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Section one.
When children play, they are learning about themselves and their surroundings. Play gives children the opportunity to explore and to test their own limits, whilst being engaged in an activity that they find enjoyable (Pathways.org, 2020). 
Free-flow play enables children to develop their sense of creativity and imagination by giving them opportunities to experiment with different ways of playing and various strategies for them to develop their play. Free play has no boundaries for children and allows them to be ‘free’ with their creativity (Bruce, 2011).
It is vitally important for children to be able to have free play as this is where they will learn skills that are essential for their physical, emotional, creative and language development (Young, no date). Giving children opportunities to learn how to play is just as important as the actual play itself and this can be achieved by allowing children, 
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to express themselves during self – directed play and providing them with experiences which can be used to extend their play (Tovey, 2010). During this time, children will develop skills such as empathy, kindness and how to build relationships with others, which will help them to further develop their emotional and social development. As children are naturally curious, it is crucial for adults to facilitate their play in a way, which supports their holistic development (Young, no date). 
Piaget supports this as he believed that through a child’s own curiosity, they would develop their own sense of learning. Alongside this, Piaget believed that children build their knowledge by using people and objects from within their environment (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Adults can help children achieve this by providing them with an environment which helps to promote curiosity and challenge, which enables children to control their own learning through free play (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). 
Montessori also believed that children gather knowledge and information from their surroundings and environment, which she felt was essentially children teaching themselves. Through this type of learning, it was observed that when the children were able to choose and direct their own learning, their self-worth and self-esteem were heavily improved (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). This is supported by Donaldson as through the new curriculum for Wales, he advocates for children to be supported to become healthy and confident individuals, with their health and well-being promoted as one of the six areas of learning (WAG, 2014). 
The Welsh Assembly Government Play Policy states that play envelops a child’s behaviour and should be freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated and should have no goal or reward. The policy also states that play is crucial to all children in order to help their overall development and most importantly should be the process of a child’s own self-directed learning (Play Wales, 2020).
Gray (no date), believes that a crucial part of play is that it should be directed by the child themselves and not by an adult. He suggests that there is a lack of opportunity for children to experience the freedom of play and he believes this has had a fundamental impact on children’s social and creativity skills (The Genius of Play, no date).
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By having opportunities to engage in self-directed play, children can learn how to take risks, to problem solve and to experience the enjoyment of self-discovery. Adults can help support a child’s self-directed play by observing and listening and join in when invited to do so by the child. Self-directed play enables the development of the whole child and is a crucial part of every child’s life (Juster, 2015). 
Self-directed play is intricately linked with the holistic development of children as through this, children are thought of as a whole and all areas of their development should be considered (Spielgaben, 2013). This is supported by Froebel as he believed that children should be taught as a whole, with regards to all areas of their development and he suggested that children learn best when they are part of a stimulating and engaging environment, where they can explore and develop their own ideas (Spielgaben, 2013).
Outdoor play is an important part of children’s learning and development. It gives children more freedom and the opportunity to express themselves in a larger space and different environment. Being outdoors offers children a whole sensory experience and offers them rich opportunities which can support their conceptual development, such as balance, speed, height, and distance, as well as developing their gross and fine motor skills (Tovey, 2010). 
Outdoor play gives more opportunity for risk and challenge and it is during this kind of play where children are able to take lead and control the degree of risk that they take, thus developing their self-directed play. Risk taking allows children to feel powerful and competent and can help them to gain a sense of control over their own lives as well as having a positive effect on their emotional well-being and mental health (Tovey, 2010). 

Section two.
Children need to be given the chance to explore and take risks, as well as being kept safe from potential harm and hazards. Risk taking gives children the opportunity to develop their physical, emotional, and mental skills when they climb, overcome fear, 
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and problem solve. Children need time to be able to practice these skills and to develop their whole bodies (Early Years Resources, 2018). Montessori’s theory is based on children having the freedom and independence to enhance their natural development and focuses on respecting children and them being treated as individuals. Montessori believed that children could develop skills such as, independence, co-ordination in movement and confidence in a more natural environment and use these skills to aid their social and emotional development (amonco, 2017). 
A child’s natural instinct is to want to learn and take risks to test their own abilities, but they also need support when taking these risks as part of their development. Adults can minimise risk of harm to children by using appropriate equipment and adequate supervision (Early Years Resources, 2018). Vygotsky believed that children should be allowed to think for themselves and to be able to make sense of what they learn. He also stressed the importance of play in a child’s development and how imagination is developed through action and play (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). 
