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Children’s Play: Theory and Practice.
Section 1.

Garvey (1977) claims that play is distinguished by the participant's positive worth, which brings them pleasure and a sense of delight. Play is unplanned. Playing is an activity that children can choose to engage in, not something that must be done.
The Oxford Languages (2023), definition of Play is ‘engaging in activity for enjoyment and recreation rather than a serious or practical purpose’. According to Reed and Brown (2000), there is no universally accepted definition of play in literature, which raises the possibility that play is difficult to define since it is something that is "felt" rather than "done." This is supported by Steiner, Frobel and Vygotsky who all believe that play has no goal or result however considering the difficulty in defining play, an important argument highlights the complexity of play as a behaviour, a process, and an approach to a goal. Children's healthy development greatly benefits from the freedom and choice that come with spontaneous play. (Moyles, 1989; Lester & Russell, 2008; Howard and McInnes 2013) According to the British Association for Early Childhood Education (2021), Froebel believed in the holistic development of the child, including not only the child's environment, social relationships, emotional stability, and spiritual development, but also their physical and mental health. "He believed that “play is the highest expression of human development in childhood for it alone is the free expression of what is in the child’s soul.
Piaget's play theory (1951) is often referred to as the Developmental Stage Theory and is based on the belief that a child's cognitive development as they become older, particularly for language development, depends on suitable experiences and influences from their environment. According to him the two fundamental processes are assimilation, the taking in of new knowledge and experience and accommodation, the fitting of those into the child's established internal structured thought and behaviour patterns, or schemas. Play was divided into three kinds by Piaget, games with rules, symbolic play, and practice play. However, Hughes (2006) made a distinction between 16 kinds of play types such as Social, Imaginative, Creative and Exploratory play. Hughes also suggests that play is an essential aspect of childhood that promotes holistic growth and provides children an extensive number of opportunities for personal growth and academic achievement.
[bookmark: _Hlk162632681]Others have attempted to define play in terms of traits or actions, such as being pleasurable and voluntary (Rubin, Fein, & Vandenberg, 1983). Most play practitioners, according to Brown (2008), talk about creating an ideal environment or setting for children to play in. 
Play is essential for the development, learning and education of all children no matter what their age or stage. According to United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 31(1989), children have a basic right to play and leisure time. Play is a universal and natural want that children experience. This essential and beneficial element is necessary to support children's growth, learning, and development as well as their physical and emotional well-being.
According to McLaren (2023), self-directed play involves children choosing the games to play and making up the rules on how to play. As they have autonomy over their play, children can freely explore their own interests, ideas, and instincts. 
[bookmark: _Hlk162634461]When we refer to play as "self-directed" and "freely chosen," we imply that the children make their own decisions about what, when where and how to play. It should not have any set tasks or rules that must be adhered to during this ‘time to play’. These terms, like "child led," highlights the child's complete control over the play. (Play Wales, 2021). The Foundation Phase in Wales, Reggio Emilia in Italy, and Te Whariki in New Zealand are just a few examples of curricula that are commonly built upon when play-based learning is incorporated. These programmes emphasise active participatory learning, interaction, reasoning, reflection, and responsibility for self-learning. (Epstein 2013; Anning and Edwards, 1999). Adults should always remember that children make the decisions when it comes to self-directed play, as long as they are playing within safe boundaries. Adults have preconceived notions about what they want to happen when they do something. It is a natural reaction to intervene and instruct the children on the "correct" course of action. This is when the 'step back' approach should be engaged. Seeing how children come up with the solutions on their own may be an interesting way to observe the process of play (Ledendecker, 2020).
[bookmark: _Hlk162634667]There are others who define play as an action or series of actions, such as Burghardt (2011). A lot of people who work with play see play as a mindset or a way of being that emphasises the benefits play brings to well-being and good self-perception (Isaacs, 1929). The concept of playfulness, which is believed to exist independently of play, is occasionally linked with this (Dewey, 1933). Most play practitioners will probably agree that play is a process and approached in a unique manner by each individual child.

Section 2. 
The importance of children choosing their own play is that the growth, well-being, and health of children are greatly impacted by their play.
Play helps children learn how to control their emotions and establish healthy self-regulation, according to Sutton Smith's (2002) study. It fosters creativity, problem-solving skills, and confidence, while allowing them to explore their interests and passions. Both child-initiated and adult-guided play contribute to their learning process. (UNICEF 2018).
The Department for Education and Skills (2005) developed and designed the early years curriculum to emphasize the value of play in response to concerns about mental health disorders (Green et al, 2005). These issues were raised and have prompted a number of play-based policy initiatives and programs within the social and emotional aspects of learning such as the Curriculum for Wales. 
Play is important, but it is not the only method that young children can learn and grow.  Children can learn through a range of first-hand experiences, as well as by watching adult’s role-model tasks, conversing with them, and participating in activities designed to teach or practice specific skills. These adult-led activities are not play, but they work best when they incorporate play elements giving children a choice, letting them get their hands dirty, making the activity entertaining, and connecting it to their interests that stimulate their curiosity and inspire them (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021).
