2316355
ECEY4003
Section 1 – Play Types
Play can be described as an activity undertaken for enjoyment purposes (Cambridge Dictionary, no date) and allows children to explore, use their imagination and participate in decision making (ACECQA, no date). It can be undertaken indoors or outdoors, and alone or with other individuals (Early Years Matters, no date).
The importance of play has recently been highlighted, suggesting that it promotes engagement and holistic development, not only within the early years, but throughout later life too (Parker et al., 2022). It has been recognised as a right of the child by the OHCHR (Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights) (1989) and studies show that it can enhance problem solving skills (McInnes at al., 2009).
Messy play and outdoor play are just two types of play that can be undertaken within early years settings with the support of practitioners.
Messy play is described as an exploration of materials, such as touching clay and sand, and allowing children to experiment with such materials (Early Childhood Learning and Knowledge Centre (ECLKC), 2022). According to ECLKC (2022), due to children’s natural curiosity, this type of play encourages the use of their senses, as well as utilising mathematical and scientific skills.
However, it is important to note that some view messy play negatively, leading to its undervaluing (Duffy, 2007). This is supported by Gascoyne (2017) who states that play is often portrayed as being a disorganised activity for children. Despite this, Duffy (2007) highlights its importance in early years and reinforces its positive impact on development.
These types of play can be undertaken in the early years settings, as well as the home (Rawstone, 2019). Parents can seek advice and guidance from early years settings and implement activities within the home, whilst avoiding directed play (Rawstone, 2019).
Practitioners can support this type of play in early years settings by planning enough time for children to play and explore at their own place (ECLKC, 2022). ECLKC (2022) also argues that the environment should be easily cleanable, and access to taps and temporary coverings assist during the process. 
According to Campbell (no date), tools can be used whilst supporting messy play, such as scissors and pizza cutters to cut play dough. This promotes learning and teaches children the use of the tool, as well as how to handle the tool (Campbell, no date). Campbell (no date) also suggests that mud and sand are effective messy play materials that can be used in the same way.
Outdoor play refers to activities undertaken outside and can include risky and nature play (Outdoor Play Canada, 2019). This type of play can include a range of outdoor settings in urban, rural and wilderness settings (Outdoor Play Canada, 2019).
Raising Children (2023) states that outdoor play in any weather can improve creativity in children. Early Years Practitioners should ensure that children are appropriately clothed for the outdoors, wearing coats if required (Raising Children, 2023). If the weather is wet, children should be dressed in wellies and raincoats, or in hot weather, should be provided with sunscreen and sun hats (Raising Children, 2023).
The Forebel approach highlights the importance of such play, and state that the quality of the outdoor environments is crucial in the development of the child (Tovey, no date).
Practitioners can support outdoor play by encouraging activities such as gardening, growing fruit and vegetables, collecting water and story telling using flowers, plants, and insects (Tovey, no date).
According to Teare (2021), all play leads to the development of cognitive and social skills, however the benefits of outdoor play are endless. It allows for social interaction as well as exercise, whilst encouraging exploration. This type of play allows children to experience new feelings, such as fear, hurt, and risk taking, whilst also managing conflict and anger, which can be applied to other situations (Teare, 2021).

Similarly, Tovey (no date) highlights the benefits of outdoor play on children’s development. Tovey (no date) argues that this type of play provides sensory experiences which develops and grows their minds, whilst providing the freedom to experience new things and find out how things work (Tovey, no date). Outdoor play provides opportunities for risk taking and challenges, developing children’s imagination, curiosity and creativity whilst also considering their wellbeing (Tovey, no date). Tovey (no date) claims that the quality of the environment determines the level of development. According to Tovey (no date), messy play not only has the ability to develop motor skills, co-ordination and social awareness, but also develops creativity, allowing children to use their imagination in creating shapes and objects in an experimental way.

