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Section 1. The importance of a variety of play types including self-directed play and the significance of holistic play. 
The importance of play is recognised as an effective way for infants and young children to become engaged in learning and discovery. Children subconsciously use play to explore and develop their understanding of the environment. Freud and Klein’s studies found that play enables children to process their emotions and develop social understanding by acting out experiences using role play and symbolic play (Freud Museum London, 2017). Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development and Bruner’s spiral curriculum are similar because they recognise play as a tool, enabling children to develop physical and cognitive skills through movement, discovery and relationships (Tassoni, Bullman and Beith, 2008). Given the right resources, a child’s play will set them on a journey of learning and growth (Buchan, 2013). Play is a voluntary act and should be enjoyable. As defined in the Rationale for a National Play Policy for Wales (2002) by the play-work profession, play must be “freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated (Play Education, 1982).”    
Play is not always understood for its essential role in child development (May, 2013). The Foundation Phase in Wales is based on the principles of children learning through play and having an active role in their education. “It encourages children to be creative, imaginative and to have fun and places the child at the centre of their learning” (Welsh Government, 2018). If the Foundation Phase Curriculum is play based, then what is the difference between the classroom and the playground? From the child’s perspective it is the absence of the teacher (Ivrendi, 2020) where children have time for self-directed play, they can make their own choices. In the classroom the choices may be limited to the teachers plan. This is recognised in the study by Mcinnes et al. (2013) that found if activities are not freely chosen then the child does not perceive them as play.
Froebel was the pioneer of understanding the importance of play in education, his philosophy put free play, or self-directed play as the highest form of learning in young children. This philosophy is backed up by the practices of McMillan, Isaacs and Steiner (Bruce, 2011). Welsh government have recognised the significance of play by establishing Play Wales (2002), incorporating Article 31 of the UNCRC, The Right to Play (UNICEF, 2019). This embeds children’s rights into the curriculum, to be able to play freely to boost self-esteem and improve well-being.
The Self Determination theories of Deci and Ryan (Wilson, no date) show that humans have three central psychological needs: relatedness, effectance and autonomy. Therefore, children need to know they are valued, capable and free. If these needs are not met, then this may be detrimental to development by impeding motivation. Deci and Ryan’s Cognitive Evaluation Theory (Wilson, no date) looks at intrinsic motivation. The theory shows that positive support, coupled with internal control over behaviour increases intrinsic motivation. Self-directed play is successful in enabling supportive environments where freedom of choice gives autonomy to the child who then perceives himself at play (McInnes et al., 2013).
Sensory play is an example of how specific play types can cover various aspects of development, therefore being holistic. Sensory play is crucial for babies and young children because it strengthens brain neurons by stimulating all of the senses (Greer, 2020). In Piaget’s 3 Stages of play, sensory play is within the Practice play stage (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). During this stage between the ages of birth and 2 years a baby will begin to develop fine motor skills. Encouraged by natural curiosity and stimulation of the senses, this will happen by touching and picking up objects, tasting them and feeling them. Goldschmied’s treasure baskets nurture this heuristic type of play in babies and young children (Tassoni, Bulman and Beith, 2008). Cognitive development blossoms and sensorimotor skills form. Sensory play also aids vestibular and proprioceptive senses, vital growth to ensure development of spatial awareness, balance and movement skills (MacIntyre and McVity (2004). As strength and movement skills grow, the ability to move freely enables further exploration. This supports the stance of Goldschmied in that sensory experiences support self-led holistic development (Bruce, 2001) 
Welsh Government has provided extra funding to increase adult to learner ratios to ensure quality and effectiveness of delivery of the Foundation Phase Curriculum (Welsh Government, 2018). Vygotsky recognised that adults are critical for providing support to enable rich play experiences (Nilsson and Ferholt, 2014).  Indeed Bruce (2011) suggests that children depend on the people around them, to ‘trigger’ development through play. The heuristic sensory play of Goldschmied would not be possible without the adult supplying the resources, in the same way that Pikler recognised the adult provides sensory experiences when meeting basic needs and providing intimate care (Weber, 2010). The role of the adult as playworker is to understand the Play Cycle, to recognise and respond to cues, and to know when to assist, intervene or not interrupt at all (Sturrock and Else, 1998).  They must provide a wide range of inclusive play opportunities to support holistic development and promote positive behaviour (Learning Through Landscapes, 2013). 

