmental needs in natural contexts. Among observational frameworks, the Leuven Scale of Wellbeing and Involvement (Laevers, 2005) provides a structured, evidence‑informed tool designed to capture the quality of children’s engagement. This section examines the purpose, theoretical foundations, strengths and limitations of the Leuven Scale and its relevance to play‑based settings.
The Leuven Scale assesses two key dimensions of children’s experience: wellbeing and involvement. Wellbeing reflects emotional security, contentment, and enjoyment, while involvement captures intensity of engagement — including concentration, persistence, motivation, and creativity. Scores range from 1 (low) to 5 (high) on each dimension, offering a profile of the child’s experience rather than isolated achievement (Laevers, 2005).
The scale’s theoretical foundation is rooted in experiential education and developmental engagement. Laevers argues that deep‑level learning occurs when children are both emotionally secure and highly involved, a position supported by Vygotsky’s (1978) emphasis on motivation and social engagement as drivers of cognitive development. Maslow’s (1943) humanistic framework also positions emotional security as a prerequisite for higher‑order learning, emphasising that children who feel safe and valued are more likely to engage deeply with tasks.
In practical application, the Leuven Scale is particularly suited to play‑based environments. For example, during outdoor exploration, high involvement may be observed as children focus intensely on constructing structures or negotiating roles with peers. In collaborative building tasks such as Lego  play, sustained concentration and shared problem‑solving indicate deep engagement. The Leuven Scale helps practitioners identify when children are genuinely involved and flourishing versus when they might be disengaged or uncomfortable.
A key strength of the Leuven Scale lies in its holistic focus. Rather than reducing assessment to discrete skills, it values the quality of the learning experience, aligning with play‑based pedagogies that prioritise process over product (Fisher et al., 2011; Wood, 2014). By capturing both emotional well‑being and cognitive involvement, the scale encourages practitioners to consider the interconnectedness of developmental domains.
Nevertheless, methodological limitations merit consideration. The reliance on practitioner interpretation introduces subjectivity; what one observer perceives as deep involvement may differ from another, raising concerns about reliability (McInnes et al., 2009). Additionally, while high involvement suggests cognitive engagement, the scale does not specify which developmental domains are engaged, potentially limiting precision for planning targeted interventions.
Cultural and contextual factors also influence interpretation. In diverse settings, expressions of wellbeing and involvement may vary based on cultural norms or language differences, requiring practitioners to contextualise scores within an understanding of each child’s background (Connolly & Doyle, 2003). Therefore, the Leuven Scale is most effective when triangulated with narrative methods such as learning stories (Carr, 2001) or running records, enhancing validity and richness of interpretation.
Despite these limitations, the Leuven Scale aligns with the principles underpinning the Curriculum for Wales, which emphasises holistic development, learner engagement, and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2022). By prioritising childrens lived experiences, the scale supports reflective practice and responsive curriculum design, enabling practitioners to plan environments that foster both engagement and emotional security.
In conclusion, the Leuven Scale offers a valuable framework for observing young children’s experiences. Its strengths lie in its holistic, play‑aligned focus, while its limitations highlight the importance of professional judgement, triangulation, and cultural sensitivity. When applied thoughtfully, the scale enhances practitioners’ understanding of children as engaged, emotionally secure learners.

Authentic assessment in early years settings depends on contextually grounded observation, with play providing the most natural and revealing context for understanding children’s engagement and competence (Siraj‑Blatchford et al., 2011; Wood, 2014). In contrast to formal testing, play‑based observation captures intrinsic motivation, social negotiation, and problem‑solving behaviors that more contrived tasks often obscure (Elkind, 2008; Fisher et al., 2011). This section explores how play enhances engagement and supports accurate assessment, while also considering the ethical and practical demands placed upon practitioners.
Play engenders internal motivation, making it a particularly valid context for observation. Children are typically more relaxed, focused, and expressive during play than in evaluative situations, reducing performance anxiety and allowing authentic demonstration of skills (Gray, 2013). Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural lens suggests that it is within socially negotiated contexts — like cooperative play — that children demonstrate higher‑order thinking, language, and self‑regulation. By observing these interactions, practitioners can gather rich, nuanced data that reflect chidren’s developmental trajectories rather than artificial test scores.