Additionally, messy play improves problem solving by improving concentarion and using rescources efficiently (Play Matters, 2022). Play Matters (2022) also claims that language development is linked with messy play, and that chldren often use language to reflect how things feel. By participlting in messy play, children are able to see, hear, touch, taste and smell different things which aids with developing feelings and comparing environments and objects (Play Matters, 2022).
Similarly, Yin et al’s. (2014) study showed that messy play encouraged imagination, and children were able to think about objects they wished to create, whilst using the relevant materials and objects. This is supported by Vygotsky (2004) who claims that messy play improves creativity and imagination. According to Vygotsky (2004) this is vital in child development, particularly in relation to maturity of children.

Section 2 – Self-directed Play
Self-directed play can be described as learning by exploring own interests without being guided (Carrots are Orange, no date). 

Adults have a vital role to play in the self-directed learning of children. Rymanowicz (2015) argues that adults should engage with children during play, by talking and asking questions. This shows children that their decisions are respected and that others are invested in these decisions (Rymanowicz, 2015). Furthermore, this shows children that they are valued, contributing towards Bowbly’s (1969) Attachment Theory, allowing them to  engage with the activity, by feeling safe and comfortable (Rymanowicz, 2015). Bowbly’s (1969) theory is based on the idea that relationships are formed between children and adults, and builds the basis for future development (Bowbly, 1969). This attachment allows them to develop confidence to explore and learn new skills during play (Bowbly, 1969).

Adults can also contribute to children’s play, adding to their current knowledge and helping make connections (Rymanowicz, 2015). The adult can act as a role model, and share expected and admirable morals and behaviours (Rymanowicz, 2015). However, this also means that adults can intervene when issues arise, or when a child requires assistance (Rymanowicz, 2015). Nevertheless, Cerino (2023) highlights the importance of children being able to problem solve independently, and therefore claims that children should be provided with the opportunity to find solutions on their own.

According to Bianquin (2018), adults should review children’s self-directed play and gather information to inform future learning and development. Adults should observe, talk and listen to the child, to find out the effectiveness and enjoyment a child gets out of the activity to ensure it is beneficial and has a positive impact on their development (Bianquin, 2018). Adults should also consider the space and ensure it is suitable for the child’s needs and if any improvements are required (Rymanowicz, 2015).

Pentagon (no date) highlights the varied role of the adult in self-directed learning, highlighting the changes from caregiver to observer as well as a communicator. Pentagon (no date) claim that the adult should develop trust with the child, show interests and build meaningful relationships. Pentagon (no date) also highlights how the adult should make suggestions or smile to make positive interactions. Pentagon (no date) states that children’s development is based on positive relationships and therefore taking time to get to know the child is essential. 
 
According to Ledendecker (2020) play is important as it builds confidence and independence, making their own decisions and building problem solving skills in safe environments. This ultimately develops creativity and imagination, allowing them to make their own decisions at their own pace (Ledendecker, 2020). Self-directed play has no boundaries or goals, and therefore children can improve their knowledge at a pace that is appropriate to their needs (Ledendecker, 2020).
However, despite evidence suggesting that self-directed play is an integral part of child development, Skene’s et al. (2022) study shows that guided play has a more beneficial impact on development than free play, impacting mathematical skills, knowledge and vocabulary.
Ryan and Deci (2000) refer to the Self-Determination Theory (SDT). This theory highlights the influence that competence, relatedness, autonomy and choice have on motivation and development (Ryan and Deci, 2000). This is linked with contemporary theories of play which highlight the benefits of play in the development of children, as it builds resilience to failure and provides them with an opportunity to experience a range of feelings and behaviours (Howard and Miles 2008). These theories demonstrate the positive correlation between problem solving skills and free play, as well as improved well-being (Howard and McInnes, 2013). However, King and Howard (2014) highlight how free play is often used to meet set goals and outcomes, which limits children’s choice and flexibility. King and Howards (2014) suggest that greater emphasis on a range of free play activities would allow the child to have greater freedom of choice, which has a direct impact on the aspects of SDT: autonomy, relatedness and competence. 