Section 2. Why exposing young children to risk is beneficial to their development. 
Understanding the definitions of risk and risky play is important in the planning of curriculums and resources to enable all children to develop skills such as confidence and competence. To take a risk is to take a chance. Risky play gives children the ability to discover outcomes for themselves, and, as recognised by Piaget, children actively learn through trial and error, assimilating and accommodating new information at their own pace (May, 2013). In risky play the outcomes are more extreme, there may be a risk of success or failure, joy or disappointment, safety or injury. Risky play is also as much about emotional and social risk as it is about physical risk. The social aspect of developing friendships can put children at risk of acceptance or rejection and the emotions that these experiences evoke (Buchan, 2013). 
The benefits of risky play are vital to the full development of children. Positive outcomes will be acquiring skills such as problem solving, resilience, understanding personal limitations along with improved physical and emotional capability (Play Wales, 2016). The Foundation Phase Wales incorporates risk taking into the curriculum, allowing for experiential and active learning (Welsh Government, 2015). New Zealand’s Te-Whariki curriculum provides children with experiences of uncertainty and surprise in order for them to develop coping mechanisms (Ministry of Education, 1996). Another benefit of risky play is that it lends itself to the outdoors and physical play, exposing children to nature and the elements, giving them fresh air and sunshine, space and freedom to move (Bilton, 2010). 
Risky play is important because it helps to improve well-being. The sense of accomplishment and achievement that comes with a successful risk-take, increases confidence and self-esteem, creating a positive cycle of growth. Donaldson’s report on the Welsh Curriculum found that children want to be more actively involved in their learning, with an increased focus on subjects promoting life skills and personal confidence (Donaldson, 2015). This ties in with the concept that these skills must be nurtured during the early years, “understanding and advocating for the value of free movement and calculated risk taking” (Ouvry and Furtado, 2019). In line with Vygotsky’s scaffolding theory, children also learn from their peers, observing others achieving can encourage imitation and self-belief (Pacey, 2020). Welsh Government recognise the importance of outdoor play in child development, The Play Sufficiency Toolkit sets out to remove social and physical barriers and encourage children outside, giving local authorities guidance on creating play areas and suitable environments for children to explore (Welsh Government, 2019).
Risky play helps children to gain skills that will carry them through life. Characteristics of resourcefulness, resilience, independence and confidence all stem from this type of play. (Knight, 2011). The outdoor environment which lends itself to risky play helps physical skills develop such as strength, agility, coordination and dexterity. Physical control helps with mind control and the two work together. Indeed, the instinct to move encourages the flow of oxygen to the brain supporting neural function (Ouvry and Furtado, 2019). Myelination, the development of neuron efficiency, helps to achieve improved vestibular, proprioceptive, kinaesthesia senses. This helps children to have good balance, coordination and perspective (Archer and Siraj, 2015).
These developmental gains are seen in the positive outcomes from the Scandinavian framework of Udeskole, meaning, Outdoor School. At least once a fortnight lessons are held outside. Exploration of the local areal, helps develop links with the environment and community. The outings increase physical activity, improve wellbeing and reduces stress levels. Because of these factors the children have a better engagement with their learning (Bensten, 2013). In early years settings an increased variety of sensory experiences gained from being outside will also help brain development. As will the increased physical challenges of a natural, unpredictable environment supporting learning to deal with challenging situations, leading to greater thought processes and learning consequences (Waite, 2011).
