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Let us begin by introducing the subject of this paper, a simple word with many definitions, play. UNICEF (2018) claims that it is difficult to define the meaning of play, although it is clear to everyone around when it is happening. Howard and McInnes (2013) share a similar view, suggesting that there are many definitions and theoretical views of what ‘play’ is. Play Wales (2022) defines play as a child initiated and child led experience. However, Sutton-Smith (1997) argues that no definition is deserving unless it covers everything that can be experienced and achieved through play. Furthermore, according to Smith (2020) the desire to play is embedded within every child, but if not given the conditions it needs to develop, it will be lost. 
Welsh government (2014) support every child’s right to play, with due regard to the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child (UNCRC). Welsh Government (2014) demands that local authorities assess the sufficiency of play opportunities in its areas under the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010. ‘Sufficiency’ of play opportunities shows regard for the quality and quantity in each area and is a legal requirement. The UK government agrees to conform to all 54 articles of the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child. Furthermore, Article 31 of the Convention places emphasis on every child’s right to play and engage in other activities of enjoyment. Opportunities provided should be age appropriate and must show regard for children with disability (Save the children, no date). 
Zoch, Hassinger-Das and Lauri (2022) argue that play can allow children to weave together a strong rope of flexible holistic skills. The first consideration in this study is to detail two types of play that may support this theory, with the first being heuristic play. Early impact education (2024) maintains that heuristic play is a child’s interaction with everyday items that can provide endless opportunities. An example of this is provided by Bottrill (2018) who notes that a plastic toy can be limited, whereas a box can be whatever a child wants it to be. Huleatt (2012) and Early Impact Education (2024) share the understanding that there have been links made between heuristic play and brain development. According to Huleatt (2012) heuristic play is rooted in the natural curiosity of a young child, children are inclined to handle everything, to gather, move, fill, stack and knock down objects. Early impact learning (2024) goes on to suggest that through exploration of these items children can make enjoyable discoveries, develop physical skills, deepen concentration, and learn how to think critically through the process of trial and error. It is the opinion of Froebel trust (no date) that heuristic play is intricately linked to treasure baskets, two of the main professional innovations of Elinor Goldschmied (1910-2009). A treasure basket is described as a collection of around 80-100 natural, household, or recyclable objects, placed in a wicker basket. A young child’s natural desire to suck, grasp, touch and feel objects, fosters early development (Goldschmied, 1910-2009).
Furthermore, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) a philosopher and scientist, strongly believed that providing children with real and direct experiences, which stimulate and explore senses, can play a crucial role in cognitive development. This is exemplified in the work undertaken by Maria Montessori, a physician and educator who recognized the importance of exploratory play and hands-on learning in the early years. The Montessori approach highlights the significance of the prepared environment. A safe, orderly environment, where children have access to materials and resources suitable to their needs (Robson and Franco, 2023). Similarly, Loris Malaguzzi, founder of the Reggio Emilia approach, argues that loose parts materials can be whatever a child wants them to be. We can support critical thinking and problem solving and encourage children to play co-operatively and collaboratively (Malaguzzi, no date). Brodie (2010) suggests that this may be seen in practice as a child spending time on random play, posting, sliding, filling, and hiding objects. However, in doing so they are sensory stimulated, making discoveries and learning new things. 
Following on from that let us consider Risky play. Beate (2023) suggests that risky play primarily takes place outdoors and is a free, adventurous, physical activity. Beate (2023) says that through risky play children can experiment with speed and height, they can slide, swing, climb and balance, figuring out how the world works and how their body works. Toole (no date) suggests that the effectiveness of risky play has been exemplified by the work carried out by Professor Mariana Brussoni, director of the Human Early Learning Partnership. Brussoni believes risky play to be thrilling and exciting, allowing children to engage with risk without certainty. Through not knowing the outcome, children can experiment and push themselves to determine what they are comfortable with (Toole, no date). Brussoni  goes on to suggest that opportunities should focus on being as safe as necessary, rather than as safe as possible (Toole, no date). Literature that supports this theory is that of Archer (2015) who argues that opportunities for risky play allow children to develop self-confidence, resilience, risk-management skills and explore functioning abilities. Providing opportunities for movement stimulates brain activity, laying significant foundations for future learning and development (Archer, 2015). Furthermore, the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales place emphasis on allowing children opportunities so that they may be able to take measured risks and face and overcome challenge (Welsh Government, 2015). The following section explores literature and theoretical understanding that considers the value of self-directed play.

