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In early childhood, typically from birth to five years, play is widely recognised as a central mechanism for learning and development. The four stages of play most referenced in early years education are derived from the work of Mildred Parten (1932), who examined children’s social participation in play. These stages describe progression from solitary play, where a child plays independently, to parallel play, where children play alongside one another without direct interaction. Development then moves to associative play, characterised by shared materials and conversation without organised goals, and finally to cooperative play, in which children collaborate with defined roles and shared purposes. Although developmental progression is suggested, children may move fluidly between stages depending on context and confidence. (Smith and Connolly, 2018) 
A holistic approach to early years education assumes that cognitive, social, emotional, physical and creative domains are interconnected rather than discrete (Welsh Government, 2023). However, despite policy endorsement of play-based learning, tensions remain between holistic principles and increasing pressures for measurable academic attainment. Holistic play challenges narrowly defined outcomes by positioning development as multidimensional. Through exploratory activities such as puzzles, pretend play and games, children construct understanding within meaningful contexts rather than through formalised instruction (Sitorus, Siregar and Sari, 2025).
Outdoor play represents a powerful expression of holistic learning because it simultaneously supports physical, cognitive and social development. Activities such as climbing, balancing and running enhance gross motor competence, coordination and spatial awareness. Beyond physical development, outdoor environments provide rich sensory experiences that stimulate curiosity and inquiry. Natural materials including sand, water and plants encourage experimentation, prediction and observation, supporting early scientific thinking. From a constructivist perspective, Piaget (1952) suggests that children develop knowledge through active engagement with their environment. Outdoor contexts therefore provide authentic opportunities for experiential learning. However, development within these spaces is not solely individual. Vygotsky (1978) emphasises that social interaction mediates learning, highlighting how collaborative exploration extends understanding. Group activities such as den building or cooperative games require negotiation, shared planning and communication, reinforcing social competence alongside cognitive growth. 
A distinctive feature of outdoor play is the presence of managed risk. Research indicates that engagement in risky play contributes positively to resilience, confidence and self-regulation (Brussoni et al., 2015). When children assess challenges and make decisions within safe boundaries, they develop independence and emotional regulation. Nevertheless, contemporary risk-averse cultures may restrict these experiences, potentially limiting opportunities for developing autonomy. While safeguarding remains essential, overly controlled environments may reduce children’s ability to evaluate and respond to real-life challenges. Effective outdoor provision therefore requires practitioners to balance safety with developmental challenge, demonstrating informed professional judgement.
Creative play similarly supports holistic development through symbolic and expressive exploration. Activities such as painting, music, storytelling and dramatic play allow children to represent experiences, experiment with ideas and explore identity. Bodrova and Leong (2007) argue that mature dramatic play strengthens executive functioning and self-regulation, as children must plan scenarios, sustain roles and adhere to shared rules. This highlights that imaginative play is cognitively demanding rather than purely recreational. Whitebread et al. (2012) further emphasise the relationship between play and intrinsic motivation, suggesting that self-directed engagement fosters persistence and independence.
Creative play also enhances language development through dialogue, narrative construction and role negotiation. As children articulate thoughts and respond to peers, vocabulary expands and communicative competence strengthens. Zosh et al. (2017) propose that guided playful learning enhances conceptual understanding when adults intentionally extend children’s ideas. This aligns with Bruner’s (1966) concept of scaffolding, which positions adults as facilitators who support learning within meaningful contexts.
However, critical reflection is required to ensure that creative activities remain process-oriented rather than outcome-driven. In some settings, creative tasks may become adult-directed or product-focused, limiting opportunities for experimentation and divergent thinking. Froebel (1887) positioned play as the foundation of early education, advocating environments that nurture imagination and self-expression. Contemporary practice must therefore safeguard creativity as an exploratory process rather than reducing it to evidence of attainment.
In practice, the effectiveness of outdoor and creative play depends upon enabling environments, intentional planning and skilled adult interaction. Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2015) suggest that high-quality provision requires practitioners to observe carefully, intervene sensitively and design environments that promote curiosity while sustaining developmental progression. By balancing autonomy with structured guidance, early years settings can ensure that holistic play genuinely supports comprehensive development.
Overall, outdoor and creative play exemplify the principles of holistic education. When implemented critically and reflectively, they foster resilience, confidence, intrinsic motivation and cognitive growth, establishing strong foundations for lifelong learning.
