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Section 1:
Sensory and outdoor play are important for children’s well-being and development. There are many ways adults can help create enjoyable sensory and outdoor play environments.
Sensory play is when children engage in one or more of their senses in a stimulating open-play environment (Lewington, Heerden and Preez, 2021). Jean Piaget believed that children make sense of the environment around them by interacting with it through their senses (Aubrey and Riley, 2022). New sensory experiences build nerve connections, and those connections are further strengthened the more experiences children have (Gascoyne, 2012). Sensory play is child-led, so children can choose what they want to play with and how they want to play (Gascoyne, 2012). 
Sensory play often involves objects or settings that are easily accessible or natural (Lewington, Heerden and Preez, 2021). An example of a sensory play setting could be anything from a sandbox or treasure basket to the natural environment. Treasure baskets do not have traditional toys but rather a variety of household or natural objects that offer children a similar experience to playing in nature (Gascoyne, 2012).
Sensory play is particularly important because it stimulates the brain and enables children to develop creativity and problem-solving skills (Gascoyne, 2012). Research by Elinor Goldschmied suggests that sensory play and specifically the use of treasure baskets can be beneficial for children up to six and beyond, especially for those with special needs (Gascoyne, 2012). For young children, sensory play can be important for conducting schemas, which are needed for cognitive development (Forbes, 2004). Sensory play provides children with first-hand experiences that they can relate to memories. For instance, if a child thinks about the beach, they may associate that thought with memories of what the beach sounded or looked like or how the water felt (Gascoyne, 2012). A study by Lewington, Heerden and Preez (2021) implies that children who do not experience enough sensory playtime every day may develop at a slower pace, impacting their learning. 
There are many ways adults can support children during sensory play. Maria Montessori believed that teachers' pedagogies must create inviting play environments, including the right materials, adequate time, and physical space to enable children’s learning through their senses (Aubrey and Riley, 2022). Adults can also encourage children to experience sensory play by providing a safe environment with various stimulating resources (Forbes, 2004). According to Howard and McInnes (2012), adults can help facilitate sensory play by asking open-ended questions, allowing children to start or control activities, giving them the freedom to participate when they want to and can play alongside other children when invited. Adults' approach to sensory play influences children's experience; adults must create an open-play environment where children do not rely on adult cues for children to receive the full benefits of play (McInnes et al., 2013). Adults also must observe and assess what children’s sensory preferences or limitations are (Gascoyne, 2012).
Outdoor play is child-led and takes place in open outdoor settings, allowing for free movement (High Quality Outdoor Learning for Wales, 2018). Outdoor play covers a vast assortment of activities from physical play by running around to sensory play by interacting with nature through the senses (White, 2011). Outdoor play enables children to explore and discover in an open and stimulating environment (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022) which is important because learning begins with children’s interactions with their environment (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).
Outdoor play offers a range of benefits to children. Studies suggest that outdoor play promotes resilience, good behaviour as well as overall enjoyment and good well-being (High Quality Outdoor Learning for Wales, 2018). Outdoor play supports children's motor function, physical, cognitive, social, and spiritual development. At the same time, outdoor play also builds confidence while improving children’s coordination and capability to evaluate and experience risk (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022). Additionally, outdoor play enhances children’s attention spans and allows them to handle stress better in life (Gascoyne, 2012). During outdoor play, children can also explore and discover their impact on nature and develop empathy for the environment which results in children learning sustainability and how to take care of the environment (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022).
Outdoor play is also important as it enables children to fully engage all their senses. Gascoyne (2012) argues that children need to be able to fully enrich themselves outdoors and that indoor play with natural materials is not enough on its own. Also, plastic toys often restrict children from fully engaging all their senses as children cannot experience taste or smell. Thus, an ideal sensory-rich play environment is an ungroomed outdoor area (Gascoyne, 2012).
