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Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child explains that it is the “right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts” (UNCRC, 1989, p.10). The role of play in a child's development cannot be ignored. According to NI Direct (2018) play enhances the cognitive, physical, social, and emotional well-being of children and young people. It serves as a platform through which they explore the world and understand themselves, while also acquiring essential skills necessary for academic and professional endeavours. There are many forms and types of play that can be utilised in early years settings to encourage behaviours and guide children into learning safely. One such form of play is very easy for practitioners to utilise in early years settings. Messy play is described by Gascoyne (2017) as being significant in having therapeutic benefits and helping children express themselves, find order amidst chaos, exert control, communicate effectively, and regulate their emotions. Messy play requires resources that are easy to find, such as sand, water, paint, playdough, goo, clay, shredded paper and shaving cream. The idea of messy play is the child's to “need for close contact with different substances, for creative experiments that involve learning through chaos” (Szekely, 2015, p.42).  children are encouraged to explore the feelings and consistency of the resources that are provided for them. Messy play is a rudimentary form of experimentation for the children. They can test what happens when you mix sand and water, how paint can be spread over paper with their hands, how goo and shaving foam can be squeezed. This sensory stimulation is how children's brains learn about themselves and their surroundings and determine the foundational organisation and capabilities of the brain. This is explained by Thomas (2018) who said that providing sensory stimulation is crucial for establishing sensory pathways in the brain and facilitating normal development. This stimulation not only aids in the child's understanding of the world but also enhances communication skills and fosters connections with others. Similarly, to messy play, Heuristic play also utilises commonly found items and easy setup, to stimulate children's brains. “Heuristic play is when babies and young children interact with everyday objects, rather than toys” (Twinkl, 2022).  The goal of heuristic play is to provide a wide range of sensory stimulation so that children discover and learn by themselves. While Messy play utilises slime and paint, Heuristic play uses more grounded and everyday items for children to play with. Huleatt (2012) lists many items that are suitable for heuristic play, including reels of thread, buttons in all shapes and sizes, cardboard tubes and lengths of chain. Learning Journals (2022) wrote that Heuristic play involves babies and young children engaging with everyday objects rather than conventional toys, aiming to foster creativity and imagination without limitations. This enriching form of play encourages children to explore and interact with their surroundings, stimulating their creativity and imagination. Using these everyday objects allows children to explore and use items that are not as commonly used by them, such as toys. The use of these types of play style, are to stimulate the children's minds. “Children require sensory stimulation of an appropriate nature and duration, at the right time. Failing to provide children with adequate sensory stimulation puts them at a high risk of developmental and cognitive delays” (Thomas, 2018, para 1). Although both forms of play provide mental stimulation, messy play relates more to children who use messy play as a method of ‘letting go’ of their emotions or even nonverbally showing them. Gascoyne (2017) suggests that in a study, certain materials were used by children to show different emotions. Wet sand and clay were popular with children for showing emotions like anger and frustration, whereas dry sand and water were used when displaying calming and soothing play. Some materials like paint and play dough were utilised by children showing both positive and negative emotions. This highlights the need to provide children with many materials to enrich their environment and provide ways of expressing themselves. 

