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Role Play and Imaginative Play
Firstly, effective role play is self-directed by children, it is fun and provides the opportunity to explore ideas and boundaries in a safe enabling environment. Children find out about themselves, the people within it, their environment whilst developing their own identities (MacBlain, 2014).
Rousseau suggests role play provides children to learn and understand the principles of society and functions within it such as, routines of everyday life and the important rules (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). Children use their imagination through recreating scenes from everyday life and acting out roles such as doctor, firefighter, teacher, gardener even a builder (Loizou, 2017).
Secondly, Moyles suggests, children who are engaged in imaginary play learn from what is happening within the environment, through what they hear, see, taste, smell, and touch. Hands on experiences support children to make decisions and how to behave during social interactions (Moyles, 2010). 
According to theorists such as Vygotsky and Piaget pretend play provides children with opportunities to learn new skills whilst aiding their cognitive, social-emotional, and physical development (Bates, 2019). It also supports the development of fine and gross motor skills, aiding hand-eye coordination through moving and interacting with their environment (Archer,2015).
Piaget suggests imaginative play provides new experiences, when new ideas are formed, this supports children to understand and interact with the world around them (Bates, 2019). Piaget believes that this type of play provides the child to practise turn taking, sharing and negotiation through experimenting with new ideas or problem solving, this also strengthens social skills (Bruce,2011).
However, Vygotsky views imaginative play as a way for children to explore their surroundings in a unique imaginative way, by replacing word meanings with objects. For example, when a child pretends a cardboard box is a car, the child may sit in the box whilst acting out the motions of driving a car and making noises (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).
Thirdly, Gross states that role play provides children the skills required for adulthood. The home corner set up provides opportunity for children to act out many roles, such as a mother or father and responsibilities of daily tasks such as cooking, washing, cleaning, or sewing (Groos, 1901).
Both role play and imaginative play encourages verbal and physical communication, children use nonverbal signs such as facial cues, nods, or gestures to build positive attachments with peers and the practitioner (Hohmann and Weikart, 2012).
Furthermore, the home corner supports holistic play, it is fully inclusive, regardless of cultural background or previous experience, it provides all children a sense of belonging with the theme being so familiar. Role play provides children to learn practical life skills such as dressing and how to cooperate with others, it can also support transitions (Kalkman and Clark, 2017).
Cardboard boxes, newspapers can be used to act out the upcoming transition of a house move, children can pack and unpack items. This can support self-regulation, aid resilience for any future change (Broadhead, Howard, and Wood, 2010).
Between 12 to 24 months, children who engage in role play will act out activities such as talking on a phone by the age of two symbolic thinking begins. This can be seen through a child pushing a wooden block around the floor whilst pretending it is a car  (Veraksa, 2015).
Between the ages of two and three, Vygotsky believes a more complex symbolic thinking is observed, this can be viewed through role play were children use pretend or imaginary object to rein-act unfamiliar and familiar experience (Berk and Meyers, 2013).
Practitioners ensure there is sufficient items such as pots, pans, pretend food, and utensils or cutlery to enable extended learning experiences. Including items of clothing such as dresses, scarves, hats, pretend jewellery, wigs, coats, bags or dressing gowns supports enriching experiences and continuous provision as stated within the foundation phase (Foundation Phase Wales, 2017).
Furthermore, Outdoor den building can promote children to use their imagination, the den can become a place where the child might be hiding from a fiery dragon. This also promotes use of creativity whilst supporting the creation of invented and familiar characters (Bryce-Clegg, 2014). Practitioners are entuned to the children, through observation they know when to step back and when to participate with play (Waller, 2009). 
Finally, to support play the environment should be inviting, with comfortable furnishings such as throws, bean bags, mats, and chairs. Labelled storage supports independence, areas and spaces supports role play or group interaction. Plants or natural materials brings a home form home feeling (Vickerius and Sandberg, 2006). Piaget suggests children learn best when the environment promotes opportunities for children to manipulate objects and interact with other people (Kaplan, 2017).