These principles strongly align with the Curriculum for Wales, which positions play as a fundamental vehicle for learning across the early years. Outdoor and creative play directly support the Four Purposes, which aim to develop children as ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2022).


Self-directed play, often referred to as child-initiated or child-led play, describes play that is independently chosen, organised and sustained by children according to their own interests and motivations. Contemporary research emphasises that children learn most effectively when they are actively engaged and intrinsically motivated (Zosh et al., 2017). Whitebread et al. (2017) argue that self-directed play enhances persistence and supports executive functioning. Barker et al. (2018) further suggest that less structured time predicts stronger self-regulation and cognitive flexibility.
Although self-directed play is child-initiated, adult support remains essential. Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2015) emphasise that playful learning is most effective when autonomy is combined with guided interaction. Adults can support self-directed play through sustained shared thinking and open-ended questioning. Additionally, practitioners must ensure access to appropriate levels of challenge, including managed risk (Brussoni et al., 2015). Self-directed play, often referred to as child-initiated or child-led play, describes play that is independently chosen, organised and sustained by children according to their own interests and motivations. Within this approach, children determine the direction, content and duration of their activities, while adults adopt a facilitative rather than directive role. Contemporary research emphasises that children learn most effectively when they are actively engaged and intrinsically motivated (Zosh et al., 2017). Rather than viewing children as passive recipients of knowledge, self-directed play positions them as capable learners who construct understanding through exploration, experimentation and social interaction. The importance of self-directed play is strongly supported within recent literature on playful learning. ( Zosh et al., 2017) argue that learning through play enhances deeper conceptual understanding when children are given autonomy alongside subtle adult guidance. Autonomy enables children to pursue personal interests, which increases engagement, persistence and enjoyment. This intrinsic motivation is central to sustaining attention and promoting positive learning dispositions (Whitebread et al., 2017). When children direct their own play, they are more likely to remain engaged for extended periods, thereby strengthening concentration and problem-solving skills. Self-directed play also plays a critical role in developing self-regulation and executive functioning. During child-led activities, children plan actions, monitor progress, negotiate roles and adjust behaviour in response to challenges. Such processes support the development of working memory, cognitive flexibility and emotional regulation (Barker et al., 2018). These skills are widely recognised as strong predictors of later academic achievement and social competence. For example, when children collaboratively construct a pretend scenario, they must follow shared rules, inhibit impulses and sustain roles over time. This demonstrates that self-directed play is cognitively demanding rather than merely recreational. Furthermore, self-directed play promotes language and social development. As children engage in imaginative or collaborative activities, they negotiate meaning, exchange ideas and resolve conflicts. Social dialogue within play contexts enhances vocabulary, narrative skills and communicative competence (Zosh et al., 2017). Play also provides a safe space for emotional expression, enabling children to explore feelings and rehearse social situations. Research suggests that child-led play contributes positively to well-being, resilience and confidence, as children experience a sense of agency and accomplishment (Barker et al., 2018). Although self-directed play is child-initiated, adult support remains essential. The role of the practitioner is to create enabling environments rich in open-ended materials and sufficient time for sustained engagement. Resources such as loose parts, natural materials, creative tools and role-play props encourage exploration and imaginative thinking. (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2015) emphasise that playful learning is most effective when autonomy is combined with guided interaction. Adults can support self-directed play through sustained shared thinking, open-ended questioning and modelling language without dominating the activity. For example, rather than directing a child how to complete a task, a practitioner might ask, “What do you think will happen if…?” Such prompts extend thinking while preserving ownership of learning. Additionally, adults must ensure that children have access to appropriate levels of challenge, including opportunities for managed risk. Experiences such as climbing, balancing or constructing complex structures promote resilience and decision-making skills when carefully supported (Brussoni et al., 2015). The adult’s role therefore requires professional judgement: knowing when to step back to preserve autonomy and when to intervene to extend learning or ensure safety. Despite strong evidence supporting self-directed play, contemporary educational contexts may limit opportunities for child-led exploration due to increasing curricular demands and accountability measures. There is a risk that structured, adult-led tasks reduce time for autonomous play. However, research indicates that self-directed play develops foundational competencies such as self-regulation, creativity and intrinsic motivation that underpin later academic success (Whitebread et al., 2017). Therefore, rather than viewing self-directed play as separate from learning outcomes, it should be recognised as integral to achieving them. 
