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Garvey (1977) claims that play is distinguished by the participant's positive worth, which brings them pleasure and a sense of delight. Play is unplanned. Playing is an activity that children can choose to engage in, not something that must be done.
The Oxford Languages (2023), definition of ‘Play’ is engaging in activity for enjoyment and recreation rather than a serious or practical purpose. According to Reed and Brown (2000), there is no universally accepted definition of play in literature, which raises the possibility that play is difficult to define since it is something that is "felt" rather than "done." This is supported by Steiner, Frobel and Vygotsky who all believe that play has no goal or result however considering the difficulty in defining play, an important argument highlights the complexity of play as a behaviour, a process, and an approach to a goal. Children's healthy development greatly benefits from the freedom and choice that come with spontaneous play. (Moyles, 1989; Lester & Russell, 2008; Howard and McInnes 2013a) According to the British Association for Early Childhood Education (2021), Froebel believed in the holistic development of the child, including not only the child's environment, social relationships, emotional stability, and spiritual development, but also their physical and mental health. He believed that “play is the highest expression of human development in childhood for it alone is the free expression of what is in the child’s soul.” 
Piaget's play theory (1951), is often referred to as the developmental stage theory and is based on the belief that a child's cognitive development as they become older, particularly for language development, depends on suitable experiences and influences from their environment. According to him the two fundamental processes are assimilation, the taking in of new knowledge and experience and accommodation, the fitting of those into the child's established internal structured thought and behaviour patterns, or schemas. Play was divided into three kinds by Piaget, games with rules, symbolic play, and practice play. However, Hughes (2006) made a distinction between 16 kinds of play types such as Social, Imaginative, Creative and Exploratory play. Hughes also suggests that play is an essential aspect of childhood that promotes holistic growth and provides children an extensive number of opportunities for personal growth and academic achievement.
Play is essential for the development, learning and education of all children no matter what their age or stage. According to United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 31(1989), children have a basic right to play and leisure time. Play is a universal and natural want that children experience. This essential and beneficial element is necessary to support children's growth, learning, and development as well as their physical and emotional well-being.
According to McLaren (2023) Self-directed play involves children choosing the games to play and making up the rules on how to play. As they have autonomy over their play, children can freely explore their own interests, ideas, and instincts. 
When we refer to play as "self-directed" and "freely chosen," we imply that the children make their own decisions about what, when, where and how to play. It should not have any set tasks or rules that must be adhered to during this ‘time to play’. These terms, similar to "child led," highlights the child's complete control over the play. (Play Wales, 2021). Curriculum across the globe commonly builds on these terms when implementing play-based learning. Should children not be fully allowed to play the way they desire, this phrases may start to feel like a form of hypocrisy. Adults should always remember that children make the decisions when it comes to self-directed play, as long as they are playing within safe boundaries. Adults have preconceived notions about what they want to happen when they do something. It is a natural reaction to intervene and instruct the children on the "correct" course of action. This is when the 'step back' approach should be engaged. Seeing how children come up with the solutions on their own may be an interesting way to observe the process of play. 
(Ledendecker, 2020). Whether through direct or indirect play engagement, the adult's role and involvement can easily change the child's view of the activity as play by providing too much direction, boundaries, or involvement. 
Holistic play teaches, that children are born leaders who show others the way to 
development and education. They actively participate in their own growth and well-being.
Regarding education, there are four main purposes that are outlined in the Curriculum for Wales and are accessible to all students and can be adapted to all play types. Wales is reflected in the Framework in all of its diversity and cultural legacies, languages, and national and local beliefs, customs, and history. Encouraging learners to feel passionate and proud of their country, communities, and selves is at the heart of the four core purposes. (Hwb.Gov 2022).



Section 2. 
The importance of children choosing their own play is that, according to children's play significantly impacts their health, well-being, and development. It fosters creativity, problem-solving skills, and confidence, while allowing them to explore their interests and passions. Both child-initiated and adult-guided play contribute to their learning process.
An adult can gently scaffold and maintain play for a child or group of children by participating in it themselves. Children can play in both a physical and imaginative, fast-paced manner. An adult might facilitate a child's engagement by assigning them a specific role, volunteering as a partner, setting an example of acceptable behaviour, or giving them a mechanism to end play when they're ready. Arguably, Mathias (2024), suggests that Vygotsky was among the earliest theorist to thoroughly examine the value and significance of play in children's lives as well as to recognize that play-based learning is "socially constructed," which means that children's learning is linked to the locations, items, and, perhaps most importantly, people in their immediate surroundings. 
