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Diane Ackerman describes play as our brain’s favourite way of learning. She states that we are never more fully alive, more completely ourselves, or more deeply engrossed in anything than when we are playing (Ackerman 2016).
Wales has placed an importance on play and in 2012 published its Play policy reflecting the Welsh government are  committing to provision being provided to meet childrens needs (Play Wales, no date). This is also highlighted by the UNCRC.
The UNCRU article 31 states that children have the right to play and join in other recreational activities  (UNCRU, no date).
Early years setting often provide many types of play to support and develop a child’s learning using a holistic approach , providing policy , theory and practice to support a future where play is value as being vital to healthy and happy childhood (Play Wales, no date). 
Play can present itself in many different forms, ranging from dramatic play , creative play, exploratory play  including locomotor play and deep play Rees-Edwards.A. (2022). 
Rees-Edwards .A.(2020) describes locomotive play as when a child’s first physical skills begins, providing opportunities both indoor and out to practice and develop skills such as hopping , jumping, rhythm and dance  along with ball games promotes the development of gross motor muscles need for strength , flexibility, endurance along with developing self confidence and esteem. As babies develop their physical skills from crawling to walking to exploring  with their environment , natural curiosity begins as they take more risks to support their understanding. Tina Bruce Frobel Trust
Locomotive play in outdoor sessions such as forest school allow for freedom and amply space to move without the restrictions of an indoor environment. Being outdoor is known to increase mental health and wellbeing, whilst engaging with the natural environment , such as climbing tree, navigating  with  various terrain provides opportunities to master the balance and core development within children. Mind.org.uk. Play Wales recognises children have an innate desire to seek out risks and regards risks taken with a balanced approach of management are essential to play and learning. Play Scotland 
It is the role of the adult to ensure safe risks are available with all necessary health and safety precautions has been undertaken and training for practitioners has been identified and sourced. 
Rees- Edwards 2022 also supports this research as she identifies how children who have opportunities to engage in locomotive play have been found to have reduces levels of stress , allows for connection between the nerve cells and brain , thus helping with concentration and memory skills.   
Frobel describes movement as peremptory for children, with the environment being alive with resources to encourage dance and play along with all other forms of movement. Bates 2019 
In many childcare settings providing an safe enabling environment to offer engaging experiences is used to support children to develop an awareness of their bodies, practicing their co ordination, balance and core strength in fine and gross motor experiences whilst developing self confidence and esteem. Hwb.gov.uk
Using Vygotsky scaffolding approach allows children to safely take risks within locomotive play to reach a higher level of mastering gross and fine movements and provides a sense of achievement. Bates 2019 

Social Play is described by researchers such as Bruce, Walter-Davies and Parten as one of the most common form of play observed. This play begins as babies smile and coo  to their main carer and progress to turn taking in communication both verbal and nonverbal. Walter- Davies suggests as children develop the social play progresses children are exposed to social skills such as turn taking , sharing, and listening to others. Building up theses skills allows children to see that other may not have the same perspectives to themselves beginning to build skills of empathy and understanding of the environment around them. McDowall-Clarke.R.   
The role of the adult is vitally import as they provide an effective environment that supports  authentic experiences that not only encourages children to express themselves safely  but also monitors the emotional climate ensuring children develop a strong sense of belonging and respect for the world Curriculum for Non Maintained settings (no date).  Environments that are welcoming and inclusive promoting communication rich experiences to facilitates freedom for the children to express and explore activities creatively and imaginatively. Supporting authentic experience provides opportunities to build vocabulary and concept development Early Years Framework 2008
Parten identifies six stages of play starting with unoccupied play , solitary play , observation play, parallel play, associative play and then co operative play Brightest Beginings. The different stages of play can be observed from birth up to four years plus of age.
Piaget theory marries these stages of play as Piaget saw children as being actively constructing their understanding through social play. Piaget identifies four stages of learning with the pre- operational stage usually observed between 2 – 7 years as children being able to learn from each other and emphasise that everyone will have something to offer Bates 2019.
 Locomotor and Social Play are opposite end of the scale . Locomotor is movement for its own sake whilst social play is a collaborative interaction. Both need the  principle of Vygotsky scaffolding theory of an adult to support and identify success of ambitious and capable learner Curriculum for Non maintained settings (no date)
Both types of play can support all areas of development holistically , as the children experiment and explore the experiences the child’s physical, social , emotional and wellbeing will beginning to flourish Rees-Edwards.A.  

The Curriculum for Wales highlights that Play is a fundamental right for all children , with a strong innate need to play, along with article 31 of the UNCRC.