However, the perception of play from a child’s point of view compared to that of an adult, can differ greatly (Howard et al, 2003) and every child will have a different perception of play. It is said by Karrby (1989), Wing (1995) and Howard (2002), that children use cues to determine whether an activity is actual play for example, location of activity, choice and adult presence and when they are in a situation where they felt it was play, their functioning drastically improved (Thomas et al 2006 and McInnes et al 2009), however teaching approaches that incorporate cues associated with play can influence pupil engagement and involvement in learning and as Laevers (1993,1997, 2000, 2005) suggests, deeper learning may result from increased involvement. 
An adult can gently scaffold and maintain play for a child or group of children by participating in it themselves. Children can play in both a physical and imaginative, fast-paced manner. An adult might facilitate a child's engagement by assigning them a specific role, volunteering as a partner, setting an example of acceptable behaviour, or giving them a mechanism to end play when they're ready. Arguably, Mathias (2024), suggests that Vygotsky was among the earliest theorist to thoroughly examine the value and significance of play in children's lives as well as to recognize that play-based learning is "socially constructed," which means that children's learning is linked to the locations, items, and, perhaps most importantly, people in their immediate surroundings. 
Children's social and cultural interactions are extremely important.
Vygotsky claims that social interactions and connections are essential for children's cognitive development. The development of play-based imagination is an important component of this. If children had the right amount of adult support during play, Vygotsky believed that children were able to develop, grow and learn via play (Nilsson and Ferholt, 2014). Tassoni et al, (2010) suggests that although Vygotsky underlined the importance of direct instruction, he also highlighted the importance of children actively participating in their own education.
The Zone of Proximal Development was first conceptualized by Vygotsky. The main goal of this zone is to help children understand the difference between what they can accomplish on their own and what they can accomplish with guidance and assistance from someone with expertise. (Tassoni et al, 2010).
Dr David Whitebread (2012), suggests that it is important for schools to have good outdoor facilities and they should be designed by taking children’s views into account. On flexible adventure playgrounds, children can help to create their own innovative worlds and settings using a variety of natural and man-made elements (Bartlett, 2002) and recent studies by Howard et al (2002), have shown that the key factor in children engaging with and learning effectively from activities with toys and other materials, is that they perceive the situation to be playful.

Section 3 
The Leuven scale is a five-point scoring system education professionals and practitioners use to assess a child's emotional health and participation. According to Main (2021), the process is simple and comparable to "scanning."
The scales were created as an evaluation tool by a group of academics from the Centre for Developmental Psychology at KU Leuven in Belgium. Their aim was to support early childhood educators in evaluating the behaviour and social-emotional development of young children.
In the learning environment, engagement, relationships, behaviour, and wellness are evaluated using the four commonly used Leuven Scales. In early childhood education, this participation and well-being scale is the most frequently utilised. Experts assess the results to identify any potential concerns or special needs difficulties that could be resolved with early behaviour intervention (Jackson, 2023). However, a major criticism of the Leuven scale is that it may not be the most child friendly for those children with educational or behavioural needs, especially non-verbal children. Differences in culture have to be taken into account considering different cultures may have unique traditions and ways of life. This has its foundation from John Bowlby's attachment theory. (Abrams, 2013). Using the Leuven scale, the practitioner would conduct a two-minute observation to show the general levels of interest and wellbeing of an area or activity. The children being observed may be individual or groups of children. If a child is functioning at moderate, low, or extremely low on the Leuven Scales, learning is limited. However, children may not constantly be able to maintain high or exceptionally high levels of either interest or well-being. (structural-learning.com, 2021). Throughout the day, their involvement and well-being may vary depending on the time of day and emotional state of the child. Early childhood education is crucial for building a knowledge of emotional involvement and well-being since it supports a child's emotional development while developing engagement for learning. This is an observation-based method that puts the development of the child first and has several important benefits. (New South Wales .gov.au, 2024). Studies have consistently shown the benefits of observation-based learning is the most effective way for adults to learn about the early stages of development. 
The Leuven Scale ensures that the approach does not become a "one size fits all" pedagogical approach that can be used on every child by focusing on the child's mental, social, and emotional health. It encourages experts to respond and modify to meet the requirements of each child as an individual. The Leuven Scale also acts as a guide for identifying disengaged students and guiding them in the direction of educational and mental health facilities. Through gaining an in-depth understanding of every student's distinct requirement, practitioners can modify their pedagogical area of expertise to establish a safe and inclusive learning environment. (Main, 2021). Early childhood education policies and practices now include a growing tradition of testing, which is challenged by the Leuven Scale (Moss, 2016). It also carries the potential of unintentionally making its way into professional and legislative discussions about school readiness (Bates, 2019). Additionally, Kay (2022) claims it could be considered a part of an additional, advancing approach to "readiness" strategies aimed at disadvantaged children. The scale is used in some situations to encourage parental involvement in their children's schooling (Whalley, 2017); nevertheless, there is some risk associated with this strategy when it combines with ideas about insufficient parenting methods (Vincent, 2012; Vincent and Maxwell, 2016; Wall, 2010).