Self-Directed Play
Self-directed play is important for supporting children’s physical, cognitive, social, and emotional well-being. Article 31 within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the child promotes all children have right to play opportunities (UNCRC,2006).
Bottrill states play is the greatest gift we can give to children, it is not a reward for good behaviour or an incentive but freely available for all children to participate in at any given time (Bottrill, 2018).
Through play children learn skills required for learning within education, for working life and forming relationships. Skills such as resilience, curiosity, confidence, interaction, social skills, self- esteem, and coping strategies are developed through the process known as scaffolding (Schulz, Standing and Bonawitz, 2008).
In Wales, it has been made a right for all children to have access to play opportunities this is embedded within the (Children & Young People, Rights to Action). Practitioners uphold article 12 of the UNCRC when planning or creating play opportunities, listening to children's ideas whilst meeting individual needs and interests supports holistic development and child led choices (UNCRC, 2006)	.
Homan (2016) states children are born ready to play, with an instinct that is curious and ready to explore environments that are rich with stimuli. Homan suggest self-directed play provides children to nurture creativity and develop imagination (Homan, 2016).
Recent studies have highlighted children learn best when they choose, how, what and when they want to play, (Rogers and Evans 2008) suggests the presence of an adult can discourage playful learning, the concept of self-directed play is based without an imposed framework, play is freely chosen, without adulteration (McInnes, Howard, Crowley, and Miles, 2013.
The Colorado paper suggests adults naturally want to involve themselves in child's play some may even believe they are improving the child's experience, adulteration stops learning development (Sturrock and Else,1998).
Notably the Colorado paper highlights how adults should step back until play naturally ends or when the child has received what they need from the experience, play annihilation supports better outcomes and holistic development (Sturrock and Else,1998).
In play, practitioner's wait for play cues this identifies when the child is ready to play, it can be signalled from a facial expression, eye contact or an object being given to the practitioner. Being entuned with children and through observation, provides the practitioner to know when the child wants to be left alone or needs an adult to facilitate (Sturrock and King, 2019).
During activities such as water play, children could use a verbal cue to have more water added, this provides the practitioner with opportunity to extend learning. Encouraging and challenging the child to retrieve the water safely promotes independence whilst aiding gross motor skills (MacBlain, 2018).
However, Rymanowicz suggest adults need to engage in children's play, talking to children during play promotes positive relationship and attachment. It shows the adult is invested and respects children's decisions (Rymanowicz, 2015).
Adult participation also signifies to the child that they are valued, once invited into play the adult can extend upon current knowledge and facilitate making new connections, through modelling positive interactions and behaviours. When situations arise such as conflict with peers or safety concern the adult can intervene (McInnes, Howard, Crowley, and Miles, 2013.
Elkind (2007) highlights the importance of self-directed play, it is vital to support the health, wellbeing, and development of children (Elkind, 2007). The Welsh Government Play Policy (2002) emphasises the importance of self-directed play, without free access, opportunities to a broad range of environments and play experiences the holistic development of children will be significantly impacted (Welsh Assembly Government Play Policy, 2002).
Self- directed play is hard to define, it is unique to each child, international perspectives such as Te Whariki inspired the Curriculum for Wales. Each curriculum promotes child-centred play and the importance of listening to the voice of children (Curriculum for Wales, 2022).
Similarly, both curriculums include children likes, and dislikes which are incorporated into planning for self-directed play. This Encourages independence, curiosity, problem-solving through active participation its supporting holistic development  (Te Whāriki (2017).
Additionally, Bronfenbrenner suggests a child-centred approach supports the environment to be fully inclusive of all children's interests and individual needs (Bates, 2019) It is a cycle of observing, assessing what is working, what is not then planning next including needs and interests of the child (MacBlain, 2018).
