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Play can be viewed as something children participate within as they are not developmentally mature to establish the importance of learning. However, this is not a correct view, play has been perceived as the primary means how children make sense of the world (Piaget, 1962; Vygotsky, 1967). Play that children engage in is seen as one of the greatest aspects to further their development, parallel to language, humanities and technology, as without play, these areas would be difficult to achieve when becoming an adult and being able to create healthy relationships intellectually and emotionally (Whitebread et al., 2012).
Play is a factor that Welsh Government (2022) take into consideration for children. Welsh Government created a law for every local authority, ‘Play Sufficiency Duty’. This is to ensure the environments children have access to learn, are able to provide secure and sufficient play opportunities (Play Wales, 2022). If a child is provided with high quality play environments, this may reduce the effects of certain circumstances they may be facing at home, such as poverty, which is a known factor for children within Wales, supporting them in developing their resilience in later life (Caerphilly County Borough, 2024). 

There are many types of play children involve themselves in, this is the various types of behaviour children conduct when adults are observing their play (Scott-Mckie and Casey, 2017). The interest and enjoyment the child receives from certain play may adapt, as a child goes through many developmental and social aspects that can alter the result of the play as they develop, which supports Vysgotsky theory of the ‘zone of proximal development’, what a child’s ability is capable of independently and what specific abilities they need support from an adult. Vygotsky believed that if the child was supported by an adult, they would be able to conduct the learning successfully, naming the concept ‘scaffolding’ (Smagorinsky, 2018). Play occurs with children at any age, you will witness numerous developmental abilities a child can achieve through play, it is important that enabaling adults are aware of the impact play has on a child’s holistic development, so we are able to provide an environment to learn and flourish (Lai et al., 2018). 

Exploratory play is when a child is able to examine and delve into the surrounding world, using and utilising all of their senses, touch, taste, hear and visual. Exploratory is one of the first forms of play a child will experience, as they are learning what certain items are used for and what senses are explored (NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde, 2017). Exploratory allows the child to constantly expand their cognitive development by understanding and critically thinking ‘what if I do this?’ ‘What will happen?’, distinguishing new ways to play and conceive the world (Jones, 2022). This type of play allows the child to initiate interaction with individuals and view how they are able to do so, which theorist Piaget supported, he believed that children understood the concept of how to build relationships through exploring their environment. Uncertainty of how something will occur, encourages children to explore and discover the end goal, which would support Piaget’s ‘trial and error’ theory, he called this stage ‘sensorimotor’, as this was achieved through children using their senses, enhancing their fine and gross motor skills, to refine an understanding of why objects exist and the events that happen to gain knowledge of the world (Pelz and Kidd, 2020). By adults supporting exploratory play it allows children to expand every play opportunity, adults are able to observe how children play and what intentions they have when left alone. Children tend to create issues for themselves to experience play and enhance their learning, they do not have a preference on how to play, but invent new goals and ideas, ‘let’s go down the slide on our stomach’ (Chu and Schulz, 2020). 