This scale's growing popularity as a staff development tool can be likened to educational frameworks that evaluate quality based on outcomes (Mathers et al., 2017) and limited frameworks that claim to evaluate quality and early childhood development (Robert-Holmes, 2015). Given that the relevant practitioners are well acquainted with the children and their play styles, Laevers (2015) implies that they may already be aware of the outcomes from the observations. If a philosophical approach was followed it may provide additional information. (Macrae and Jones, 2020)
It can also be useful to combine different types of observational records to inform
practice and to deepen knowledge about a child’s behaviour and development. (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021). The Leuven scale provides childcare providers with a reliable, practical, and flexible way to gauge learner engagement, which is a major advantage within the learning environment. 

Section 4 
Observation allows practitioners to assess or supervise a situation or activity by recording what is heard and observed. Observing behaviours and activities in their natural or usual environments can help practitioners understand and obtain knowledge about the event, activity, or situation under assessment as suggested by NSW Government, (2021).
Play is a big part of a child's life; therefore, it is an excellent opportunity to watch and record their progress. A child's interests, interactions, moods, learning styles, developmental stages, and successful learning characteristics can all be understood through play observations, which also explain how to monitor specific concerns like behaviour and learning delays. It emphasizes the need to fully understand children's schemas, facilitate effective learning, and be able to address developmental issues. (Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years, 2016). According to Piaget, learning new information and determining which category it falls into are processes known as schemas.  He believed that once people learned new information, their schemas would continuously evolve. Observations help practitioners to understand that children's schemas can be linked to experiences that encourage extensive engagement, curiosity, and discovery, allowing them to interpret the world in an individual manner. Whether through direct or indirect play engagement, the adult's role and involvement can easily change the child's view of the activity as play by providing too much direction, boundaries, or involvement. (McDonald, 2022) This is where observations can help children have free play when the practitioner is engaged in observing and assessing the child.  However, there has been a recent increase of practitioners engaging in play activities, although at an uncertain level. Based on research, some professionals are more focused on observing and assessing rather than engaging with children and nurturing their development; recording learning and retaining records is of greater significance than providing a range of play opportunities for children. (Johnson et al. 2005 and Garrick et al. 2010 cited in Howard and McInnes, 2013). Epstein et al. (2004) state that developmentally appropriate observations of young children should take place during routine activities, reflect the child's interests and attention span, and not make the child feel afraid or anxious. When these standards are met, children's actual play offers an excellent opportunity for observation and assessment. When observing children, it is crucial for experts to record what occurs, not simply what they think is happening. Children see the world very differently than adults do, even though adults may interpret the play differently. As a result, professionals must know the children they are observing and their typical playing styles. Children learn about the world, emotions and environment through play within a safe setting (Howard and McInnes, 2013).
During observations, holistic play teaches that children are born leaders who show others the way to development and learning within education. They actively participate in their own growth and well-being. (Hughes, 2024).
Assessing and observing children in their natural play environment motivates them and fully enhances their functioning. (Kelly-Vance and Reynolds, 2008). To better understand a child's behaviour and development and to guide our practice, it may be beneficial to incorporate a variety of methods for observations and child assessment within the setting. (Howard and McInnes, 2013). Providing children with the necessary resources, time, and space to play is an additional responsibility of childcare providers. It is essential that adults create conditions and environments in which children perceive what they are doing is play, (McInnes et al, 2013), however, play is fundamental to a child's growth since it enables them to gain the confidence to overcome obstacles, explore, interact with others, and create goals for themselves. Children learn new skills through participating in play that is directed by adults from role modelling and parallel play as well as through leading their own play. (Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage, 2022).
When observing and assessing, practitioners must demonstrate their objectivity and consider the social and cultural background. This makes it possible to maintain a concise and accurate record of every single child as well as to appropriately illustrate their growth and developmental pattern. (Stagnitti & Cooper, 2009; Sherridon, Howard & Alderson 2010). Observations are often written after the fact and rely on memory. Narrative techniques, such as diaries might appear to be the simplest kind of observation because of their condensed nature and potential for bias and interpretation. Bias can be avoided if observations are accurate, and notes are taken in the moment, (Louis and Betteridge, 2020). On the other hand, because time-restricted running records are created in real time and do not rely on memory for events, they are less likely to suffer from recall bias and instead seek to capture action, speech, and contextual data. Real-time observation also has the drawback of requiring practitioners to choose how much detail to include and what to write since it is impossible to record everything that is seen. Practitioners can make well-informed decisions about children's developmental growth and determine when further professional assessment and intervention may be needed by developing their observational skills. Neaum (2016) .
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