Bilton (2016) believes that adults play a crucial part in enhancing the quality of children’s play and experiences in both the indoor and outdoor areas of learning. Bilton also believes that the behaviour and attitude of adults has a direct impact on children’s learning (FirstDiscoverers, 2016). This is supported by Vygotsky’s ‘model of social learning’ theory as it demonstrates the gradual change of children needing help and support to then achieving and progressing independently (Kurt, 2020). Vygotsky’s theory consists of a term called ‘scaffolding’ which is where children will copy and imitate adults and peers through their play, resulting in successful outcomes of learning for the child, which will help develop their confidence to enable them to push their boundaries to extend their own level of self-directed play (Aubrey and Riley, 2019).
There are many benefits to children being allowed to take risks as it helps them to expand on the skills they already possess, for example being able to climb a tree that bit higher or balancing on the beam for a little bit longer. This can be supported by adults and encouragement can be given to help build and develop a child’s confidence, 
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as well as adults giving children the freedom to take risks during their own self-directed play (Early Years Resources, 2018).
By allowing children opportunities to take risks during their play enables them to push their own individual boundaries and to assess their own situations of whether or not to attempt a more difficult action in their play, developing their self – awareness (Tovey, 2010). This is supported by the Foundation Phase Framework as it is centred around the holistic development of the child and the skills they already possess. By giving children first-hand experiences during their play, they will develop their self-awareness and their understanding of the world in which they live as well as developing their self-worth and self-esteem (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk60240938]When trying new things, children can sometimes go beyond their own limits and fall but this is also a natural part of childhood and comes with its own benefits. Risky play can help to reduce the chances of children developing fears that could potentially hold them back in their own learning (Stadsvold, 2016). Being able to manage individual risk taking is an important skill that children need to be able to develop and their willingness to take risks is a valuable characteristic of them becoming effective learners (Tovey, 2010). 
Through play, children are able to develop and practice new skills and behaviour without being exposed to too much risk. Play allows children to adapt their behaviour to meet new challenges and promotes their physical and emotional development when faced with new situations (Play Wales, 2015). This helps to build their resilience through them being able to regulate their emotions, their enjoyment of positive feelings, their ability to respond to uncertain situations and their problem-solving skills. Adults can support this development by encouraging independence and providing a rich play environment for the children where they are able to make their own choices, which will enable them to develop and extend their own play (Play Wales, 2015).
“Play is the foundation stone of resilience in children, 
no matter what life may throw at them!”             
				(Dr Mike Shooter, 2015).         
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Section three.
The Leuven Scale is an observation method that was developed by Ferre Laevers at Leuven University in Belgium in 1994. The scale is made up of a ‘five-point system’ which measures children’s emotional well-being and their involvement, which is vital to children’s learning, development, and progress (Cheqdin Childcare Software, 2019). Both the well-being and involvement levels are scored from one to five – one being the lowest and five being the highest, and these points are broken down into the headings, Extremely low, Low, Moderate, High, and Extremely High (Arnerich, 2018). It is important that the Leuven Scale is used correctly by staff and in the way it was designed which was to help practitioners evaluate and develop the environment, in order to promote a deep level of learning and not a tool just to assess and ‘score’ children (Evans, 2018).
The EYFS framework suggests that well-being and engagement should be considered as states in their own right and not just markers for something else (EYFS, 2014). Evans (2018) believes that if low levels are shown by a child, it is a sign that they are troubled and not a sign of their capacity for learning and by practitioners using a chart to ‘score’ a child’s well-being misses the mark and instead of giving emotions a score, practitioners should be validating these emotions with reassurance and comfort (foundation stage forum, 2018).
Well-being is linked to a child’s self-confidence, self-esteem, and their resilience, which will help them to feel at ease and is crucial to their mental health. Involvement is the level of intensity a child engages with an activity and is a necessity to help a child gain a deep level of learning and to aid their development (Emotionally Healthy Schools, 2019).
If a child shows a high level of well-being, they are more likely to be confident and eager to explore and try new things, as well as being more comfortable in their environment. A child displaying signs of low levels of well-being can be more likely to be anxious and frightened, as well as being more dependent on adults, which can make it harder for the child to learn in a more sustained way and to fully develop their potential (Arnerich, 2018).
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The scale of involvement is based on how focussed and involved a child is in an activity and Laevers believed that high levels in both well-being and involvement was the perfect recipe to allow children the opportunity to experience deep level learning (Cheqdin Childcare Software, 2019). High levels of involvement can be seen when a child is curious and shows a genuine interest in what they are involved with, which can help them have a more meaningful learning experience (Cheqdin Childcare Software, 2019).
[bookmark: _Hlk61352862]Observation and assessment are key to using the Leuven Scale to its full potential and should be a continuous part of practitioners daily practice, to help them gain a deeper understanding of children in their care (Arnerich, 2018). The initial assessment is used to measure an individual child’s level of well-being and involvement, using the two scales mentioned previously, and this can be done in a small group or individually for a period of approximately two minutes, and when finished, a score will be given for both well-being and involvement. The levels for both areas can fluctuate during the day so it is important for staff to be aware of this (Lewis, 2011). The initial observation is a starting point for practitioners to concentrate on children who showed lower levels of either well-being or involvement, or sometimes in both areas (Lewis, 2011). These observations are key in identifying children with potential emotional or developmental needs and for interventions to be put in place if needed (Leuven University, 2011). The observations should also be used as a way to identify individual children’s interests, and to identify if a child needs support in certain areas of development which will enable practitioners to help support the child appropriately, as well as making sure there are opportunities for self-directed play (Leuven University, 2011).