When caring for and educating children the practitioner must take on many roles. It is important to provide appropriate environments that challenge through risk but are not harmful. Indeed, the Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009) states that the aims are to “promote discovery and independence”, providing environments that enable risky play but are not hazardous. The National Minimum Standards (2016) in Wales, requires that equipment must be safe and appropriate, and precautions must be in place to ensure minimal hazards and adequate supervision. Each year there are 40000 injuries sustained from accidents in playgrounds that result in hospital visits, so it is important to be as safe as necessary but not to be as safe as possible, children need to practice skills and push their capabilities (RoSPA, 2019). It is important to create outdoor spaces and experiences that are well thought out, have relevance and are inclusive to all. Children are more invested in their learning when they are involved in the planning. The practitioner must be observant and flexible too (Rodger, 2016). The New Curriculum for Wales promotes a more holistic approach to learning and outcomes. The Four Purposes at the core encompass the skills that come from risky play: ambition, capability, healthiness, confidence and it encourages learners to be active participants (Hwb, 2020).    

3. In depth discussion and understanding of the Leuven Scale observation method for young children. 
The Leuven Scale is a method of observing and measuring a child’s well-being and involvement. It was devised by Ferre Laever and is based on the principles that children’s depth of engagement in activities is directly linked to their level of contentment (Buchan, 2013).  There are two scales to refer to in this method of observation, the well-being scale and the involvement scale. The Leuven scale is a process orientated monitoring system, measuring over time, how the child is feeling and engaging with their environment. This is in contrast to a product orientated system that measures achievement or stages of development. It helps to determine which children might need more help or attention (Laevers and Declercq,2018*****). 
When carrying out this kind of observation it is important to understand the principles and how to apply them. Regular observations must be done to create an accurate picture. The Leuven scale observation is mainly for children, who may be struggling or displaying extreme behaviour (Allingham blog, 2018*****). There are five levels on both scales ranging from Extremely Low to Extremely High. The low end of the scale registers children who are passive, lacking in energy, unhappy, tense and anxious. However, they may lash out or display erratic behaviour. At the high end of the scale a child will been joying themselves, having fun and engaging with others. They will be focused and engaged in their activity with enthusiasm and positive energy (Laevers and Heylen, (2003). 
The Leuven scale is a powerful observation tool that focuses on improving the well-being of the child, which in turn improves their involvement and learning. It fits in with current practice and new curriculums focusing on child led learning and self-directed play (Hwb,2020***). It is favourably comparable with the flow, absorption and engagement theories of Csikszentmihalyi and Noddings (Roberts, 2010****). Practitioners will be able to spot children who are not thriving in the setting and from observations discover why. When carrying out these observations the practitioner must note when and why any positive indicators are lacking in a child, they must then look for ways to take action to improve the situation, this in turn encourages reflective practice. The measure of a successful setting depends on the positive impact it has on the children. Monitoring well-being and involvement will help enhance learning and achievement (Davy, 2010*****). 
There is a danger that the Leuven scale method is not applied properly so it is essential that practitioners have proper training in its use (Nursery World, 2021, p27).  Some children use compliance as a coping method, so it might look like they are involved but in fact they are keeping themselves in check for self-preservation purposes and waiting to vent when at home (O’Connor, 2021).  A negative aspect of the Leuven scale is that it requires time, regular observations and thorough reflection as opposed to tick box achievement charts such as The Schedule of Growing Skills. In addition, the adult participation scale can be used on the practitioner to highlight different perspectives of the curriculum and teaching methods and may indicate a need for further training (MacKinder, 2017), costing time and money.