There are many ways adults can support children in outdoor play. Research by Aminpour, Bishop and Corkery (2020) reveals that facilitators and policymakers need to ensure schools provide spaces that offer the opportunity for open and child-led outdoor play because concrete sport-courts and playgrounds can be restrictive. According to the Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings (2022), adults need to make sure the outdoor play space has an assortment of materials children can play with that offer a range of experiences, including space for physicality. Adults also need to create a setting during outdoor play that allows children to positively communicate and control their emotions by modelling positivity and encouraging children (High Quality Outdoor Learning for Wales, 2018). Adults should also allow children to take risks and observe rather than direct them (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022). 
In conclusion, sensory and outdoor play are important because they support children’s overall well-being and numerous aspects of their development needed for learning. Adults can enable sensory and outdoor play in practice by creating a safe and encouraging environment while also providing adequate space, time, and relevant play materials.

Section 2:
Self-directed play is intrinsically motivated and involves children choosing what and how they want to play while having the ability to stop or change activities (Aminpour, Bishop and Corkery, 2020). Intrinsic motivation in self-directed play is when children are motivated to do an activity for the sake of enjoyment, without the goal or expectation of getting a reward (Wilson, 2018). There are three kinds of self-directed play; “physical play, cognitive play and social play” (Aminpour, Bishop and Corkery, 2020, p. 3). There are many benefits to self-directed play such as increased happiness, independence, confidence, and self-esteem (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Self-directed play also builds problem-solving skills, self-awareness, and self-regulation (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Additionally, self-directed play allows children to explore their imaginations (Nilsson and Ferholt, 2014).
Self-directed play is particularly important for children’s overall development. Gabriel Wilson (2018) believes self-directed play supports The Self Determination Theory. People have an innate tendency to develop autonomy, and connections with others and affect the environment around them when given the opportunity; intrinsic motivation during self-directed play guides this development (Wilson, 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_cF99YIXF]According to McInnes et al. (2013), self-directed play supports learning. Children have better learning behaviours when they undergo tasks in playful conditions and children are the most playful when they can play independently (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Children do not require much guidance and rules when playing on their own (McInnes et al., 2013). A study by McInnes et al. (2013) reflected how children without the strong of an adult presence gained independence while playing because they did not need to ask for permission or rely on cues. Howard and McInnes (2012) argue that children learn and develop through risk-taking when they perceive activities as play because there is no risk of failure, children will work through different attempts and outcomes, worry-free, expanding their development.
Children view self-directed play as a play-like activity. Research by Howard and McInnes (2012) suggests that children experience greater emotional well-being and have better concentration and engagement during activities they associate with play. A study conducted by McInnes et al. (2013) suggests that children have more freedom and feel in control and increased enjoyment during self-directed play compared to children reliant on adult play cues.
Adults can support self-directed play by creating a pedagogy that enables free play (Nilsson and Ferholt, 2014). Adults can be proximal, ask open-ended questions and give less instruction while allowing children space and freedom of choice (McInnes et al., 2013). Maria Montessori believed that adults should act more as a guide to children and allow them to have free movement to encourage independence (Aubrey and Riley, 2022). According to Schwarzmueller and Rinaldo (2013), adults should provide a variety of play items to enable self-directed play. For example, adults can supply costumes, art supplies, balls and building materials (Schwarzmueller and Rinaldo, 2013). According to Vygotsky, adults should also be mindful of the children’s zone of proximal development which lies between children’s abilities to do things independently and needing help from an adult (Nilsson and Ferholt, 2014). Adults should use the zone of proximal development to challenge children, creating more opportunities for development (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_nG2SuZJm]Adults can support children during self-directed play by creating an environment that feels like play. According to Howard and McInnes (2012), certain cues can create an environment that children will perceive as play while others may not. For instance, if a child is given the option to participate, and can play on the floor while the adult's presence is not felt then a child will view their activity as play-like. Whereas, if the child is forced to participate and sit at a table where the adult's presence is known, they may not perceive the activity as play (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Adults should also be mindful of the terminology they use. A study by McInnes et al. (2011) revealed that terms such as work and play could have the same meaning of learning and doing things, but the use of the term play differentiates the activity as play-like. Additionally, the term choice also improves children’s independence as it encourages self-directed play (McInnes et al., 2011).