 In conclusion, self-directed play is a vital component of early childhood education because it promotes holistic development through autonomy, exploration and social interaction. Supported by contemporary research, it enhances cognitive flexibility, language development, emotional resilience and intrinsic motivation, Adulterated play refers to the negative impact of adult intervention where play becomes adult led and overly structured and controlled, rather than spontaneous. This interference diminishes the value of play as a development tool. However, skilled adult facilitation ensures that environments are enabling and learning is extended through sensitive guidance. When implemented thoughtfully, self-directed play provides a strong foundation for lifelong learning and well-being.
 (Bruce, 2011)


Observation is a systematic and purposeful process of watching, listening to and documenting children’s behaviour, interactions and learning in order to understand development and inform pedagogical decision-making. Within early childhood education, observation extends beyond simple recording; it functions as a reflective assessment tool used to evaluate progress, identify individual needs and plan responsive, developmentally appropriate experiences. Contemporary policy frameworks emphasise that early years assessment should be formative, continuous and embedded within everyday practice rather than reliant upon formal testing procedures (Department for Education, 2023; Education Endowment Foundation, 2021). Through observation, practitioners gain insight into children’s interests, strengths and areas requiring support, thereby promoting inclusive, child-centred provision. 
The Leuven Scale of Well-being and Involvement, developed by Laevers, represents an approach to observation that prioritises the quality of children’s experiences over the measurement of discrete academic outcomes. The scale evaluates two key indicators: well-being, defined as the degree to which a child feels secure, comfortable and confident, and involvement, which refers to the intensity of engagement, concentration and persistence during activities (Laevers, 2015). High levels of involvement are associated with deep-level learning, intrinsic motivation and sustained cognitive engagement. Research suggests that children who demonstrate consistent involvement are more likely to develop higher-order thinking skills and self-regulatory capacities (Whitebread et al., 2017). Consequently, the Leuven approach aligns closely with play-based and holistic pedagogies that position emotional security and engagement as foundational to development. In practice, the Leuven Scale involves structured observation using five-point rating scales for both well-being and involvement. Practitioners observe behavioural indicators such as facial expression, posture, creativity, energy and persistence before assigning a score reflecting the depth of engagement (Laevers, 2015). Importantly, low scores are interpreted not as deficits within the child, but as signals that the learning environment or adult interaction may require adaptation. For example, if a child demonstrates low involvement during a group activity, practitioners may reconsider the appropriateness of the level of challenge or the relevance of the activity to the child’s interests. This strengths-based perspective encourages reflective practice and continuous quality improvement within early years settings (OECD, 2020). However, while the Leuven Observation Technique contributes meaningfully to understanding children’s experiences, it does not assess specific developmental milestones or academic attainment. The model focuses exclusively on emotional well-being and involvement, rather than directly measuring language acquisition, motor development or cognitive progression. As such, it does not provide a fully comprehensive or holistic assessment across all developmental domains. Instead, it may be described as holistic in principle but focused in measurement. The underlying assumption is that optimal development occurs when well-being and involvement are high; therefore, these indicators are viewed as prerequisites for broader learning outcomes (Laevers, 2015). Nevertheless, without supplementary developmental assessment tools, practitioners may lack detailed information regarding specific areas of progress or delay. A notable strength of the Leuven approach lies in its emphasis on emotional security as a prerequisite for learning. By recognising that children cannot engage meaningfully without feeling safe and valued, the scale foregrounds the socio-emotional dimension of early development. Additionally, the involvement scale shifts assessment away from surface-level task completion towards the quality and depth of engagement. This aligns with contemporary understandings of effective early years pedagogy, which prioritise active learning and sustained shared thinking (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021). Furthermore, the accessible five-point rating system makes the tool manageable within busy early years contexts. Despite these strengths, limitations must be acknowledged. Scoring relies heavily on practitioner judgement, which introduces subjectivity and potential bias. Without adequate training and moderation, inter-observer reliability may be compromised. Observations also represent a snapshot in time; a child’s mood, fatigue or external circumstances may influence scores, limiting their representativeness. Cultural differences in the expression of emotion and engagement may further complicate interpretation. Moreover, reducing complex emotional and cognitive experiences to numerical ratings risks oversimplifying nuanced behaviours and contextual influences. Overall, the Leuven Observation Technique should be understood as a tool for evaluating the quality of learning experiences rather than measuring developmental attainment. It contributes significantly to holistic understanding by foregrounding emotional well-being and involvement as central to learning. However, it does not independently provide a comprehensive profile of the child. For a truly holistic assessment, the Leuven Scale should be integrated with developmental frameworks and milestone-based tools, ensuring that both the quality of experience and the progression of skills are considered in early years practice. 