Lester and Russell (2008) also highlight the importance of free play in the holistic development of children, and how this supports the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, no date). Both Lester and Russell (2008) state that any play involves decision making, relating to others, and developing skills for control. According to these, adults effect the aspect of SDT and impact the choices children make (Lester and Russell, 2008). 
Section 3 – Observation Method
Jackson (2023) describes the Leuven Scale as a tool used to monitor child development and behaviour within the early years. Leavers (1994) developed the tool to easily review the development of children. The observational scale ranges from one to five and allows practitioners to score the child’s involvement and wellbeing in a given activity (MacRae and Jones, 2023). Five reflects the highest involvement, with one being the least involvement (MacRae and Jones, 2023). According to the scale, low involvement and wellbeing can indicate issues or delays with a child’s development (Structural Learning, 2021).
The Leuven Scale has been praised for its child-cantered focus, and provides information based on the experience, and highlights the importance of wellbeing and the holistic development of children rather than focusing on skills and academic outcomes (Early Years Staff Room, no date). It also allows practitioners to identify engagement or wellbeing issues at an early stage, allowing them to intervene and put in place effective and timely solutions (Early Years Staff Room, no date). It provides insights into factors that can affect the involvement and development of the child (Early Years Staff Room, no date). 
This means that practitioners can make informed decisions based on the results of the Leuven Scale, targeting specific aspects to combat any issues with the environment or the teaching approach to ensure the individual needs of the children (Early Years Staff Room, no date). This allows practitioners to apply equitable strategies within the early years settings, whilst working in accordance with the Equality Act 2010.
Due to the observational nature of the Leuven Scales, it has been praised for being non-intrusive to the classroom, allowing practitioners to implement them into daily routines without causing disruption to children, and can be used across a range of settings (Early Years Staff Room, no date)
Early Years Staff Room (no date) highlights that the Leuven Scales support holistic development and provide practitioners with evidence and tools to ensure children have positive and meaningful experiences in their early years.

Similarly, Jackson (2023) states that behavioural needs can be identified at an early stage with the use of Leuven Scales, allowing interventions to be adopted to decrease the differences in needs between children and their peers. Additionally, this type of approach provides practitioners with measurable data and therefore those not specialised in additional needs are able to identify issues without any barriers, and provides practitioners with support, confidence and assistance that issues will not be missed (Jackson, 2023). However, it is highlighted that this type of approach is subjective and therefore can be difficult to measure (Jackson, 2023). 
JavatPoint (no date) also claims that in many cases, the practitioner will focus on the important points and what they want to see. Often, multiple observers will witness the same incident but record their findings differently due to being influenced by motivations (JavatPoint, no date). It is therefore important for the practitioner to document observations as they emerge (JavatPoint, no date).
Furthermore, there is a risk of bias and therefore the observer should ensure that children are not treated favourably, and that the observation is neutral (JavatPoint, no date). This can have an impact of the validity and reliability of the outcomes (JavatPoint, no date).


JavatPoint (no date) also suggests that all cases that require observation may not be possible due to the event’s uncertainty. For example, the incident that requires observation might not occur whilst the observer is present or might occur when the observer is not preset (JavatPoint, no date). For example, if the practitioner is looking at interaction between two individuals, it is not certain that these two individuals will encounter one another during the time (JavatPoint, no date).

Furthermore, observation causes potential for distortion (JavatPoint, no date). If children know they are being observed, they are likely to change their behaviours (JavatPoint, no date). However, this can be managed by carefully selecting and locating observers, ensuring neutrality (JavatPoint, no date). Some therefore argue that observation must be supported by additional techniques, and that observation alone is an ineffective approach (JavatPoint, no date).

Learning Journals (no date) criticises the leaven scale for not accounting for children with additional learning needs as the behaviours described in the scale are not present or as apparent in children with additional needs. Additionally, much like Bowbly’s (1969) Attachment Theory, this approach does not take into consideration the cultural differences in behaviour and the fact that children from different backgrounds present different behaviours in situations (Learning Journals, no date).

