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Section 1

The two types of play that will be researched throughout section 1 are, messy play and heuristic play.

Messy play

What is messy play? 

Messy play in the Early Years is often used as a fun, play activity that is sometimes used as a therapeutic intervention. The reason for messy play being used in this context is its significance in supporting children with additional learning needs, emotional and behavioural problems and a way for children to freely explore their feelings and regulate their emotions. The resources used in messy play can include sand, water, paint, playdough, slime, clay and shaving foam. All of these materials stimulate a child’s senses, especially touch. Messy play gives children opportunities to learn through the chaos of their own creative experiment. (Gascoyne, 2017). 

What areas does messy play help to develop? 

Research suggests that children who are given opportunities to explore their senses are more likely to develop physical and cognitive skills quicker than those children who do not get these opportunities. When visual and fine and gross motor skills are developed in the Early Years, they can be used to increase maths and language skills. Messy play supports superior learning by allowing children to make patterns, pour sand or water, manipulate slime and shape playdough. All of these types of activity build on cognitive development and children’s autonomy. (Early Childhood National Centres, no date). 

How can the adult enable messy play? 

Every child has the right to play. Learning happens through play, however this is only possible if the adult supports the child’s play activities. They should allow space, time and interaction. (The British psychological society, 2019)

Adults can facilitate messy play by engaging with the children during the activity. They should encourage children to discover and explore. Messy play should be supported by the adult but led by the child’s own choices and ideas. Adults should help where needed but not take over. Messy play can be enabled by stimulating resources being provided, making sure there are indoor and outdoor areas to discover and valuing the child’s interests. (North Yorkshire County Council, 2017). 




How does messy play support holistic development? 

Holistic development means developing as a whole, socially, emotionally, physically, intellectually and spiritually. Developing holistically means developing motor skills, communication, emotional understanding, creativity and awareness of the world around them. (Empowered Parents, 2023). 

During the 1700’s Froebel discovered the educational benefits of play. From this, the importance of cognitive and holistic development has been brought into learning through play. Research shows that children learn best when engaged in interrupted play. This implies that when children are engaged in messy play, they are developing by playing. (Lunga et al., 2022) 

Messy Play supports holistic development by exploring communication, creativity and expression. The materials used are stimulating for children and helps them to develop confidence and concentration and control. During messy play, children are allowed to explore using their senses to develop everything as a whole. Also known as holistic development. (Ministry of Education, 2023). 

Heuristic Play 

What is heuristic play 

Heuristic play is when a group of children are in a controlled environment with a variety of objects including real life items and they play without adult intervention for a period of time. (Community Playthings, 2012). 

What areas does heuristic play develop?

The opportunity to play with real life objects strengthens hand-eye co-ordination, cognitive development and fine muscle control. (Community Playthings, 2012). Research from (Auld, 2002, p.36) suggests that through heuristic play, a child can develop the skill of decision making and are gaining opportunities to determine their own actions. 

How can the adult enable heuristic play? 

For heuristic play to take place, the adult needs to provide a large space with materials that can be rolled, stacked, slotted into spaces and objects that can be wrapped and manoeuvred. This will all assist in promoting cognitive and physical development. (Rainbow Nursery, 2017). 
The author of Heuristic Play, (2013), suggests that when children are in a heuristic play setting that the adult should sit back and observe them. This allows the child to play freely and the adult to see the interests of each individual. 

How does heuristic play support holistic development?

The materials used in heuristic play are not the same as those that are found in a free-flow environment. The real-life objects and activities such as, treasure baskets are all stimulating resources that develop the child and their skills as a whole. This is also known as holistic development.  
(Oxhill Nursery, no date)

Section 2 

Why is it important for children to choose their own play? 

A child’s perspective on play is generally that anything they are allowed to choose, direct themselves or express themselves freely, is play. Anything that is led by an adult, such as a teacher, is associated with learning and children no longer see this as an element of play. (Broadhead et al., 2010). 