Self-directed play is when a child has the freedom to choose their type of play without an adult input (Ledendecker, 2020), which is why so many countries support and create curriculums to enhance child led play, such as New Zealand with the Te Whakri approach and Italy with the Reggio Emillia theory, both utilising the importance of children experiencing play. Self-directed play is when a child is able to involve themselves with their own response, which can be visually, hearing or the experiences they have encountered to endure in play. The way the child responds may be physically, emotional or cultural, or the use of all areas. The response will depend on the age and experiences the child has encountered, such as responding the correct actions to a nursery rhyme (Gov.uk, 2023). Self-directed play allows children to use their imagination with the materials they have access too, toys that children are exposed to, such as cars, understand that they are able to move a car back and forth or roll it down a hill and the car will move, which allows the child to experience imaginative play, but a car will always be a car. Montessori practices would enhance a child’s creativity, Montessori believed children should be provided opportunities with natural resources, such as a carboard boxes/tubes, which enhances endless play opportunities and use of their imagination (Craycroft, 2022), the box could be made into a rocket or aeroplane, the tube could be used as a telescope or turned into a ball game, allowing the child to develop creativity, critical thinking and stimulate imagination, allowing the child to initiate play alone, enhancing their ability to play creatively and supporting their holistic development (Arnott and Duncan, 2019). Self- directed play cultivates the child to learn at their own ability and grants them self-motivation to initiate their idea of play, it also conducts the child to experience different stages of play, such as solitary, encouraging the child to play and explore independently, on-looker and parallel, it opens up and supports all of these stages as they have the option to develop their independency or social skills (Russell, 2023). Children will have the opportunity to expand their understanding in a way that is suitable to them, without the interference of adults interpretating their end goal of play. Self-directed play allows adults to witness what the child is capable of and their interests, by us providing them a safe environment to do so, indoors and outdoors, they will be able to enhance all areas of their holistic development (St Andrew’s International School of Bangkok, 2021).
Holistic play has a significance impact on a child’s development which is expressed by Howard and McInnes (2012), they believed that if children did not experience play, then fundamentally they would not experience learning opportunities, as when they observed children, they found that children had increased motivation, enjoyment and engrossment towards an activity that was defined as play. The term ‘holistic’ means that when providing children with an environment to play, we consider them as a whole, taking into consideration the child’s care, relationships, religion, culture and development. The term ‘play’ is the foremost to supporting the child’s holistic development, play allows the child to explore, build knowledge, sense enjoyment, creative and have an understanding of the world around them (Alberta’s Early Learning and Care Framework, 2023). Holistic play allows adults to take into consideration the important factors to a child, such as their families, teachers and outside agencies that may be involved, as these individuals are facilitators to how the child learns and develops through play (Keung and Cheung, 2019), which supports Bronfenbrenner (1986) theory of ecological systems, proving that the environment the child is associated with, influences the child’s learning experience. Parents and families are a child’s first educator, these are the adults they inspire and learn greatly from. Parents are an important involvement to fulfil the curriculum in Wales, as enaballing adults within the practices urge to build great bonds and relationships with the child’s families, supporting the child’s developmental and cultural needs, providing the child with an environment they will be comfortable to play, explore and have a sense of belonging (Welsh Government, 2023). Parents in Hong Kong counter argue that the involvement of parents and importance of play is the upmost priority for the child, they believe that academic skills are more relevant to be engaged with instead of play opportunities, expressing that academic learning will not be developed through play, which made it difficult for the practitioners in the settings to show parents the benefits of learning through play (Keung and Cheung, 2019). 
Play Scotland (2023) voice that play nurtures and develops a child’s holistic development and contributes to the quality of life they receive, which the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child ensures that children are provided opportunities to play freely in a safe environment. Play has a wide range of experiences which is why it has so many benefits to a child’s development and well-being. Within young children play contributes to their brain development, by children experiencing play the neural and chemical react within the brain, supporting the child’s physical and mental well-being. 
Children fulfilling their own type of play has great importance, it allows them to decision make, delves their imagination and allows no input from adults or a certain curriculum to adhere too, just allowing the child to explore the environment and lead the play with the resources available (Play England, 2020). Children experience fun and joy when learning through play, the child is engrossed in their interests and are able to concentrate and communicate with themselves and peers to enhance the play. Enabaling adults can support and further children’s learning by using the serve and return theory or observing and waiting for a que from the child to involve themselves, by asking them appropriate questions, opening the child to new play ideas and extending the opportunity (Amin, 2022). In the opinion of Loeng (2020), self-directed play should be supported by adults, as it allows the child to display initiative and freedom to take their route in learning, adults are present to facilitate the play not control, adulteration is when the child’s play is initially broken. Adults can support self-directed play by not always showing a child the correct way to play or give them an end goal, as we want children to trust in us that we value their thoughts and ideas of play, which will enhance their critical thinking. As adults, we need to explore and enter the child’s form of play, this allows us to understand the child and their experiences, so we can fulfil positive relationships by supporting the children to experience risks and success. Adults want children to not fear that they will interrupt or change their type of play but support them, scaffolding their form of play, by modelling and trusting how they learn and adapt to the world around them. The best types of play are created by the children, but only successful when an adult can provide, create and support the process of the play (Rymanowicz, 2015). 
The term ‘observation’ is the method of an adult watching, analysing and listening, taking into account what they have witnessed (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019). Observation is an important aspect for practitioners to obtain while caring for children, as it is the start to undersranding the child as a whole. Observations allow adults to monitor and record the progress of every individual child, ensuring that the child is recieving the stimulation and support that is required for their stage of development, such as the environment and resources they have access too (Early Years Matters, 2021). Observations are kept and documented by an adult either writing notes, photographs or videos, through the child’s duration at settings to help identify and support the child, recognising the needs of the child and what practitioners are going to put in place next. Observations allow adults to have records on each child to handover to relevent outside agencies, such as educational pyschologists, who need these records to get an holistic view on the child within our setting and the developmental areas their showing that require intervention, the more records and information the child has from various adults in the early years profession, the more evidence they have to support the child if they require a diagnosis, such as additional learning needs or physical disabilities (Bruce et al.,2014) . 

