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Section 1
The United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child states that “every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities” (UNICEF, 2019). MacDonald (2022) suggests that play is any behaviour which is controlled and structured by children themselves. This is supported by the Welsh Government (2014), who state that Wales is a play friendly country and defines play as freely chosen and performed with no external goal, which is fundamental to a child’s holistic development. However, Howard (2020) argues that through observing play, a goal or purpose can be seen.         
It is important to understand that there are different types of play that support a child’s holistic development in separate ways (Cohen, 2018). Garner and Bergen (2012) believe that exploratory play is one of the first types of play which takes place during the early years. In fact, research shows that patterns of exploratory play emerge from 9 and 16 months old (Garner and Bergen, 2012).
Exploratory play involves children exploring their senses to learn about the world around them through the manipulation of an object (Play Wales, 2017). This is supported by Rees-Edwards (2022) and Play Wales (2017), who state that exploratory play promotes a child’s natural curiosity and encourages them to explore the world around them. In fact, Piaget refers to children as “little scientists”, who learn through exploration (Halpenny and Pettersen, 2014). This relates to the Reggio Emilia approach, where Rinaldi (2006) states that children are viewed as researchers.
This approach comes from the Reggio Emilia province in Italy. It originated after the Second World War, where Loris Malaguzzi and the community were striving for education for children where respect for different opinions were valued (Chicken and Whitehouse, 2022). In this approach the environment is seen as the third teacher, where it is open-ended with endless possibilities to be independent and problem solvers (Chicken and Whitehouse, 2022). This can be shown through playing in the outdoors. The natural environment, such as trees and water, provide children with open-ended play where they can investigate the world using the natural resources around them (Tinney, 2022). The outdoors gives children a wide range of exploratory opportunities, which children need for holistic development (Frost and Woods, 2012). Relating to Mildred Partens stages of play, exploratory play can relate to many of the stages. For example, exploratory play relates to solidary play, where the child plays alone, developing their independence (Brodie, 2025a). Exploratory play can also relate to cooperative play. Through this cooperative play, children have a shared goal, and engage in play together, which develops their cognitive and social abilities (Brodie, 2025b). 
While the Welsh Government recognises the importance of play, they also recognise the importance of child-led play in forms of therapy (Welsh Government, 2014). According to the British Association of Play Therapists [hereafter BAPT], (2024), play therapy is a developmentally appropriate form of counselling for children, which focuses on communication through the medium of play. Through this, children can express and understand the experiences they have had through a safe environment (BAPT, 2024). Play therapy is used to address a variety of issues that children can face, including anxiety, additional learning needs and trauma (Ryder and Greenway, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_lqUYCTWQ]Focusing on additional learning needs, children with autism spectrum disorder [ASD] can have different ways of communication. Some children with ASD can have difficulties with socialisation. For example, they may seek time alone and find it hard to form friendships (Natural Autistic Society, 2025). Children with ASD may have sensitivity issues to senses such as light, sound and touch (Natural Autistic Society, 2025). Consequently, children with ASD play in a different manner to other children, such as independent and repetitive play. (Ryder and Greenway, 2022). For this reason, LEGO therapy can be used to manage the difficulties that children with ASD face. LEGO therapy was developed by LeGoff and is an approach that aims to develop verbal and non-verbal communication, problem solving, collaboration, attention and play skills in children with ASD (Brodie and Mather, 2017; Ryder and Greenway, 2022). As LEGO therapy is thought to develop children with ASD collaboration and communication skills, it assists in developing Parten’s cooperative play as children are engaged in a structured activity with a shared goal (Brodie, 2025a). A LEGO therapy session includes three people who are assigned a specific role to create a LEGO set. These roles include the ‘engineer’, the ‘supplier’ and the ‘builder’ (Ryder and Greenway, 2022).