Adults can also support children by being mindful of the play cycle. For instance, Adults can support children by creating play frames (Sturrock and Else, 1998). Adults can provide a physical space like a sandbox, mats for children to play on, a fenced area or even a simple space for children to think (Sturrock and Else, 1998). Adults should also allow children to end an activity when they reach annihilation and avoid most forms of adulteration (King and Sturrock, 2020). Adults should avoid most types of interference during self-directed play. Interference often results in children’s annihilation and makes them more reliant on adults for cues, taking away opportunities for learning and creativity (King and Sturrock, 2020). With that said, adults can intervene during self-directed play if they are acting as a resource for the play activity or are invited by a student to join (King and Sturrock, 2020).
Overall, adults need to be mindful of their presence and need to create a space that encourages self-directed play by allowing children space, ensuring they will not rely on adult cues.

Section 3:
[bookmark: _Int_OKUVGK8H]The Leuven Involvement Scale was designed to measure young children’s emotional well-being, including their social, mental, and physical health (Howard and McInnes, 2012) and can be used to help adults understand what they can do to increase children’s involvement and enjoyment during play (MacRae and Jones, 2023). Higher levels of involvement during children’s play create richer play experiences that result in better development (MacRae and Jones, 2023). According to Howard and McInnes (2012, p. 738), “Involvement is based on flow states and increased involvement in an activity is reported to indicate greater emotional well-being.” A child’s well-being directly correlates with cognitive development and mental health (Laevers and Declercq, 2018). Good well-being can help prevent behavioural problems when children grow up that can lead to violence, crime as well as mental health disorders (Howard and McInnes, 2012).
The Leuven Involvement Scale has two components' adults observe; flow and felt sensing (MacRae and Jones, 2023). The first, flow, looks at signals of “concentration, energy, complexity/creativity, facial expression, posture, persistence, precision, reaction time, language and satisfaction” (Howard and McInnes, 2012, p. 739). In the second component, felt sensing, adults observe children’s concentration, motivation, satisfaction, and overall expression to help determine a child’s involvement (Laevers and Declercq, 2018). Adults should also ask children questions to help determine some of these signals (Howard and McInnes, 2012). 
[bookmark: _Int_1Ti8dWtA][bookmark: _Int_tL8FJZiU][bookmark: _Int_6Vjh3Ogq]MacRae and Jones (2023) argue that adults must become the child by seeing their observations through the child’s point of view to perform the best assessment. The children’s quality of involvement is calculated by the observer from one to five, one being inactive and five being fully active (Laevers, 2005). Each component should be measured for two minutes (MacRae and Jones, 2023) and averaged out to see the child’s overall well-being (Howard and McInnes, 2012). For a child to have a high involvement, they should reflect signs of concentration, enjoyment, interest, and motivation (MacRae and Jones, 2023). According to MacRae and Jones (2023), mimicry and posture can be used to indicate a high involvement during play, while repetitive, stereotypical, and low risk-taking behaviour suggests low levels of engagement. 
There are many benefits to the Leuven Involvement Scale. This scale gives adults insight into how play experiences impact well-being and learning (MacRae and Jones, 2023). The Leuven Scale can also be used as a form of assessment as opposed to formal testing practices (MacRae and Jones, 2023). MacRae and Jones (2023) argue that the Leuven Scale can help the observing adult develop empathy for the children they are observing and have a better understanding of them.
While there are many benefits to the Leuven Involvement Scale, there are also some limitations or problems with it. Howard and McInnes (2012) suggest that the well-being scale should also consider the playfulness of play environments and how children perceive play. Adults could measure this by understanding and implementing environments, interactions and items that increase what children view as play or by having children reflect on their experiences (Howard and McInnes, 2012). A problem that MacRae and Jones (2023) encounter with the scale is that it considers activities without a goal or aim as having a lack of involvement, lowering their score. However, their research suggests that children without a goal for their play may have high levels of motivation and overall enjoyment. MacRae and Jones (2023) also argue that by using this scale system, adults may observe children’s development as a nonlinear process.