The impact of play on engagement is profound. Laevers’ (2005) concept of “involvement” emphasises sustained concentration, persistence and creative initiative, and hallmarks of deep learning. When observation tools such as the Leuven Scale are embedded within play cultures, practitioners can discern not only what children know but how they engage, regulate emotions, and collaborate with peers. This ecological validity the degree to which observations reflect natural behavior — enhances the accuracy of assessment and reduces bias associated with adult‑led tasks.
However, while play supports authentic observation, it also challenges practitioners to refine their observational skills. Play episodes can be dynamic, overlapping, and complex, making systematic recording difficult without structured frameworks. Tools like learning stories (Carr, 2001) or narrative records help capture context, meaning and dispositions that scaling alone cannot convey. Importantly, effective observation demands professional reflective, judgement here practitioners interpret behavior within broader developmental and cultural contexts rather than reducing it to isolated metrics.
Ethical considerations of observation are also central. Children have the right to dignity and respect, and observation should never intrude upon the frame of play in ways that alter behavior or pressure performance (Rogers, 2011). This aligns with the principles of the UNCRC (1989) and Wales's Curriculum for Wales, which foreground agency, wellbeing and learning through meaningful experience (Welsh Government, 2022). Practitioners must balance the need to gather evidence with a commitment to maintaining the integrity of play.
The role of play in assessment also intersects with broader educational discourses. Educational sociologist Stephen Ball (2003) critiques performative systems that privilege measurable outcomes, warning that they can distort pedagogical priorities. In settings where inspection frameworks emphasise quantifiable progress (such as Estyn in Wales), there is a risk that play becomes instrumentalised as a tool for data generation rather than valued for its developmental richness. Play‑based observation counters this by prioritising children’s dispositions, interests, and social engagement over narrow benchmarks.
In professional practice, therefore, play should not be seen as separate from assessment but as its most natural context. When observations are grounded in play, practitioners gain authentic insight into children’s emerging competencies, social strategies, and emotional resilience. By combining structured tools with narrative capture and cultural sensitivity, assessment becomes holistic, valid, and meaningful.
In conclusion, play enhances engagement and the accuracy of observation, enabling practitioners to understand children in their full complexity. Balancing ethical consideration, methodological rigor and developmental insight, play‑based assessment reflects best practice and supports reflective, child‑centered pedagogy.

Play constitutes the foundation upon which young children build understanding, social competence, and confidence. It is through play that children negotiate meaning, engage deeply with ideas and exercise autonomy, all of which contribute to holistic development (Ginsburg, 2007; Wood, 2014). Outdoor free play and therapeutic LEGO play highlight different dimensions of this process — one facilitating embodied exploration and risk‑taking, the other promoting structured social interaction and communication. Both demonstrate the value of rich, engaging contexts that support cognitive, social, and emotional growth when facilitated appropriately by skilled adults.
Child‑chosen play is not merely a pedagogical preference but reflects deeper theoretical and ethical commitments. By foregrounding autonomy, intrinsic motivation, and learner agency, practitioners' honor children’s rights and support sustained engagement and wellbeing. The adult’s role is complex and dynamic, requiring sensitive facilitation, scaffolding, observation, and reflection that respects children’s voices without imposing adult‑centered agendas.
Observation methods such as the Leuven Scale offer powerful insights into children’s engagement and wellbeing within authentic contexts. When integrated with narrative approaches and guided by professional judgement, these methods provide nuanced understanding that can inform planning, support inclusion, and strengthen pedagogical responsiveness. Crucially, observing children at play enhances ecological validity and accurate assessment, capturing behaviors and competencies that formal tests may miss.
High‑quality early years practice emerges from the intentional interplay between child‑led play, adult facilitation, and reflective observation. Play is not separate from learning or assessment, but the very context in which authentic developmental understanding is realised . By embracing evidence‑informed practice, respecting children’s rights, and engaging critically with policy and theory, practitioners create environments where children thrive — socially, emotionally, and intellectually.
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