Self-directed play is seen as encompassing children’s behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. It is performed for no external goal or reward and is a fundamental and integral part of healthy development – not only for individual children, but also for the society in which they live Unicef. 
Philosophies of Reggio Emilia , Montessori and Pickler early educational approaches supports the benefits of igniting a child’s imagination and curiosity aiming to create children who become resilient and enabling learner’s Curriculum for funded non maintained nursery settings (no date). 
Self-directed play is widely being recognised as an import role in children mental health and wellbeing. Gray .P. (no date) research states that play should fun , happiness and satisfaction. 
Stand Together defines children experiencing a variety of play as a treasure basket of positives that by  supporting and valuing children’s  voices it will  supports the development of self -reliance and confidence to realize they can be influential and important. 
Ledendecker .M. (April 27th 2020) reflects on the impact self-directed play can have on children , how when a child is using simple toys in a creative manner without adult directed outcome it can stimulate imagination and internal motivation, leading to building an individual’s self-confidence, and independence. 
The role of the adult is to create an environment whereby children’s voices and cues are heard and responded to. The Frobel Trust uses Fredrick Frobel research principles to  identify children as autonomous learners and encourages adults to respect children for  who they are and value their efforts. 
 Early Years Practitioners  should ensure the core of everyday resources that should always be available to children in early years settings Williams cited in Moyles, 2010:83.
For this to be achieved adults are seen as a resource using knowledge and training to create an environment which is  developmentally safe for children to explore,  providing authentic  hands-on experiences with lots of open-ended resources such as , blocks, loose parts, large physical and outdoor, which are engaging and promote diversity within our communities Rekers. A. Mccree .M (2022).
These experiences  create opportunities to develop self-confidence and independence whilst encouraging children to follow their play urges with adults watching  and observe. 
Creating an environment where adults are active in their listen , promoting a positive listening culture to children’s metaludes and  play cue , which can be verbal , nonverbal, provocation  and testing out  allows for adult, child, and environment  to support return. When adults support and frame the flow  of creativity without hijacking the child’s play it allows for the child to choose how to end and move on Frobel Trust.
Using  and understanding the play cycle developed by King and Newstead  in 2019 which features six main stages of play that will be observed naturally with children,   will  allow children without adult involvement thrive in  a positive environment for self-direct play.  King.P., Atkins.L. etal.
Practice that is currently being used by Wales in Early Years setting along with Play Scotland are all currently supporting or working towards providing provisions that encourage the principles of self-directed play Gov.uk. (2024).
Current research by Russell.W. Lester.S (2014) and further study by Russell.W , Barclay.M, Derry.C, Tawil.B (2020) supports guidance used for practitioners set out in the play policy for Wales Play Wales (no date) 
The policy indicates the benefits of children who are encouraged to have freedom to engage in a playful approach engaging with a play partner who encourages curiosity and wonder through open end questions , facilitating the freedom for children to initiate or lead their play.  Play Wales (no date)
Howard and McInnes (2012) research highlights how changes between the range of experiences  are needed to ensure the relevance of not what adults perceive the opportunities to be and that of how the activities is understood by the child. Howard and McInnes (2012)  further this thinking researching how as adults’ continuous professional development is needed to develop their understanding and knowledge of the positive impacts  of self-direct play.
It is important to remember not all environments support the principle of self-directed play and children may experience opposite ends in their play experience, Rekers. A. Mccree .M (2022) identify that children can experience provisions that may offer a range of play opportunities, fluctuating from an open access play provision following the play work principles promoting freely chosen  play  to classroom environment with more constraints of the curriculum expectations. 
Dr Sella Louis, froblientrust.org talks of how observations are a gateway to understanding and recognising children’s stage of play and developmental milestones. Observation skills and tools such Schedule of growth (SOGS), Foundation Phase profile Observations and the Leuven Scale Individual Child observation are frequently used to track individual progress within the Early Years. 
Ben-ariah & George 2007 research recognises an evident link between children’s play and their emotional wellbeing, to the environment and opportunities to access play. 
Howard and McInnes identify the Leuvens Involvement Scale as an observation tool comprise of two parts, it looks at the wellbeing and involvement of children as they engage in play. Each component looks at the emotional wellbeing during an activity and the level of involvement within the activity. 
The Leuven Scale (June 2019) was developed in Belguim under the supervision of Dr Ferre Laevers to support deeper actionable assessments to aid planning and providing more authentic experiences in an educational setting. The research recognises the importance of how wellbeing , feeling at ease and  being free of emotional tension, links to positive self-esteem and resilience thus allowing   intense involvement with activities and the experiences provided emotionallyhealthyschools.org. 