Overall, the Leuven Involvement Scale can be a great tool for adults observing children during play. Adults can use the scale to assess children’s involvement and enjoyment during a play activity and understand where children may need more support to optimise the play environment for development.

Section 4:
Observation is an especially important practice during play. Adults should observe children and use observation methods and trackers to assess children's abilities and development during play (Palaiologou, 2008). Observation teaches adults about children's skills, interests, and motivations (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022). Observations can track what developmental stages children are in (Palaiologou, 2008). They can also help adults understand children’s emotions, relationships, social skills, practical skills, and overall engagement (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022).
Children should be observed throughout the day and during different activities, helping adults to assess a wider range of development and all observations should be recorded (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022). These observations should be centered around the child and based on adults' understanding and knowledge of children’s development (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022). Additionally, observations should always have a purpose (Palaiologou, 2008).
According to Palaiologou (2008, p. 38), adults should “assess, record, and report on progress in children’s development and learning, and use this as a basis for differentiating provision” while observing children. During observation, adults can write and record play patterns and interests while analysing what they see and hear children do (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022). Adults can use this information to support a child's current and future play by catering the experiences, opportunities and play environment towards each child (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022). 
According to Burner, children learn through a process of revisiting the same topic with a higher complexity each time, expanding on their development, and understanding of concepts (Aubrey and Riley, 2022). Therefore, if an adult observes a child doing the same activity each day, they can increase that child's opportunity for enjoyment, learning and development by enhancing it (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022). For instance, if an adult observes a child enjoying water play, they could add toys and bottles that are of different densities for the child to experiment with. This practice would also support children to develop schemas (Forbes, 2004).
Adults' presence affects play; thus, adults must be mindful while observing. If adults are too close during play, children will feel less in control and more reliant on adult cues (McInnes et al., 2013). Children may also feel less inclined to take risks and have more fear of failure if they are closely observed (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Research by McInnes et al. (2013) suggests that children without an active adult presence can choose how long they want to spend on a certain activity while also feeling free to change what activities they participate in. However, children with a strong adult presence reflect a need for adult cues, direction, and permission to stop or change activities (McInnes et al., 2013). Therefore, adults should take on more of an observer role and be mindful of how children may interpret their presence (Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, 2022).
It is also important to note a child's perception of play while observing children. Howard and McInnes (2012) argue that children determine if an activity is play based on what they are doing, where they are doing it and the adult's presence. If a child perceives an activity as play, they will reflect more happiness and enjoyment and receive the full benefits associated with play (Howard and McInnes, 2012). For children to view an activity as play, they need to view adults as playful (Schwarzmueller and Rinaldo, 2013).
Adults should observe children during self-directed play to see what stage they are in on the play cycle. When an adult observes a child reach the annihilation stage, they should allow the child to naturally end their activity and move on to something else (King and Sturrock, 2020). While observing children, adults should have a passive role (King and Sturrock, 2020). Adults need to consider adulteration which is when adults interfere by intending to educate, help or improve a child’s play (Sturrock and Else, 1998). To avoid adulteration while observing, King and Sturrock (2020) believe adults should keep a distance and only join in an activity when invited by children. With that said, Schwarzmueller and Rinaldo (2013) argue that after an adult has observed a child playing, they can intervene without disruption by joining in and playing alongside the child or by asking stimulating questions.
It is important to note that while observation is important, it may not always be entirely accurate. Howard and McInnes (2012) suggest that adults can use well-being scales or have children directly reflect on their play experiences to help adults better understand their progress and how they can enable their play environment further.
Overall, observation is an important aspect of self-directed play. Adults can use observation techniques to assess children’s skills, interests, development, social patterns, well-being and more to create the best learning environment for each child.
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