When applied correctly valuable information can be gained from this method of observation. The Leuven scale works on the holistic approach, levels of well-being will reflect on all aspects of development (Roberts, 2020*****). It can show who is thriving and who is struggling, it can also highlight which areas of the setting need adapting. Low involvement levels can be seen in children who may need extra help but also in children who are not being challenged enough. Using the assessment part of the tool will enable positive reflective practice and improved enabling environments. These aspects have been listed by the Research centre for Experiential Education into ten action points on how to make positive improvements, such as rearranging the classroom, introducing new resources, improving relationships and identifying and working out interventions for children with emotional difficulties (Family Blog,2018*****).
The Leuven scale does not show what a child can do or what they have achieved. It does not indicate expected levels at age and stage of development in specific areas. This method of observation is primarily about personal, social and emotional development which is crucial in the early years (Laevers, 2017 youtube*****)
Leuven Scale observations support learning and development by promoting the concept of improving experiences for each child and recognising the importance of relationships and the adult in the nurturing role. Vygotsky and Reggio Emilia acknowledge that relationships are key aspects in a child’s learning journey (Roberts, 2010) and Montessori’s method of creating nurturing and prepared environments ties in with Laevers ideal of involvement leading to deeper learning (McCarthy, nd, youtube). 

4. The role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and how it affects the child’s engagement and the accuracy of the observation. 
When studying and analysing children’s behaviour through the ages, scientists and psychologists have tended to observe children at play to test and develop their theories. Melanie Klein provided children with toys to play with and her studies revealed that children use play to act out scenarios and externalise ‘inner conflicts’. Winnicott’s theories came from his recognition that children play in order to develop a sense of themselves in relation to their surroundings (Sway video on play). 
Play Wales (2018), definition of play recognises how children must have autonomy when at play in order to fully benefit from the activity. Wales became the first country to legislate for children’s right to play in line with the UNCRC within the National Action Plan on Children’s Rights 2010 (WG)*****, incorporating learning through play into the foundation phase curriculum for early years education. The importance of play is widely recognised and incorporated in many curriculums around the world including Te-Whariki in New Zealand and High scope in the U.S.A. 
Because of these theories and their widespread application in education it is generally considered that observing and making assessments of children while they are emersed in play gives a truer reflection of their development and knowledge (Smidt, 2005). When watching a child at play one can get to know the child’s capabilities, strengths and areas for support. As MacBlain (2014) points out, Dewey’s theory that every experience a child has will influence their future experiences, each one being as unique as the next. This can be applied to their engagement in play, with each cycle bringing about a different adventure and interpretation.
The ability to assess each child’s personal strategies and reactions is very important because observations are primarily carried out in order to inform planning within the setting and meet developing needs (Tassoni, Bulman and Beith, 2008). There must be a conducive and positive atmosphere in the setting, where children feel comfortable and at ease. As outlined in the Reggio Emilia Approach, practitioners need to be knowledgeable of the theories of play and learning in order to facilitate this and recognise the importance of their own role and attitudes on the effect of the child’s experience. Furthermore, it is equally important that practitioners understand the requirements of effective observations. There are many types of observations but crucially one must know why they are being done, what is being looked for and how the interpretation of it will benefit the child (Bruce, 2011). 
An equally important aspect of an observation carried out during play is the child’s perception of what they are doing. In the eyes of the child an adult led activity is by its very definition is not true play. The Howard and McInnes study on children’s perception of play looked into how children differentiate between play and non-play activities in terms of adult involvement. Detailed analysis of the study showed that children had deeper levels of involvement in the activity when the perceived themselves at play, significantly when the adults were not involved. The conclusions that were drawn from this study were that children engage better when the are truly at play and also that adults need to adapt their roles so that they become active participants and enablers as opposed to intruders (Howard and McInnes, 2013). According to Martin (2017), Donaldson and Malaguzzi were pioneers in highlighting the need for the practitioner to recognise their important role in enabling language and cognitive development through personal relationships and sustained shared thinking. Donaldson placed the child’s thought processes and interests at the heart of the learning process and Malaguzzi similarly believed in observing and recording a child’s interest and activities in order to develop their learning journey. 
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