Play is widely recognised as the primary context through which young children learn and demonstrate their understanding of the world. In early childhood education, observation serves as a systematic and intentional process of watching, listening to and documenting children’s behaviour in order to assess development and inform pedagogical planning. Observing children within play contexts provides practitioners with authentic insight into cognitive, social, emotional and physical competencies. Unlike formal adult-directed tasks, play enables children to express skills spontaneously, offering a more accurate reflection of their independent capabilities. Furthermore, the importance of play is reinforced by Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which recognises play as a fundamental right essential to children’s well-being and development (United Nations, 1989). Consequently, observing children during play is not only pedagogically appropriate but also aligned with children’s rights frameworks. Research consistently demonstrates that play supports holistic development. Through imaginative, constructive and physical play, children engage in problem-solving, negotiate social roles, develop language and regulate emotions. Observing children within these naturally occurring contexts allows practitioners to see the integration of multiple developmental domains simultaneously. For instance, during role play a child may demonstrate advanced vocabulary, collaborative skills and emotional understanding, illustrating the interconnected nature of learning. (Howard and McInnes, 2013) argue that play should be understood as a medium for meaningful learning rather than as an activity separate from educational progress. Their research highlights that high-quality play environments promote sustained shared thinking and cognitive challenge, reinforcing the educational value of play-based observation. Observing children in play can provide an accurate reflection of developmental progress because children are more likely to demonstrate emerging competencies in self-directed and intrinsically motivated contexts. (Whitebread et al. 2017) suggest that self-directed play fosters executive functioning skills such as planning, cognitive flexibility and persistence. These complex processes may not be readily observable in structured assessments but become evident when children engage deeply in imaginative or problem-based play. Therefore, play-based observation offers a richer and more nuanced understanding of children’s abilities compared to narrow outcome-focused assessment methods. However, while play provides valuable insight, it does not automatically guarantee comprehensive assessment. Some children may not demonstrate certain competencies during free play due to temperament, cultural expectations or limited prior experiences. Additionally, without intentional and systematic observation, practitioners may overlook subtle developmental indicators. ( Howard and McInnes, 2013) caution that simply providing play opportunities is insufficient; the quality of adult interaction and environmental design significantly influences learning outcomes. This highlights the need for skilled adult facilitation to ensure that observation within play contexts captures meaningful developmental information. Adults play a critical role in supporting both play and accurate assessment. An enabling environment is established through the provision of open-ended resources, accessible materials and flexible spaces that promote exploration and autonomy. Practitioners should organise areas to encourage collaboration, sustained engagement and managed risk, while ensuring emotional security and inclusivity. Careful observation informs adaptations, ensuring that the environment reflects children’s interests and supports holistic development. Being rich in open-ended materials encourages children to demonstrate creativity, reasoning and collaboration. Resources such as loose parts, construction materials and role-play props provide opportunities for sustained engagement. Furthermore, adults can enhance learning through sustained shared thinking, using open-ended questioning and responsive dialogue to extend children’s ideas. (Zosh et al. 2017) emphasise that guided playful learning, which combines child autonomy with sensitive adult support, leads to deeper conceptual understanding. This approach aligns with (Howard and McInnes, 2013) assertion that adult involvement should enhance rather than dominate play experiences. Despite the strengths of play-based observation, practitioners must acknowledge limitations. Observations represent a snapshot in time and may be influenced by external factors such as mood or fatigue. Cultural differences in communication styles and emotional expression may also affect interpretation. Therefore, play-based assessment should be repeated over time and considered alongside developmental frameworks to ensure reliability and inclusivity. The UNCRC further reinforces the importance of recognising children as active participants in their learning, underscoring the ethical responsibility to interpret observations sensitively and respectfully (United Nations, 1989). 
In conclusion, play is central to observing and assessing young children because it provides an authentic and holistic context in which development is naturally expressed. Research demonstrates that play supports cognitive, social and emotional growth, while children’s rights frameworks emphasise its fundamental importance. Although observing children in play offers a rich reflection of developmental stage, accurate assessment depends upon skilled adult facilitation, systematic documentation and integration with broader evaluative approaches. When implemented thoughtfully, play-based observation supports both high-quality pedagogy and the promotion of children’s well-being and rights. 