Research has shown that LEGO therapy has helped improve ASD related behaviours such as communication skills, social competence and feelings of belonging (Lindsay, Hounsell and Cassiani, 2017). This research has also seen improvements in relationships and has seen a reduction in children with ASD playing alone (Lindsay, Hounsell and Cassiani, 2017). This research finds that sessions need to be longer and more frequent for results to be seen (Lindsay, Hounsell and Cassiani, 2017). However, Ryder and Greenway (2022) state that more research is needed to fully understand its impact on children with ASD, so that it can be used more widely.
Section 2
Ledendecker (2020) says that self-directed play is child-led and freely chosen with no specific goal. This means that the child choses themselves who they play with, what they play with and where the play (Play Wales, 2022). This is supported by the curriculum for non-maintained nursery settings, which states that nurseries should be child-centred with play that is freely chosen and intrinsically motivated (Welsh Government, 2022a). However, King and Howard (2016) argue that, from a child's perspective, true free play may not exist due to the environment and resources being set up by the adult.
Self-directed play is important for children for a child’s wellbeing (The Steiner Collection, 2022). Article 24 of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child states that every child has the right to the best possible health, which includes wellbeing (UNICEF, 2019). Statham and Chase (2010) say that wellbeing includes physical, social and emotional health. This is supported by Rekers and McCree (2022) who state that self-directed play helps to support healthy growth and holistic development, as well as flourish the relationships between children, practitioners and the environment. Stone (2016) argued that when a child takes part in self-directed play, it can involve participating in social interactions, which develops a child’s emotional and social development. Additionally, self-directed play involves a movement, which develops a child’s physical development, whether it is fine or gross motor skills (Stone, 2016). Howard and McInnes (2012) conducted research on the impact of children’s perception of an activity as play on emotional well-being. This research took place between two groups of children, where one group participated in an activity under the conditions of play and another group participated in the same activity under conditions unlike play (Howard and McInnes, 2012). This was done to compare the signs of emotional wellbeing between the two groups of children. This research showed that children who participated in the activity designed like play appeared to have more fun as they were smiling. (Howard and McInnes, 2012). The children were also more attentive, focused and motivated the more freely they played (Howard and McInnes, 2012). This shows that practitioners should take wellbeing into account when planning activities.
An adult's role in self-directed play is to set up an environment that a child can freely play in. This is supported by Rekers and McCree (2022) who suggest that a play environment should include resources with specific intentions, such as books, paper and pens but also include resources that can be used without specific intention, such as loose parts. However, there are barriers to self-directed play. For instance, a child could be playing in the outdoors with mud. Parents may complain about their children getting messy and this can reflect badly on the practitioner and setting if a large number of parents are complaining. This can result in practitioners stepping into play to stop children doing something that could potentially cause complaints. 
The role of the adult in supporting self-directed play is to wait until they are invited into play. This can be shown in the play cycle. The play cycle was created by Sturrock and Else (1998) in their paper referred to as ‘The Colorado Paper'. The cycle is a simple way of defining the play process and is used to understand how adults can support play better. The play cycle starts with the metaludes. This is the “unconsciously conscious thought that precedes any playful act” (Else, 2014, pp. 49). Next is the play cue, which involves the child inviting another's into the act of play. This can involve spoken words or body signals (Else, 2014). This is when the adult's role in play can be seen. The play return is the response from the other child, practitioner or environment. Following this is the play frame. This is the context of the play which is taking place. The frame is initiated by the child and is supported by the physical boundaries of the environment but is not dependent upon (Else, 2014). The play flow then occurs when the frame is set in place and the child becomes lost in their imagination (Else, 2014). This flow can last from seconds to weeks. Finally, the annihilation is when the child chooses to end the play. This happens when the child has gotten what they wanted out of the play experience (Else, 2014). However, this annihilation can also happen if adulteration has taken place during the play experience. The cycle highlights the complexity of the adult’s role in self-directed play (Rekers and McCree, 2022). Adults need to let children learn for themselves and not get involved until invited into the play. Children need to think for themselves and learn through self-directed play, and adult interruptions can prevent this (The Steiner Collection, 2022). Adults need to be very careful not to cause adulteration in play. This is because a study by Sandberg (2002) has shown that children’s perception of an adult's involvement in play differ from another child. Rather than seeing the adult as another person to play with, they interpret them as interfering and someone who is there to stop play (Rekers and McCree, 2022). Therefore, adults should wait for that play cue from the child. 