Finally, combining theories of Vygotsky and Bruner, play needs to be a balance of child and adult initiated play. Children require different types of play to support different abilities and stage of development. All children are unique who will develop and reach each stage in their own time (Bates, 2019). 
Observation – Leuven Scale
Observation is the process where practitioners observe the children within their care, take notes of unbiased and uncritical facts that have been captured through a child actions and speech. It is part of the cycle of Observation, Assessment and Planning (Sancisi and Edgington, 2015). 
Pioneer Ferre Leavers developed the Leuven Scale, a five-level scale that measures well-being and Involvement within early years. One represents no interest in learning whilst displaying a range of difficult behaviours. Five signifies full engagement within activities, displaying happy and confident behaviour. This forms a type of assessment that can be used within observation to assess quality of learning environment (Laevers and Matthes, 2010). 
This method support educators to understand the level of involvement in practice and to measure how comfortable children are in the setting. Practitioners can also view indicators of involvement such as facial expression, posture, use of language, concentration, creativity, and energy to support with assessment (Wells, 2021).
Jones and MacRae (2020) Suggests monitoring emotional wellbeing is crucial for children to reach their full potential. Children learn best when they feel emotionally safe, happy, and confident. Practitioners can meet these needs by reflecting on the level children are scoring in wellbeing. Once the level of well-being is supported, children are happier which raises involvement (Jones and MacRae, 2020).
Leavers (2006) suggests the Leuven scale is a reliable method of measuring well-being and involvement. This universal method provides immediate feedback which practitioners can use for interventions. It is a tool to measure quality of learning, practitioners use the information to create meaningful play opportunities (Laevers, 2005).
According to Leavers, elevated level of well-being and participation is a happy child who is involved and receiving high level experiences within play and learning. Laevers (2010) highlights with low level of well-being children can exhibit difficult behaviour such as crying, or extreme behaviour where it becomes unsafe (Laevers and Matthes, 2010).
Cowley (2022) suggests the Leuven scale can monitor any changes in behaviour or show patterns in behaviour. Changes in behaviour can be due to many different situations such as transitions, adverse early childhood experiences (ACES) or a special education need (SEN) (Cowley, 2022). Furthermore, Watson (2020) suggest that some behaviour such as biting is normal part of childhood development and should subside by age 3 (Watson, 2020). 
However, the Leuven scale can be limiting and does not consider SEND (Special Educational Needs and Disability). The behaviours described within the scale does not relate or is a true account for SEN children. This can make observations inaccurate especially for non-verbal children (Jones and MacRae, 2020).
The foundation Phase Wales was designed to detect early delay, ALN (Additional Learning Need) or SEN. Practitioners follow national assessments, observations and through partnership working with other professionals such as speech and language therapist will provide all children with the support they need (The Foundation Phase Profile, 2020).
According to leavers (2009) measuring well-being supports children's mental health. Leavers suggests when children are relaxed, they are open to learning about the world around them, they can express themselves, show confidence and able to understand their emotions or feelings (Matthes, 2010).
Article 1.1 from Early Years Foundation Stage signifies the importance of measuring personal, social, and emotional development (PSED). Well-being is at the centre of learning, it is not only providing children with basic needs of security, safety, shelter, warmth, food, and affection, but how comfortable children are with themselves and in their environment. Well-being is essential for all children to be effective in their learning (The Department for Children, Schools, and Families, 2008)
The Childcare Act 2006 emphasises and places responsibility of settings to improve all young children's well-being (Act of Parliament, 2006). According to leavers (2009) measuring well-being supports children's mental health. Leavers suggests when children are relaxed, they are open to learning about the world around them, they can express themselves, show confidence and able to understand their emotions or feelings (Matthes, 2010).
Furthermore, leavers (2009) suggest measuring level of involvement has shown when children learning is self-directed, they are focused, engaged, and motivated. Leavers believes when children can learn in their own time and pace whilst learning at their own capabilities supports a deep level of learning to take place (Matthes, 2010).