The Leuven scale has been recognised for its ability to provide a holistic view of the child, rather than focusing on one area of development (Early Years Staff Room, no date). The assessment is child-centred, and focuses on experiential learning (Early Years Staff Room, no date). Such tools are useful to improve both mental and physical health of children, as well as self-confidence (Early Years Staff Room, no date). However, Piaget (1950) argues that children should experience stages of cognitive development, rather than place a focus on holistic development through play. Nevertheless, Vygotsky (1978) suggests that cognitive development is at its highest in children when they interact with the world, even through play. Similarly, Peill (2022) states that children’s wellbeing and involvement are identified through this child-centred of observation, promoting holistic development and learning. This allows the practitioner to identify any gaps in engagement or wellbeing, leading to early interventions based on the specific need of the child, ensuring the environment and approach are as required (Peill, 2022). This type of approach also provides insights into the life of the child, allowing practitioners to understand factors that might not be clear on first inspection (Peill, 2022).
Early Years Staff Room (no date) also argues that the scales allow children to be active participants in their development as they are based on and promote safety, value and engagement, leading to improved wellbeing and involvement.
Ultimately, the scales are based on Froebel (1837) and Montessori’s (1967) theories, highlighting the importance of placing children at the centre of their learning and focusing on the provision of support to successfully interact and engage with experiences and individuals (Provenzo, 2009). 
Section 4 – The Role of Play in Observation
According to Howard and McInnes (2013) when children participate in play, they show more signs of wellbeing than non-play activities. Their study concluded significant differences in children’s wellbeing between play and non-play activities (Howard and McInnes, 2013). Play gives an insight into the mental state of the child; however, they emphasise the importance of the competence of the practitioner in understanding play and use this knowledge to maximise development opportunities (Howard and McInnes, 2013).

Play is important during assessment and observation as it provides practitioners with an insight into the likes and dislikes of the child, as well as their behaviour and responses to different situations and experiences (West Sussex County Council, no date). It also allows practitioners to identify the specific needs of the child (West Sussex County Council, no date).

Neaum (2016) highlights that practitioners can learn what children already know and what they are capable of and use this to provide appropriate support based on their needs. Furthermore, Neaum (2016) argues that children develop language, creativity and social skills and through observation and assessment, the practitioner is able to determine the ability of the child, to understand their interests and their learning styles to support planning and provision.

Moreover, during play, children are more likely to perform or direct the interaction and experience, making it more likely for the practitioner to see usual or typical behaviour of the child, giving a true reflection abilities and gaps in development (O’Grady and Dusing, 2015).

Practitioners must understand the interests and needs of the child and basing the curriculum around this to influence development (Louis, 2020). Research shows that children are more likely to take part in activities that interest them (Louis, 2020). The practitioner must think about what and who do they play with, which activities interest them and what is their learning style (Louis, 2020). This information provides support to put in place things required to help them develop their skills (Louis, 2020).

Research by Howard and McInnes (2013) concludes that children do not consider activities participated by adults as play, but when an adult is absent from the activity, they consider it as play.  According to McInnes (2019), children view activities initiated by adults as non-play activities and therefore it is important that the practitioner encourages self-directed learning and play to undertake assessment to find out the abilities and needs of the child.

Cambridge Assessment International Education (no date) sates that practitioners should not direct learning, and instead act as tutors by modelling learning through appropriate interactions.
Furthermore, Cambridge Assessment International Education (no date) state that practitioners should create appropriate learning environments for play and ensuring its continuous provision. This encourages children to make choices and decisions and provides opportunities to participate in the activities they wish, whilst also providing opportunity to explore (Cambridge Assessment International Education, no date). This is linked with [providing open-ended resources, which encourages children to engage in their own way (Cambridge Assessment International Education, no date). These types of activities have no end goal or specific purposes but allow children to use their imagination and creativity (Cambridge Assessment International Education, no date).

In conclusion, despite Gascoyne’s (2017) view that play is portrayed as being a disorganised activity, it is considered a right of the child; by the UNCRC (no date) and encourages the holistic development of children. Play can be measured by using the Leuven scale tool to provide practitioners with useful intelligence to measure a child’s development and identify the specific needs of the child, to inform interventions (Leavers, 1994).
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