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Section 1
There are many ways in which play has been defined, one of which states that play should be:
‘open-ended, give opportunities for self-chosen challenges, offer limitless possibilities and endless interpretations’ (Bottril, 2018 p.26).
Prendiville (2021) says that sensory play is a play type used to enhance and stimulate children’s senses, engaging all of the body’s basic senses. Taste, touch, smell, sight and sound all create a natural way for children to learn about the world around them (Rodgers, 2019). Gascoyne (2018, p.2.) wrote about sensory play being an experience, a play type that builds the foundation for subsequent knowledge, thought and creativity. Providing sensory activities for babies and children enables positive new connections to be made in the brain, repeating these sensory activities enables those new connections to grow stronger and thicker, thus aiding emotional well-being and development in all areas of learning (li,2023). According to Kable (2020), Piaget implied that sensory play is crucial to the enablement of brain development, believing that sensory perceptions created the earliest form of intelligence (Hickley, Golden and Thomas, (2018). Montessori placed emphasis on the importance of providing children with the opportunity to use sensory play, implying this type of play enabled children to develop and learn at their best (Bradbury and Swailes, 2022, p.84). Furthermore, Froebel suggested that hands-on experiences and sensory play are significant in a child’s development (Bates, 2019, p.209).  It is well-documented that sensory play encourages children to think independently, whilst inspiring creativity and imagination (Rodgers, 2019). Planning for these experiences within a setting can enable the best possible outcomes for children, benefits can be seen in language development, cognitive growth, awareness, social interaction, and fine and gross motor skills, whilst also aiding problem-solving skills (Rodgers, 2019). Practitioners can facilitate sensory play in any setting, whether this is outside, using natural materials like leaves, bright flowers, grass, water or mud and inside using everyday materials settings may already have, for example, different textured fabric, pasta, pots, pans, fruit or light up objects (Gascoyne, 2018). Sensory play can be self–directed or guided, using sensory objects that are already all around in settings and outside in nature (Prendiville, 2021). Piaget believed that children needed experiences and environmental stimulation to aid their cognitive development. He suggested that through sensory activities and play, children digested knowledge and stored it away, arguing that sensory play was the key to healthy brain development (Aubrey and Riley, 2022, p.55-56).

The Vadala, Bixler and James (2007) findings identified two types of outdoor play, one being child-child play in nature and the other being child-nature play. Vadala, Bixler and James (2007) research showed that child-nature play was led by the interests of the child, such as searching for and collecting insects and capturing butterflies and beetles. Whereas child-child play in nature was identified as imaginative play, where resources are found in nature such as sticks and stones, to play imaginative games and build dens (Vadala, Bixler and James, 2007). Yew et al., (2022) say there is current research reiterating the importance of outdoor play for children. It is documented that this play type aids in healthy development in children and may promote physical, cognitive, and social-emotional development (Yew et al., 2022). Outdoor environments offer diverse opportunities for children to participate in unstructured play, improving learning outcomes and stimulating a child’s problem-solving skills (Loebach et al., 2021). Gascoyne (2022, p.4.) also suggests the importance of sensory experiences nature creates, allowing children to imagine, be creative, and self-direct their own open-ended play, allowing all senses to aid in many areas of development whilst outside. It is almost impossible to replicate the outdoor natural environment inside says Bento and Dias (2017). Therefore outside, children can experience nature, fresh air, and an ever-evolving environment that is in a constant state of change (Bento and Dias, 2017). Children have the opportunity to be free and explore their surroundings with no limitations, and to fully extend their fine and gross motor skills whilst staying fit and healthy (Bento and Dias, 2017).  Exposure to fresh air, sunlight, and natural elements aids bone development whilst helping to build and sustain a strong immune system (Yew et al, 2022). Kemple et al., (2016) suggest that the amount of time children spend outside, engaging in unstructured, child-led activities has significantly diminished. Lee et al., (2021) conducted a study in 2021 that also stated that there had been increasing concerns in the past years over the lack of outdoor play and time, both suggesting that ethnicity, technology, social environment, rurality, and seasonality were to blame for this decline (Lee et al., 2021). Following on from this Edwards (2022) says the new curriculum for Wales places emphasis on the importance of learning outside, suggesting that outdoor learning has endless benefits including the development of curiosity, imagination and creativity whilst enabling the growth of confidence. The new curriculum for Wales also says that learning outside can positively enhance social, emotional and physical development (Edwards, 2022) Emphasising a positive route for future change. Bilton (2010) believed that outdoor learning was as important as indoor learning and should be given the same resources and priority. He suggested that practitioners need to approach outdoor learning with the same professionalism as they routinely provide inside (Bilton, 2010). Practitioners can facilitate outdoor play by ensuring the environment has many resources. According to Learning through landscapes (2019), natural resources provide greater potential than a lot of manufactured toys, including sticks, stones, conkers, and bark. Resources used indoors can also be purposeful outside for example kitchen utensils and pots and pans can be used in many ways. construction resources can also be provided, allowing children to change their environment with resources such as ropes, blankets, tyres and crates (Learning through landscapes, 2019). Bradbury and Swailes (2022, p.42-43) discuss how Friedrich Froebel’s theory emphasised the importance of play-based learning. Froebel believed that a child’s holistic development was achieved by providing opportunities for children to actively engage with nature, the environment, people, and objects, encouraging play to be self-directed, with practitioners providing and facilitating those opportunities (Bradbury and Swailes, 2022, p. 46). Froebel was the creator of the kindergarten (child garden) concept, he believed an environment should be stimulating and provide many hands-on experiences for children, where they could be free to roam and explore (Bates, 2019, p.208-209).  