According to Ledendecker (2020) allowing children freedom to play provides opportunities to build self-confidence, resilience, and independence. Ledendecker (2020) believes this to be true as play lends opportunities for children to realise that they can do so much for themselves. Howard and McInnes (2013) argue that play provides significant benefits to children’s development across all domains. Sharing this view is Grenier (2023) who opines that early year's provision is immensely important to cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development, supporting children to grow holistically. However, Bottrill (2018) signifies that through play, possibilities are endless. A toy can be a limited piece of equipment, but what could a tube be? It could be a telescope, a megaphone, a balance beam, a structure for a building or something to guide a ball through (Ledendecker, 2020). According to Maynard, Waters and Clement (2013) research into child-initiated learning has been seen to have a significant impact on children who are seen to be of a lower ability in the classroom. The research carried out by teachers suggested that play had a calming effect on the more boisterous children, quiet and shy children showed more confidence and the less able often experienced success. When children attempt an activity believing it to be a choice, they let their guard down as there is no fear of failure (Howard and McInness, 2012). The significance of children understanding an activity to be ‘play’ or ‘not play’ is discussed later on in this paper.  
The importance of play and children leading their learning is recognised globally. In Italy, The Reggio Amelia Approach to learning identifies the environment as one of the main and necessary educators. The Reggio Emilia approach sees children as curious individuals, who can take the lead in their own education (Manera, 2020). The enabling environment is inclusive and child-centred and learning opportunities must make sense to the learner. The Welsh Governments framework within the foundation phase (age 3-7) advocates experiential and play-based holistic learning experiences, with a balance between child initiated and adult led activities indoors and outdoors (Welsh Government, 2014). In New Zealand, children are recognised as being on their own unique journey through development. The ‘Te whariki’ approach represents a mat of woven thread, each thread representing an area of learning that is entwined, therefore providing support for each other, encouraging strength and resilience (Brodie, 2018). Other countries, such as, Germany and Denmark, champion a comprehensive approach to learning and embed it within their curriculum.
Howard and McInnes (2013) recognise the influence of historical and current theory that support the significance of play. Piaget and Vygotsky had remarkably similar views, believing that the child’s work was play, and first-hand experiences support high level thinking. Whilst Piaget placed great emphasis on the environment, Vygotsky believed in the significance of a more knowledgeable other (Howard and McInnes, 2013). Vygotsky believed that interactions with more knowledgeable others can aid learning, provide valuable information, and offer guidance and support (McLoed, 2024). 
With this in mind, we move on to the significance of the role of the adult, and how self-directed play can be supported. Manera (2020) believes that the learning environment should relate to children’s interests, promote exploration, and encourage children to ask questions about their surroundings. According to Brodie (2018) the role of the practitioner is to provide an enabling environment, with suitable materials, resources, and equipment, where children are given opportunities to learn through their experiences. Howard and McInnes (2013) believe that children should be provided with space, time, and freedom to discover their own outcomes. The role of the adult is to know when to take a back seat or to engage, to observe, and to support and extend learning (Bruce, 2011). Theories of both Piaget and Montessori signified the importance of stage appropriate resources (Howard and McInnes, 2013). Additionally, the learning must make sense to the learner for the experience to have any impact (Manera, 2020). According to Howard and McInnes (2013) Children should be placed at the heart of play, with their needs in mind and their voices heard.  
According to Brodie (2018) working in the early years requires a diverse range of skills, the ability to tune in and understand the smallest of cues. Practitioners need to work patiently and flexibly with children to recognise when they may be experiencing distress or comfort, and have the professional capacity to make appropriate interventions (Brodie, 2018). Furthermore, Ledendecker (2020) adds that it would be a hindrance for an adult to intervene and show a child the ‘right’ way to do something. Brown (2014) refers to the value of a knowledgeable and professional practitioner who recognises when and how to move learning forward. Brown (2014) goes on to suggest that practitioners could make the most impact through evaluating different theories, as this may move their professional understanding further. One of the most significant ways a practitioners can determine the future needs of a child is through effective observations (Howard and McInnes, 2013). A more detailed account of an observation method widely used has been detailed in the following section. 
According to Bruce (2019) keeping effective records is a significant part of the role as an early year’s practitioner. The effectiveness of the Leuven scale is signified in a report by MacRae and Jones (2020). Dr Ferre Leavers, a professor in early childhood education, introduced The Leuven scale to measure a child’s well-being and involvement in early years settings. Dr Leavers method places a child’s emotional well-being primarily and The Leuven Scale is an easily applicable way to support observations (Macrae and Jones, 2020). According to Laevers (2010) full involvement in an activity or experiences indicates positive emotional well-being. A child who displays positive energy, high concentration and elevated motivation is showing indicators of involvement. Laevers (2010) suggests that a child’s education and overall development can be threatened if there is a lack of well-being and involvement. 
The Leuven Scale is a five-point scale, with five indicating a high involvement and one indicating a low involvement. The outcome is measured through a list of ten behavioural signals that a child may or may not display during the observation (Laevers, 2010). According to Cox Taylor (2019) a human’s ability to think and concentrate can be dependent on how comfortable they feel in situations. Furthermore, According to Macrae and Jones (2020) The Leuven Scale is significant as it measures involvement during a self-chosen activity and places importance on the relationship between effective experiences and learning. It also offers an alternative method to measuring the progress of children through outcome-based education. The importance of a self -chosen playful activities are highlighted in a report by Howard and McInnes (2012) and will be discussed further on in this paper. 