IPA (2010) made it clear that children hold play in high regard, viewing it as a cornerstone of their existence. They treasure moments of freedom, time spent and the places where they can unleash their imaginations and embrace the joy of play. As play is so important, children should be given the opportunity to decide when, how and where they play. Craycroft (2022) described self-directed play as a form of learning that happens when children are given the opportunity to delve into their own curiosities and ideas, free from external instructions on what they ought to be engaging in. Child-directed play fosters the development of the whole child. The children's cognitive, social, emotional, and physical skills, contributes to school success and is a necessary and important part of every child's life. Young people practice necessary skills such as engaging in activities that require the mastery of essential skills like overcoming obstacles, creative problem-solving (either individually or collaboratively with peers), articulating their emotions effectively, and cooperating with those who hold differing perspectives, as explained by Juster (2015). “Self-directed play embraces many Montessori ideals” (Ledendecker, 2020), it builds self-confidence, encourages independence, stimulates imagination, teaches problem solving and allows children to learn at their own pace. Although self-directed play is an independent activity, it is important that adults in early years settings, support children in their endeavours. Adults must encourage and interact with the children, building on the children's own activities. “Effective pedagogy in the early years appears to be one where the adult takes a variety of roles, from directing activities to ones where the child takes the lead” (McInnes et al, 2013, p.5). There are many ways a practitioner can support children when they are playing. Amin (2022) suggests that adults should encourage children to question and learn alongside each other by using leading questions such as “I wonder what would happen if...” when the child is playing. NI Direct (2018) explains that children develop social skills such as communication through playing with peers. Communication is nurtured through play, therefor adults can support children by observing and stepping in to help if there is a breakdown in communication. Practitioners can do this by “simplifying information” and “repeating words slowly” and “asking questions” (Amin, 2022). Adults wield significant influence over a child's surroundings. By ensuring a stimulating and suitable environment for play, caregivers can actively contribute to a child's development. Planning a child's play can be done in several ways. Rymanowicz (2015) explains that it is crucial to consider the environment of where the children wish to play. Tailoring the setting, whether indoors or outdoors, to match the child's strengths, abilities, and requirements can amplify their play experiences and foster independence and success. “Creating a safe, stable, and nurturing environment for children is essential for their social, emotional, and cognitive development” (Ettetete, 2023). Caregivers can facilitate growth by introducing new challenges and opportunities for exploration. By presenting materials or activities like the objects required for heuristic and messy play, practitioners can build upon the child's existing knowledge and experiences and can encourage curiosity and expand their understanding of their environment. “Giving children the freedom to make their own choices is not only empowering but helps them to lead their own learning experiences based on their interests and abilities” (Rymanowicz, 2015, para 8). Offering choices empowers children and promotes autonomy in their learning journey. Granting them the freedom to make decisions nurtures their independence and enables them to pursue learning experiences aligned with their interests and capabilities. Children will often invite adults to play with them. If this is the case, then and opportunity to support their play by being a positive role model becomes available. According to Learning Journals (2022) and backed up with information from Rymanowicz (2015), by demonstrating sharing and using a calm tone to illustrate good behaviour for children, practitioners will be teaching whilst playing. Children will observe and learn from adults directly, helping them grasp the appropriate ways to interact with others during playtime. 
However, sometimes adult presence can disrupt children's play, or “result in children taking a more playful approach and attitude to tasks, which will have consequences for their subsequent learning and behaviour” (McInnes et al, 2013, p.6). Amin (2022) writes that children can be absorbed in rewarding play, and an adult being there can interrupt them, especially if the practitioner wishes for them to complete an adult-prescribed task. This is why an adult wishing to support children's play, must be understanding of when it is appropriate to stop and start the play session. 

The observation of children in early years is important, as it allows practitioners to understand the individual needs of each child in their care. Pacey (2016) states that observing children enables adults to learn and understand the unique qualities of each individual child. There are many forms of observation used in early years education. One such type is the Leuven Scale, created by F.Laevers at the University of Leuven, which is, according to Structural Learning (2021) a five-point scale that allows teachers, childcare experts and nursery practitioners to measure children's emotional wellbeing and involvement in the setting. Children's emotional well-being includes their sense of comfort, spontaneity, and ease in the learning process. Teachers can use the Leuven Scale to assess how children feel and engage by watching how they interact with materials and respond in class. By finding ways to improve, teachers can create better learning environments for each child. This helps kids learn more deeply and become more involved, setting them up for success later. The observation measures emotional well-being on a scale of five points. Laevers (1994, quoted in Arnerich,2021) said that “well-being is the beautiful stage in which children can be when they feel ok. They feel at ease. They radiate. They are open to anything that comes in.” Learning Journals (2021) describes them as the following; Extremely Low where the child exhibits intense signs of discomfort, such as screaming or crying, often appearing frightened, aloof, or withdrawn. They may also display aggression, harming others or themselves. Low is when the child may have a slumped posture and seem uneasy. In the moderate section, the child maintains a neutral demeanour and facial expression, showing neither obvious signs of discomfort nor pleasure. High, the child demonstrates signs of satisfaction, cheerfulness, and happiness, although these may vary in intensity and lastly extremely high where the child exudes confidence, cheerfulness, and liveliness, with no evident signs of tension or stress. They may engage in expressive and spontaneous behaviours such as singing, humming, or talking to themselves, appearing entirely at ease. When wellbeing and engagement levels are high, it indicates that profound learning is occurring. The assessment process begins by gauging these levels using the provided tables. The procedure takes approximately two minutes of observing the children to determine their overall levels of wellbeing and engagement using a five-point scale (Emotionally Healthy Schools, 2021). Observations can encompass groups of children or concentrate on specific individuals. Structural Learning (2021) writes how the Leuven Scale categorises children's involvement in the classroom. At the lowest levels, children may appear absent-minded and lack energy, exhibiting passive and redundant behaviours. Those with low engagement may easily become distracted, alternating between moments of focus and periods of absent-mindedness. Moderately engaged children may appear involved in activities but demonstrate limited concentration or enthusiasm. In contrast, highly engaged children show sustained focus and involvement in their tasks, while those at extremely high levels of engagement exhibit constant activity and intense involvement, displaying creativity, persistence, and liveliness throughout the observation period.