Section 3
Observation is the process of watching children in an early year's environment and taking note of what is seen and heard to document how the child is developing (West Sussex County Council, 2015). Observations play a fundamental role in supporting children to make progress at their own pace to ensure that they are being supported and challenged accordingly (Welsh Government, 2022b). Observations should contribute to developing a holistic view of the child (Welsh Government, 2022b). It should look at their strengths, how they are learning and the areas where development is needed (Welsh Government, 2022b). This can be shown in the Leuven Scale.
The Leuven Scale was developed by Ferre Laevers in the 1970s (Brodie, 2025b). The Leuven scale allows practitioners to measure the degree to which a child is involved in self-directed play (MacRae and Jones, 2020). As stated by Laevers and Declercq (2018), the two methods were developed using a five-point scale. The Leuven Involvement Scale measures the level of a child’s engagement in play, and looks at the child’s concentration, energy and satisfaction (Brodie, 2025b). The Leuven Wellbeing Scale assesses the signs of enjoyment and social connections (Brodie, 2025b). The Leuven Scale is based on the premise that the higher the level of wellbeing in play results in greater involvement, which supports learning (Howard and McInnes, 2012). This is because a high level of wellbeing promotes a child to be calm and regulate their own emotions, encouraging them to learn (Department of Education, 2023). This suggests that if the child’s wellbeing needs are not being met, learning cannot take place as effectively. This is be shown in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which states that each level needs to be satisfied for development at the next stage to take place (Johnston et al., 2018). One of the levels in this hierarchy is esteem needs. Maslow (1943) believes that by self-esteem needs are needed to reach self-actualisation. Self-actualisation for a young child means that if they have all levels of their needs met, their esteem develops and gives the child a purpose in life, and a chance to develop accordingly (Maslow, 1943). This shows that Maslow believes that wellbeing is needed for a child’s development and learning to take place.
A benefit of the Leuven scale is that it shows the early years practitioner whether the child is involved in permitters of the setting. This is beneficial as it shows the practitioner whether learning is taking place through self-directed play, or if the practitioner needs to improve the environment to encourage complex thinking (MacRae and Jones, 2020). The Leuven Scale shows that learning is not intentional and that young children do not need to be sat at a desk and told what to paint or write to teach them (MacRae and Jones, 2020). Instead, spontaneous learning through play shows that a child’s wellbeing is high and therefore, involvement in their own autonomous play is taking place. This is supported by the Welsh Government (2022a) who state that appropriate learning environment promote children to engage in their own learning and development through first hand experiences. Another strength of the Leuven Scale is while it is not a diagnostic tool, it could show patterns that suggest that a child could have additional learning needs. This is supported by Laevers and Declercq (2018) state that the scale shows whether a child is thriving in the social-emotional developmental area. Therefore, by using this scale, additional learning needs and individual issues can be identified early, and support can be set in place (Greenway and Hutchings, 2022).
However, there are limitations to the Leuven Scale. Greenway and Hutchings (2022) point out that measuring wellbeing is not a simple process amongst the early years as young children do not possess the language skills to express their feelings (Greenway and Hutchings, 2022). Particularly, children with additional learning needs have difficulty communicating and may nonverbal (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2023). Therefore, the Leuven scale can be subjective as the practitioner may think that the child has a reflectively high wellbeing, when the child may not be communicating how they feel. The Leuven Scale does not give a holistic view of the child as its sole focus is on involvement and wellbeing. It does not record what else the child is capable of. The scale does not observe what the assessment arrangements for funded non-maintained nursery settings recommend. The Welsh Government (2022b) state that observing children should develop a holistic view of the child, particularly their strengths, how they are learning and areas of development to take the next steps in learning. Assessments should also not be done once as they make a one-off judgement on the child (Welsh Government, 2022b). Therefore, for the Leuven Scale should be used consistently or used alongside another observation method to be more beneficial and record the overall achievement of the child.