The Leuven Scales for individual child observations was a tool created within Leuven University, Belguim, by Dr. Ferre Laevers. The Leuven Scales concentrates on two factors that contribute to a child’s development, well-being and involvement. Each factor is ranked from levels 1-5, 1 being extremely low and 5 extremely high. The scale for well-being conveys on how the child feels, does the child feel at ease, become spontaneous and show self-confidence. Emotional well-being is important to consider for children, as they will have potential to successfully learn and develop if they feel secure and confident within the environment, as they have been provided with the emotional support they require (Learning Journals, 2021). The involvement focus point is on how the child is performing within the activity, specifically focussing on the child’s capabilities, are they concentrating, engaged and engrossed within the task. When a child is provided with high levels of involvement, they are able to participate in high level learning also, we will witness the child’s curiosity, passion and fulfilment in the child’s play (Structural Learning, 2021). The well-being indicator provides us information on how the individual child is feeling, whether they are at ease, voluntary involved within the activity and overall are showing signs of enjoyment and self-confidence (MacRae and Jones, 2020). The scale provides practitioners with characteristics to recognise and clarify what that specific child is succeeding in and the support they may require. The Leuven Scale is a type of observation that will assess each child as their own individual, observing the child within an activity they enjoy and engrossed with, which is an important factor to implement, as the tool allows practitioners to restore Piaget’s theory of child development, that children learn and develop in their own way, and learn by physically exploring and completing activities themselves through play (Main, 2021). 

There are benefits and limitations that have been recovered to applying the Leuven Scale when observing children through play. The benefit to implementing this scale is that it places the child at the core of their initiated play (Learning Journals, 2021) and the effectiveness of their learning environment, it helps adults to adapt the settings environment to the individual child, instead of assuming the child has to adapt to the environment. The scales two focuses are an important aspect to a child’s learning and development, as without these two components, success in learning has a higher likelihood to not occur (Dubiel, 2014). In the opinion of Declercq (2011), he favours in using Leuven’s tool when observing the child, as it takes into consideration the interaction the child has not only with the activity or materials, but also the environment they are surrounded by, allowing you to observe, what, here and now. The tool takes full focus on how the child reacts, the behaviours they show and the experience they encounter. The tool allows practitioners to reflect on their findings and visually see the quality of the environment and materials they are providing the children (Guimaraes et al., 2016). Children’s well-being is a factor that supports in the success of a child’s development, also has its own right provided by the United Nations Conventions of the Right of the child (2009). Within the UK, well-being within children has been found concerning, due to the reports of children’s level of unhealthy happiness and the effect it has on their well-being. The Welsh Government (2020) recognised this concern and put in place a curriculum to place play as the upmost importance to support the child’s well-being (Howard and McInnes, 2012). The Leuven Scale allows adults to fundamentally focus on the child’s well-being, allowing them to observe and record how the child feels when involved in a particular activity, what materials or environment, such as indoors and outdoors contributes to their well-being. The scale allows adults to have a firm understanding on a child’s play experience, allows us to see the world from a child’s perspective, giving adults the opportunity to discover the child’s mental capability, emphasis of the play and observing the child can benefit adults having an insight on a child’s view of involvement (MacRae and Jones, 2020). 

The limitations to the Leuven Scale that it only focuses on two particular developmental areas of a child, and by observing and only taking into consideration these two components, adults may then be submissive to other areas of a child’s development (Cowley, n.d). The scale does not allow the adult to have a true reflection if they are observing a child that have additional learning needs or physical disabilities, as the behaviours that are based on the scale are not specific areas that are shown by children with disabilities, children who have additional disabilities may not indicate the same engagement as a child would without disabilities. A child with learning difficulties may find it difficult to concentrate and have involvement within play for long periods of time due to their disability, which would give an untrue insight on how they score on the scale (Learning Journals, 2021). The scale also limits diversity for children that come from various religions and cultures, children express and show involvement in particular ways, children that come from a specific religion may have specific ways in how they socialise and communicate with their peers. The scale also lacks consistency on how to observe the child as a whole, it doesn’t allow you to observe the child holistically, which you may be able to observe from a particular play they are engrossed within (Blossom Educational, 2023). 

Observing children through play allows adults to witness true reflections of a child’s abilities. The purpose of adults observing children as they play is to recognise their interests, unique qualities, abilities, struggles and providing intervention to support their holistic development (Franisco, 2019). Froebel (1826) expressed that children should have child-led and adult-led initiated play offered, as play was the centre of a child’s development. Froebel belived that the play the child is involved in will always have a motive and aim within their mind. Froebel expressed that practitioners would see the child as a whole when observing them through child initiated play, therefore allowing the observing adults to enhance the child’s development through their observations, as they would be able to supply the child with a responsive environment to what they witnessed. Froebel voiced that adults should respect and understand the way a child has decided to play, not questioning why they have decided to play and learn in a specific way, as he expressed children’s development and learning has a purpose when they are motivated to be independent individuals (Louis, 2022).  
Children having the freedom to play is an important component to what is important to them as an individual. Play work ensures that children in Wales have the opportunity and are at the focus point of play when in an environment with adults, providing children of all disabilities the opportunity to play alongside their peers, which benefits understanding that we are all unique individuals (Play Wales, 2023).
Adults are able to support and have an accurate view on the child’s development by creating and allowing play, as Howard and McInnes (2012) supported that children benefit and develop through play rather than a structured activity. Children demonstrated increased involvement and well-being when observed through play, as they were able to experience various areas of development without the risk of failure, as they created the direction and result of their learning, contributing to their happiness through play and adapting learning opportunities. 
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