    “Involvement is about concentration. Being totally focused on something, wanting to get that contact with the reality around you. And from within there is a motivation to do that, a fascination – you want to continue to have that sense of contact with the reality and in your actions to take it in” Laevers (1994, quoted in Arnerich,2021). 
The limitation of this observation tool is that children's emotions and behaviours can drastically change over days and even minutes. Therefore, the accuracy of this test could be inadequate. Another one of the criticisms of the Leuven Scale brought up by Learning Journals (2021) is that it does not account for children with special educational needs, such as ASD or ADHD or disabilities that can limit their speech and movement. The test evaluates children based on traditional signs of happiness and wellbeing, such as movement and verbal ques, which might not be present in a child with disabilities or learning difficulties. The traditional signs of wellbeing and involvement are also relevant as Learning Journals (2021) points out that a child with a different ethnicity or culture from that of a Caucasian or British child, may not present the behaviours that the Leuven Scale can observe correctly. 


Incorporating play into observations and assessments of children is important as it provides practitioners with a holistic understanding of their development and abilities. Play serves as a natural and familiar context where children express themselves freely, showcasing their unique skills, interests, and challenges. “Observations of children’s play gives the observer a collection of important information. It provides information about the learner in respect of them as individual” (Kelly, 2016). Through play, educators can observe children's social interactions, problem-solving abilities, emotional regulation, and cognitive development in real-time. Moreover, play allows children to engage in self-directed exploration, fostering independence and creativity. Rosa (2015) declares that without observation, overall planning would be based on what practitioners felt was important, fun or interesting, but might not necessarily meet the needs of the children.  By observing children at play, educators gain valuable insights into their individual strengths and areas for growth, enabling them to tailor learning experiences that support each child's holistic development. Integrating play into observations and assessments not only enhances the accuracy of assessments but also promotes meaningful learning experiences.  A study described by Howard and McInnes (2012) was undertaken to determine if an activity session would be a success if it was ‘like play’. This was done by splitting a group of children into two groups, who would perform the same task with practitioners, however one group would perform the activity in a ‘like play’ style, where the adult was nearby, the activity occurred on the floor, and the child had a choice about participating. In the other group ‘not like play’, the adult was directly a part of the activity which took place at a table, and the child was asked to take part. The well-being and interaction of the children was measured and recorded by using the Leuven Scale. The results of the experiment saw that the ‘like play’ group showed significantly more involvement from children than the ‘not like play’ group. The findings revealed that children engaged in the activity session crafted to resemble play exhibited increased smiles, attentiveness, and focus throughout the session. Additionally, they displayed heightened motivation, leaning into the activity and moving freely, while demonstrating fewer instances of distraction. Conversely, children who participated in a session utilising the same activity but structured to avoid play-like elements exhibited more negative behaviours, were easily distracted, and engaged in off-task language more frequently. They did not lean towards the materials being used, maintained an upright posture, and displayed minimal body movements (Howard and McInnes, 2012, p.4). “Learning through play helps children feel more able to take the lead, make mistakes, and form their own decisions in a safe space, without repercussions or ‘wrong answers’” (Twinkl, 2022). It has been proposed by Howard and McInnes (2012) that when children view an activity as play, it can have a more significant developmental impact because they feel free to experiment with various behaviours without fear of failure. By approaching an activity as play, children take charge of their actions' direction and results, fostering autonomy and independence that, in turn, enhance confidence and self-esteem. Birth to 5 Matters (n.d) came to the same conclusion, as they suggested that to promote children's development effectively, it's crucial to plan firsthand experiences and challenges that align with their developmental needs. Providing uninterrupted time for play and exploration is essential, allowing children the freedom to engage fully and learn through hands-on experiences. Additionally, leaders should allocate time for staff reflection, encouraging them to assess how they support children in their play and exploration through interactions and environmental planning. This reflective practice enables staff to refine their approaches and create environments that maximize learning opportunities for children. 
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