Section 4
Moyles (2010), Scott (2010) and McInnes et al. (2013) believe that play is a medium for knowledge and is essential for practitioners to see progression, development and a wide range of skills. Therefore, observation through play gives practitioners an accurate reflection of children’s holistic development. According to Ray-Kaeser et al. (2018), observations should take place during child-initiated play as this is the child’s naturalistic environment. This is important as observing children through play can help practitioners understand a child’s learning, thinking and development (Drummond, 1998, cited in Smidt, 2015). This is supported by the Welsh Government (2024) and Smidt (2015) who both state that observing play can support practitioners in gathering evidence of learning and gather an insight into the child’s development.
There are links between children’s wellbeing and play (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Infact, Howard and McInnes (2012) paper considers whether play leads to a greater emotional wellbeing and does this through two activities, one under the conditions of play and the other under conditions unlike play. The results of observing the two groups of children showed that children who were participating in play were attentive, happy and motivated (Howard and McInnes, 2012). In contrast, Play Wales (2024) state that children who have experienced play deprivation demonstrate developmental delay. Therefore, when observing children through play, children are happy and involved which displays their holistic development.
This research shows that play is essential to the education, wellbeing and the holistic development of young children (Howard and McInnes, 2012; McInnes et al., 2013). This can be shown in the Welsh curriculum. According to the Welsh Government (2024), observing play supports learning across different areas of learning. This includes science and technology which is demonstrated by Howe and Davies (2010) who give the example of scientific concepts. They believe that to get a holistic overview of a child’s scientific skills, observations should be carried out during self-directed play, when the child is fully engaged and interested as the child will display their understanding (Howe and Davies, 2010). Another area of learning is languages, literacy and communication. Observing children through play shows a child’s social and communication development. Louis (2022) states that observing children through play shows the development of a child’s relationships with other children and that observations allows the practitioner to get to know the child and develop their relationship with the child. Through observing children through social play, a child’s language development can be shown. Through hands on experience through role play and conversation, practitioners can see where a child's language skills are at and whether they are involved in playful language rich environments (Department for Education, 2024). Observations help practitioners to assess a child’s progress and development and whether a child needs specific care (West Sussex County Council, 2015). Through this, play can show patterns in a child’s behaviour that differentiates from others. This can include communication and social development which can link to additional learning needs such as autism (National Autistic Society, 2025).
The observations that practitioners make through play provide themselves with information of the learning environment. These observations give the practitioner an insight into whether a child is responsive to the environment and where learning is taking place (Louis, 2022). This allows the practitioner to take appropriate action and change the environment to allow more opportunities for learning. The Welsh Government (2022a) states that a practitioner's role in observing children is to use their observations to be able to plan out an environment that is meaningful and relevant to the child’s interests. It is also important that a practitioner continually reviews the effectiveness of the environment (Welsh Government, 2022a). Therefore, it is important as an enabling environment supports all areas of learning and development.
[bookmark: _Int_nAvqtvBb]Despite the fact that there is evidence showing that children should be observed through play, some believe that children should be observed through more formal and planned methods which provide definite outcomes. West Sussex County Council (2015) state that children should also be observed through planned activities, as well as through play, as it is important take time to watch children and see what they have learnt. However, this can result in the Hawthorne affect. This is when there is a change in a child’s behaviour based of the knowledge that they are being observed (Oswold, Sherratt and Smith, 2014). Additionally, studies have shown that teachers hold play and child-led activities in a lower esteem compared to activities that are seen as work (McInnes et al., 2013). Therefore, observations should be done through child-led play, in the child's natural environment to observe a child’s holistic development (Ray-Kaeser et al., 2018).
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