Finally, Evans (2018) highlights the Leuven scale is a valuable quantitative method to support educators to evaluate and develop the learning environment. When utilized accurately can be a valuable tool for further developing results for children. Evans (2018) states that this tool can only be beneficial if educators know how to use it and are confident skilled practitioners with a good knowledge of child development (Evans, 2018).

Observation through Play
Children are at their happiest when playing, during play the educator can observe and understand children's developmental abilities. Observing a child through play provides an insight in how children view the world around them (Izzaty, 2018).
Observation is part of daily routine it provides practitioners with reliable information of what resources the child enjoys playing with. Observation in play can capture any talents or unique skill set, it is a valued tool which forms the base for reflection (Drummond, 2009).
Bruce (2001) states observation is the description which informs practitioners the knowledge that develops best practice (Bruce, 2001). Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) states practitioners are required to observe children, to understand their interests, learning styles and level of achievement. It is detrimental to inform and shape future planning, to support children to progress (Early Years Foundation Stage, 2012). 
Most observations are done within a focused activity, this may not reflect a true account of learning and development as the child does not perceive it as play (McInnes et al, 2013). Carilise (2009) highlights focused tasks are structured and can be influenced by the educator this takes away interests, needs and choice of the child. When it is play children have no constraints and have freedom to explore (Carlisle, 2009). 
Furthermore, Howard (2010) suggests practitioners have the responsibility to step back and observe, this supports children to learn new techniques or strategies. Once children have mastered these skills, the practitioner gradually reduces their involvement until a cue is signalled (Howard, 2010).
When the practitioner is no longer intervening, learners are performing at an independent and capable level of learning. This supports children to become resilient and confident, which is the desired outcome as stated within the Early Years Foundation Phase (EYFS, 2021).
Piaget believes children interact best when the environment provides opportunities to explore and experiment. Children are more comfortable and happier within an environment that promotes unstructured play opportunities (Piaget, 1957).
Palaiologou (2019) states that play is natural, it forms the best environment to observe children as it provides practitioners a true sense of children's abilities, interests, and development with no adults scaffolding or permission. Gathered information from looking, listening and note taking can help support assessment and aid holistic development (Palaiologou, 2019).
Additionally, Sociocultural theorist Vygotsky believes play is important to provide opportunities for children to convey with peers, this encourages children to learn different perspectives (Vygotsky, 1962).
Play provides the best opportunity for children to be able to convey with peers as they are in their natural happy environment. In observation this supports practitioners to observe their key children full use of vocabulary which demonstrates development of shared understanding, it is aiding social and cognitive development (Palaiologou, 2019).
Brodie (2013) states observing children is a privilege which requires consent from parents or guardians, Practitioners need to be mindful of their own views when observing children. Practitioners have responsibility to communicate with parents, to make sure parents and their children understand why they are being observed, why notes and photos are being taken (Brodie,2013).
Brodie (2013) believes for all children to be included, supported, and valued the practitioner approaches observation implementing anti-discriminatory and equality practise whilst being mindful of children's rights (Brodie,2012). Article 12 of the UNCRC states children have the right to have their voice and views heard. This can be adhered to when a child does not wish to be observed (UNCRC, 2006).
Furthermore, Clark and Statham (2005) suggest the Mosiac Approach which forms as a multi-method approach connects the views of children, their lives, and the settings. This approach uses a range of techniques to listen to every child and build an understanding of their lives (Clark and Statham, 2005).
Finally, Clark and Statham (2005) suggest it is important for all children to feel included, the setting and practitioners include individual needs, culture, religion, beliefs, and Values when planning for learning play opportunities This method provides an accurate record of who the child really is, their abilities, likes, dislikes, hidden talents and can support early intervention whilst achieving better outcomes for all children (Clark and Statham, 2005).
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