There are so many benefits to a child’s development and learning when they are allowed to play freely. Research from, European Early Childhood Education Research Journal, (Lai et al., 2018) shows us that play and learning through play encourages children to engage and promotes cognitive development. Creativity is a large part of play and during this research, it was found that creativity assists children in problem solving. Whether they find themselves problem solving during free play or at a time of learning, it is a vital skill for children to develop as this also encourages communication and creates opportunities for children to be in a language rich environment. 

One of the most important statements to consider when looking at the importance of children choosing their own play is, “Play is at the core of the development of the child.” (Unicef, 2022). There are many outcomes of play that shows how important it is for children to choose their own activity. The simple task that children may choose of singing or reciting is an activity that develops memory and language. If children choose to throw and catch as a part of play, they are developing gross-motor and hand-eye coordination skills. (Unicef, 2022). 

When children have the opportunity to free play, it is usually within a controlled, safe, environment. This however does not take away the importance of children’s choice. (Wood, 2013). 

Froebelian practitioners introduce learning as play. Froebel believed that play encouraged maths, literacy and communication skills. All of which are developed when children are allowed to express themselves and learn through play. The importance of child-led play is conveyed in the Froebelian approach and can be seen in the positive outcomes with children’s development and children’s engagement in their learning. This research from Froebel shows how important it is for children to be able to choose their own play. (Hoskins and Smedley, 2018). 

Moyles, (2010) says that play underpins children’s development and learning. When a child develops a friendship, they begin to play and communicate with their friends. Through play, they begin to understand relationships and personalities within these friendships. The importance of children leading their own play is expressed within, ‘The excellence of play’ as it is said that social skills are encouraged most through play within friendships and it is important for children to have this opportunity to choose their own play and develop these skills. (Moyles, 2010, p. 216). 


The role of the adult.

There are a variety of roles for an adult to take during children’s play. The adult should facilitate and direct some types of play but should also allow children to engage in child-led activity. One of the most important aspects of having an adult engaging in play is language and communication. Language benefits a child’s development as they are learning through communication. (McInnes et al. 2013). 

The role of the adult during free play should be to ensure the children are in a safe environment and observe behaviours and interests. The play cycle can help adults to understand their role during children’s play. The cycle includes 6 stages, metaludes, play cues, return, frames, flow and annihilation. All of these steps in the play cycle lead to children being able to play freely and decide for themselves when the play will end. It is an opportunity for the play to be completely child-led and letting children choose for themselves. When adults end the free play when they were not previously involved it is called, adulteration. (King, 2020)

An adult’s role in play will also depend on the age of the child. A baby will naturally require more assistance in play as they are reliant on the adult, whereas a toddler or young child is able to be a little more independent and is developing the ability to make decisions for themselves, so the adult is not needed so much during play. Vygotsky claims that a child’s learning happens in the zone of proximal development and play with adult interaction helps to scaffold children in learning new skills to reach the highest levels of the zone of proximal development. (Pronin Fromberg and Bergen, 2006, p167). 


Section 3 

A Leuven scale is a type of observation that focuses on both a child’s wellbeing and their involvement. A child’s wellbeing is measured on a Leuven scale by observing how at ease they are, how good their mental health is and whether they are free of emotional tensions. If a child’s well-being is good, they will appear to have good self-confidence, good self-esteem and they will be resilient. In a Leuven scale, involvement is measured by observing how engaged a child is in what they are doing and how their involvement effects their learning and development. (East Sussex County Council, no date). 

Leuven scales are usually used on children that practitioners are concerned about. This is an individual child assessment which means that you are only observing one child at a time. Growing concerns for a child’s behaviour, well-being an involvement in activities would result in a Leuven scale being used as it is a helpful tool to identify how focused and a involved a child is in their setting. (Famly, 2021). 

The Leuven scale is a five point scale created by Professor Ferre Leavers. It helps to measure well-being and involvement by children being observed and scored from one to five on both sections. If a child is observed and is scored a one in either well-being or involvement it means ‘extremely low’. A score of two means ‘low’ and three is ‘moderate’. A four shows a ‘high’ level of well-being or involvement and a five displays ‘extremely high’ positive scores. Howard and McInnes (2012) explains that when children are observed and are happy with good well-being they are more likely to perceive an activity as play rather than not and therefore, they will become more involved. A Leuven scale helped them to identify this.