The Department for Education and Skills (2005) developed and designed the early years curriculum to emphasize the value of play in response to concerns about mental health disorders (Green et al, 2005). These concerns have also prompted a number of play-based policy initiatives and programs within the social and emotional aspects of learning such as the Curriculum for Wales. 
Children's social and cultural interactions are extremely important.
Vygotsky claims that social interactions and connections are essential for children's cognitive development. The development of play-based imagination is an important component of this. If children had the right amount of adult support during play, Vygotsky believed that children were able to develop, grow and learn via play (Nilsson and Ferholt, 2014). Tassoni et al, 2010 suggests that although Vygotsky underlined the importance of direct instruction, he also highlighted the importance of children actively participating in their own education.
The Zone of Proximal Development was first conceptualized by Vygotsky. The main goal of this zone is to help children understand the difference between what they can accomplish on their own and what they can accomplish with guidance and assistance from someone with expertise. (Tassoni et al, 2010).
Play is important, but it is not the only method that young children can learn and grow.  Children can learn through a range of first-hand experiences, as well as by watching adults perform tasks, conversing with them, and participating in activities designed to teach or practice specific skills. These adult-led activities are not play, but they work best when they incorporate play elements giving children a choice, letting them get their hands dirty, making the activity entertaining, and connecting it to their interests that stimulate their curiosity and inspire them (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021).
However, the perception of play from a child’s point of view compared to that of an adult, can differ greatly (Howard et al, 2003). It is said by Karrby (1989), Wing (1995) and Howard (2002), that children use cues to determine whether an activity is actual play for example, location of activity, choice and adult presence and when they are in a situation where they felt it was play, their functioning drastically improved (Thomas et al 2006 and McInnes et al 2009), however teaching approaches that incorporate cues associated with play can influence pupil engagement and involvement in learning and as Laevers (1993,1997, 2000, 2005) suggests, deeper learning may result from increased involvement. 
Dr David Whitebread suggests that it is important for schools to have good outdoor facilities and they should be designed by taking children’s views into account. On flexible adventure playgrounds, children can help to create their own innovative worlds and settings using a variety of natural and man-made elements (Bartlett, 2002) and recent studies by Howard et al (2002), have shown that the key factor in children engaging with and learning effectively from activities with toys and other materials, is that they perceive the situation to be playful.










Section 3 
The Leuven scale is a five-point scoring system that child care specialists, nursery workers, and education professionals use to assess a child's emotional health and participation. Early childhood education is crucial for building a knowledge of emotional involvement and well-being since it supports a child's emotional development while developing engagement for learning. This is an observation-based method that puts the development of the child first and has several important benefits. Studies have consistently shown the benefits of observation-based learning, which is the most effective way for adults to learn about the early stages of development. The Leuven Scale ensures that the approach does not become a "one size fits all" pedagogical approach that can be used on every child by focusing on the child's mental, social, and emotional health. It encourages experts to respond and modify to meet the requirements of each child as an individual.
Section 4 
Play is a big part of a child's life, therefore it is an excellent opportunity to watch and record their progress. Play, it has been argued, provides a window into children's developmental progress as suggested by Eisert & Lamorey, 1996; Oaklander, 1988; Stagnitti & Cooper, 2009 (cited Howard and McInnes, 2013, p103). A child's interests, interactions, moods, learning styles, developmental stages, and successful learning characteristics can all be understood through play observations, which also explain how to monitor specific concerns like behaviour and learning delays. It emphasizes the need to fully understand children' schemas, facilitate effective learning, and be able to address developmental issues. (Professional association for childcare and early years, 2016). According to Piaget, learning new information and determining which category it falls into are processes known as schemas.  He believed that once people learned new information, their schemas would continuously evolve. Children's schemas can be linked to experiences that encourage extensive engagement, curiosity, and discovery, allowing them to interpret the world in an individual manner. Laevers claims that children who take an active role in their learning expend more mental effort, which gradually transforms the way they think and enables them to achieve success at higher standards (Pascal and Bertram, 2001). According to Atherton and Nutbrown (2013), practitioners can help children expand their knowledge by having a better understanding of schemas, which provides them with insight into the way children think. The Foundation Phase curriculum in Wales is pedagogically based on child-centered and child-focused activities, which can be developed by practitioners with an understanding of schemas (WAG, 2008).
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