The scale has five points of wellbeing and involvement using simple scanning observation skills for short periods at a time to ascertain data for supporting play and learning 
[bookmark: _Hlk165117171]The scale uses terms ranging from extremely low signs of wellbing and involvement where a child would not be responding to the environment , be absent and show no energy to extremely high signs of wellbeing and involvement , where by the child is cheerful, smiling full of energy, showing a curious and intense level of energy , being persistent and creative throughout, early learning HQ (Accessed 27.04.24)
Greenway & Hutching Introduction to Play (Chapter 7)  concluded to there  be being many benefits to measuring children wellbeing and involvement,  allowing for the data to be used for early recognition to behavioural issues and appropriate support being put in place. Jennings Introduction to Play (Chapter 11) and the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh government 2012) champion experimental holistic learning and linking choice with play as having a vital role within the early year’s environment. The main advantage of using this scale when conducting meaningful observations, is allows for the children’s voice to be heard and amendments can be made accordingly UNCRC article 12
McDowall – Clarke suggest the findings allow for keyworkers to identify key areas of interest to engage with both verbally and practically with the individual, supporting a sense of belonging. For trust to build allowing  time and space to progression to be at the child’s pace with plenty of materials supporting their learning.  
One  critics of the Leuven Scale is there is no adaptations for children with additional learning needs , practitioners recording could be too vague, inconsistent or present inaccurate rating as many of the behaviours indicated in the scale are not present or as visible with ALN children. The scale requires practitioners to be reactive and adaptive to planning, which can be daunting when first using, this can be due to staff having no  confidence or training to use the scale and implement the outcomes positively Learning Journals uncategorized. 
Bandura 1925 Bates 2019 role modelling theory scaffolds the Leuven scale of assessment , as he believed his process of observation , assess appropriateness to initiate behaviour connects the outcomes to provide the right physical and emotional learning environment to nurture the progress of the child’s wellbeing and involvement. 
Children thrive on play. It’s also perfect practice for tomorrow Frobel 1852

Mcdonald Introduction to Play (chapter one) describes play as open ended , fun with children having an innate desire to engage. The UNCRC article 31 (unicef) highlights everyone has the rights to play but how that can look is forever evolving.  Eberle (2014) constitutes there must be anticipation , surprise , pleasure , understanding , strength and poise, which can present in many forms of play, ranging from child led play to personally directed play. 
Theorists such as Vgostsky , Piaget and Frobel all have a different approach to their research of child development but all recognise that children have an innate desire to play to support their understanding of the world we live in. 
McInnes et al 2013 state when children are engaged in play higher levels of emotional wellbeing and self confidence are present as they are given the freedom to take control of themselves, recognising their limits and make mistakes in the safety of their environment. 
Observations and assessments are key for practitioners to ensure attention is being paid to children emotional needs whilst ensuring curiosity and problem-solving skills are being supported and extended Susan Issac (1948). Many of these skills are highlighted in our curriculum for Wales as guidance is when planning effective environments Hwb. 
Early years matters point out that observation are paramount to understanding childrens development as each child is individual with their own set of abilities and talents. Using parental feedback and observations conducted using a variety of approaches  such as SOGS assessments, Welcomm screening along with Leuvern screen supports an holistic approach to learning , whilst ensuring the child is always central to the plan. 
Birth to 5 Matters connect summative and formal assessments as an integral part to enhance childrens learning opportunities and developments whilst informing improvements and adaptations required to practice and provision. They can also be used to shape policies and provisions within settings and supporting changes within legislation.
Using an OAP cycle whereby observations, assessments , and planning of next steps are tools to be sure of accuracy in developing children knowledge and skills birth to 5 Matters.  Responding to the child’s interests, funds of knowledge and cultural capital, supports adults in creating enabling environments to support learning in what are the next steps in building the child’s self-confidence and esteem to progress to being curious and enabling learners.   
The curriculum for non-maintained settings (Hwb) highlights using the OAP cycle  essential for holistic and meaningful learning for all children start with adult whom are interested and observant to their needs, understanding how and why children may engage supports  providing authentic and engaging experiences in effective, exciting environments. This curriculum ensures that the mandatory elements of Curriculum for Wales are embedded within an appropriate pedagogical framework that focuses on the needs of the developing child through five developmental pathways – belonging, communication, exploration, physical development and well-being Hwb.  
Whilst this good practice is being implement within Wales, it is important to ensure all practitioners are trained to facilitate the children’s lead and their own practice and values do not influence the flow and structure within the environment. . Howard & McInnes recognises , that practitioners whom value and understand importance of the children’s own perception of play, can reflect on current practice within the setting will be able to adapt and change the rhythm and structure to allow the children to feel valued, respected optimizing levels of emotional wellbeing and development across all domains. 
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