The benefits of the Leuven scale

One of the biggest advantages of practitioners using the Leuven scale is that it puts the child at the centre of their own learning. This observation type is focussed on a single child’s needs and when their issues surrounding well-being and involvement are investigated by using the Leuven scale, they can access the support they may need. It is a way for practitioners and parents to record a child’s engagement in their learning. (MacRae and Jones, 2023). 

The Leuven scale helps to identify the emotional intelligence of a child. When a number of Leuven scale observations have taken place for a child, they will begin to become open to activities and find themselves involved because practitioners will be aware of what arears they struggle in and offer interventions to support them emotionally. (Early Excellence Ltd, 2022) 

Another advantage of Leuven scale observations is that they identify a child’s distress, the reason for their distress and how well they are adapting to their environment. (Famly, 2021).


The limitations of the Leuven scale

A limitation to using a Leuven scale is that it is not a suitable observation type for observing children with special educational needs. Some children with additional needs may be non-verbal or struggle with emotional dysregulation which makes this type of observation difficult because the well-being and involvement of children with special educational needs is more complex than those children who do not have additional needs. The behaviours that are being observed from the Leuven scale may not be present in a child with SEND. Therefore, the results of this observation would not be accurate and would not help to support these children in the right way. (Emotionally Healthy Schools, 2019).

It can be difficult to go into deeper detail within a Leuven scale observation as when practitioners use this method it is a quick, short observation that is repeated several times. The Leuven scale is not designed to observe a child for a long period of time. Because of this, crucial behaviours may be missed as they may not display these behaviours during the short period of time they are being observed. (MacRae and Jones, 2023). 

How does the Leuven scale support practitioners to support a child’s learning and development? 

This observation type encourages practitioners to adapt and respond to a child’s needs. It highlights the positive impact that adult interaction has on a child’s well-being. Professor Ferre Laevers believes that when a child has had interactions from an adult, better well-being and involvement is achieved and children become deeper learners. (Northumberland Early Years, 2017). 


Section 4 

Whilst at play children display an array of behaviours and emotions. They can be full of excitement and talkative to peers. On the other hand, they can seem reserved and low in mood. It is important that when observing children, it is in an environment where they are comfortable and in control. This way, the observation will be more accurate as the emotions children display during play are their true characteristics. Children’s personalities show the most during play. You are able to discover their interests, how they engage and interact and assess their development. (Forman and Hall, 2005). 

Observations work best and are most accurate when children are leading their own activity and the adult who is observing sits back and watches and listens. The adult should not make the child feel as if their routine is different, everything should be kept as normal as possible so you are able to observe their natural behaviours. Closely examining a child’s facial expressions, tone of voice, body language and interactions whilst at play will give the adult observing a true representation of the child. (LD online, 2023). 

For most children, engaging in play is where they prefer to spend most of their time. Observing a child in a formal setting where they are being made to do a task and are guided by an adult will have very different by an adult will have very different and potentially inaccurate outcomes rather than observing honest behaviours at play. Children during play naturally give you an opportunity to watch and document their progress in terms of development. Howards and McInnes (2013, p103) explains that through extensive research, it has been proven that play enhances holistic development. Therefore, observing children through play will give practitioners the most detail about the child they are observing. 

One theorist who found the importance of self-directed activity and observation was Montessori. After various experiments, Montessori saw the positive effects that hands on learning and learning through play had on children’s development and came to the conclusion that play was massively influential to healthy development. Where a child has choice and directs their own play, they are truer to themselves whereas in formal settings they are less likely to have that freedom to express themselves. (How important are the Montessori materials, no date). 
Sometimes, rewards can be given to create motivation for children to engage in activities that they may not want to do or activities that they may not have chosen themselves. Intrinsic motivation is when someone participates in an activity for their own enjoyment. Much like when a child is eager to take part in play in a free environment. Extrinsic motivation can be used for observations to be carried out if the child must take part in activity that is not self-directed or their own choice. Extrinsic motivation is motivation to complete a task to meet a goal, receive praise or to be rewarded. Children may be more willing to do the activity that is set for an observation if they will receive a reward at the end of it. (Wilson, no date). 
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