The Leuven scale offers the observer valuable insight into the effectiveness of experiences provided, and how opportunities may be developed to better suit the needs of the child (Macrae and Jones, 2020). Smidt (2015) shares this view and goes further by stating that it can allow us to evaluate ourselves as practitioners. A key benefit to this method is it can be done on individual children or a group of children and can take as little as two minutes (Leavers, 2010).  According to Brodie (no date) quick observations can lead to magical moments being captured, these moments can help build a bigger picture, giving access to information about a child’s interests and developmental journey. Furthermore, in a research report, Guimaraes et al (2016) details that teachers and headteacher’s welcomed measuring children based on interaction and well-being, rather than ability. They believed it to be a fairer way to assess children on entry into primary school and understood the significant impact well-being can have on learning and development. The report found that well-being and being comfortable in the environment was significant for positive transitions. However, the report also outlined that policy, baseline assessments and time restraints took overall precedence (Guimaraes et al, 2016). It is also important to consider that as early years practitioners we have a responsibility to ensure that children are making progress in all areas of development, to do so we need to take a holistic a approach to observations (Cox Taylor, 2019). Brodie (no date) believes that it is important to ensure that the method of observation is suitable to what you would like to achieve, ensuring that you can gather the information required. According to Smidt (2015) ticking boxes can be vague and offer limited evidence. Furthermore, Cox Taylor (2019) argues that there may be a cost to education if learning is measured solely on involvement. Gathering evidence to move learning forward requires a collective approach, experienced and knowledgeable practitioners and use of a variety of observation methods (Smidt, 2015). The technique of observation should depend on the time available, the purpose of the observation and the experience of the practitioner (Brodie, no date). 
According to Maynard, Waters, and Clements (2013) observations are more useful than assessments as they provide a more detailed account of the whole child. Observations during play have significant value as they allow us as practitioners to really tune in to a child’s interests and recognise any additional learning needs (Brodie, no date). Additionally, McInnes et al (2013) argues that if children perceive the activity as play, they display more confidence and self-esteem. Children feel independent and have a sense of control, without the fear of failure. A research report carried out by Howard and McInnes (2012) identified that when children carried out tasks believing it to be play their performance significantly improved, giving a more accurate reflection of where they are in their development. This is supported in the theory of Lev Vygotsky, Vygotsky believed that when children play, they become beyond what’s expected of them and their usual capabilities (McLoed, 2024). Howard and McInnes (2012) refer to a report carried out in 2007 by UNICEF, which noted high levels of unhappiness among children. Children expressed that play allowed them to feel happy and boosted their well-being, leading to new play-based initiatives and programmes. Furthermore, although we can only speculate, literature suggests that if children are deprived of play this could lead to future anti-social behaviour, aggression, and poor mental health (Latimer, Winter and Lloyd, 2023). Additionally, Howard and McInnes (2012) suggests that some studies into play deprivation have outlined the need for play based interventions to fill the gaps in developmental delay.


This section identifies the role of adults in supporting children’s play. Mardell (2023) and Archer (2015) share the view that supporting play in the early years is paramount because of the holistic learning benefits to a child. Children’s development through play is interconnected and therefore occurs across all areas. Firstly, King (2022) believes that understanding how children play and key elements of the play cycle is significantly important. Practitioners can support the play cycle through recognising cues, involving verbal communication, body language, eye contact and proximity of the child, these are signs that the child wants to engage with you (King, 2020). Secondly, adults break the cycle if they intervene, this is seen in practice as trying to join in or control the play (McInnes et al, 2013). Thirdly, the best support adults can give is to provide the resources, a safe environment, observe, respond to cues and be available if children need help to manage conflict (Howard and McInnes, 2012). A research report detailed by Howard and McInnes (2012) showed a significant difference in the performance of children when they perceived an experience to be ‘play’ or ‘not play’. Children determined this on cues, the presence of an adult, a choice or adult directed and table-top or floor-based activities. Children were more comfortable to show what they could do when they perceived the activity as play. The curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery setting in Wales (2022) believes that adults should make the most of the moments where they can teach and influence children. Play can naturally bring people together and these interactions can aid learning (Vygotsky in McLoed, 2024). These spontaneous events can give the most useful information, they can paint a bigger picture about the whole child (Smidt, 2015). Furthermore, Howard and McInnes (2012) believe that observations and interactions with children can give practitioners an understanding of the child’s perspective of play. The playful experience with the playful adult, enables shared problem solving and open questioning. This is how we can move learning forward and create the best outcomes for children, in an environment that they feel comfortable in (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Brodie (no date) adds that adults need to be highly skilled in the way they approach children.
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