The Leuven Scales put the child at the centre of the observations, and not the environment and this enables practitioners to be able to adapt the environment to suit the child rather than expecting the child to adapt to the environment (Brodie, 2012). This is supported by the Foundation Phase Handbook where observations are used to build a holistic picture of individual children’s development and to ensure appropriate activities are available for the children to engage in self-directed play (Foundation Phase Handbook, 2015). High levels of well-being and involvement are usually found in children who have experienced a deep sense of learning within a 
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stimulating and enabling environment, whereas low levels of well-being and involvement are usually associated with environments that are not so enabling for the children (Brodie,2012). 
There are many situations in settings that can affect the levels being observed, which could include the lack of physical space and resources for the children, as well as the interactions between adults and children (Davy, 2010). Practitioners can improve this by making sure the environment looks exciting and inviting to children, which can help them experience a deeper level of learning and to provide children with opportunities to challenge themselves to progress and develop (Davy, 2010).

Section four.
Article 31 of the UNCRC article states that every child should have the right to play (UNICEF, 1992). This is supported by the WAG play policy where it states that all children should have the opportunity to access rich and stimulating play experiences, which will protect them from inappropriate risk, alongside promoting free play, which will allow them to explore and challenge themselves accordingly (Play Wales, 2002).
Play is a hugely under-valued part of a child’s life, but it is a crucial part of a child’s development and for children, play is about curiosity, exploring and discovering (Martin, 2015). There are many reasons as to why play is so important for a child’s development and these include that it stimulates a child’s imagination, enabling them to turn a scarf into a superhero cape, it develops their communication and social skills, helping them to learn how to share and negotiate and build relationships with their peers. Play also enhances a child’s learning, as through play, the neurons in the brain ‘re-wire’ and form connections but without opportunities for children to engage in free play, these connections are lost (Martin, 2015).
According to Earlyarts (2017), young children learn holistically, which enables them to connect individual, unrelated experiences together, in order to build connections with context and meaning. The article also states that children learn best through active learning, and play gives children the opportunity to experience hands-on activities 
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which will help children to overcome challenges, to make their own choices and also to build their resilience (Earlyart, 2017). This is supported by Froebel, as he considered the child’s whole development to be important and that a child develops their learning through having direct experiences with it (Early Education, no date). 
Howard and McInnes (2012), state that when children see an activity as play, they will demonstrate higher levels of emotional well-being and engagement compared to when they see the same activity as not play. Location, adult involvement, and freedom of choice can all contribute as to whether a child sees an activity as play or not. These issues can be dealt with by ensuring that the child has the opportunity to engage in self-directed play and for adults to wait to be invited by the child to join in their play (Juster, 2015). According to Froebel (no date) children need to be allowed to make their own choices and allowed to make mistakes as this will enable them to develop individually and to extend their learning (Early Education, no date).
Observations enable practitioners to gain a deeper understanding about a child’s play, as well as developing respect and admiration for the way in which children learn. It is important to recognise that observations should not be used as a way to try and control a child’s play and learning (Bruce,2011). Practitioners should ensure that planning is used in a way which helps to support and extend children’s play and is a keyway in which practitioners can help children learn. There are endless play opportunities for children to develop their skills, but they should be developed with the individual children’s interests being the focal point (Bruce,2011).
Froebel (no date) suggests that when carrying out observations on children, practitioners should allow themselves to see the world through the eyes of the child, in order to for them to gain a deeper knowledge of the principles of observations (Early Education, no date). Froebel (no date) believed that children should have the opportunity to engage in self-directed play and that children’s ideas should be nurtured by practitioners and support to be given when and if needed (Early Education, no date).
As well as play being used for observation purposes, it also, needs to be recognised as a mental state, as the value of play enhances a child’s emotional well-being (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Froebel (no date) believed that there should be a big 
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emphasis on what a child can do, rather than what a child cannot do, in order to promote confidence and self-esteem (Early education, no date). It is important for practitioners to understand children’s views and ideas about play and to use this information in a way to create a rich, playful environment for all children to have the opportunities to develop to their full potential through play (Howard and McInnes, 2012). By doing this, it offers the prospect of empowering practitioners, as their positivity and the activities they are providing are leading to a deeper, higher level of learning in children, which will encourage them to continue to provide a rich, learning environment for the children to develop their individual skills further (Lewis, 2011). 
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