Section 2
[bookmark: _Hlk129453174]Schwarzmueller and Rinaldo (2013) say that self-directed play is when a child pursues a physical or mental activity to satisfy their personal or collective inclinations, such as curiosity or group activity. The initiation of the activity must emanate from the child, maintaining control of their own play, only directing practitioners as participants. It is important for practitioners to guide children during self-directed play; however, this should only be considered occasionally and at the very beginning stages. Enabling self-directed play helps promote resilience, persistence, and aid in the development of problem-solving skills (Schwarzmueller and Rinaldo, 2013). Gray (2023) says that self-directed play teaches children how to measure, take risks, and how to build things using imagination and intuition. Gray (2023) believes that children do not need to be taught how to play, children play instinctually, benefitting from short-term effects of satisfaction and happiness. According to Fiechtner and Albrecht (2019), in infancy, the first signs of self-directed play can be seen through ways of communication, such as cues or crying to communicate hunger or discomfort. Babies also start to master their motor skills, with the earliest signs of self-directed play often involving the movement of hands and feet, learning how to bring these to their mouths, or reaching for objects to explore with their hands and mouths. Once infants learn how to control these actions and sounds, they begin to use these to interact with others, adults tend to initiate the serve and return aspect here, this interactive strategy is linked to healthy brain development (Fiechtner and Albrecht, 2019). In 1975 a study was conducted on four preschool programmes, one of which was Montessori – an environment focussing on group learning and social skills that is completely child-led (Gonczey, 2013). The study showed significant immediate and long-term (over four years) effects in perceptual, motivational, cognitive and social development areas in children starting school, as opposed to children who attended a different type of programme (Gonczey, 2013). Following on from this, a research review published in 2013 by the Professional Association for Children and Early Years (PACEY, 2013) discovered that primary educators, early years practitioners and parents, all saw school readiness more in terms of social-emotional skills, curiosity and independence as opposed to academic skills. Ninety-seven percent of practitioners agreed that the term ‘school ready’ should be defined as a child who is curious and independent, with a desire to learn (PACEY, 2013) all of which self-directed play and child-led settings promote. McInnes et al., 2013 suggest that play may be more beneficial if it was considered an approach to a task as opposed to the task itself. Practitioners should consider this when planning an activity or preparing an environment. McInnes et al., 2013 discussed how children differentiated the difference between what they considered to be play, and not play, and how an adult presence implicated this. It has been determined that children use a variety of cues, whether this be from the adult or the environment. According to McInnes et al., 2013 findings, children are less likely to distinguish an activity as play if an adult is present, and the way an adult interacts with the child influences the use of the cue. The findings of this study also suggest issues surrounding choice and control via open-ended questions could possibly be central to this (McInnes et al., 2013). In the McInnes et al., 2011 paper, it is proposed that practitioners should engage in meaningful learning with play being central to this. Practitioners should be aware of their own behaviours when observing children in practice, not just the behaviours of the child (McInnes et al., 2011). Sharman, Cross and Vennis (2015) suggest that practitioners can support self-directed play by ensuring positive engagement with children. By providing positive encouragement for example ‘what a fantastic castle you have created’, allows children to know they are supported in their own play. It is important for practitioners to also plan and prepare engaging environments to give children the opportunity to explore on their own terms fulfilling an enriched experience (Sharman, Cross and Vennis, 2015). The Curriculum for funded non-maintained settings makes reference to the importance of healthy relationships with parents/carers of children. Practitioners must take the time to build these fundamental relationships to enable positive outcomes. It also highlights the need for positive behaviours from practitioners, reiterating the need for happy, cheerful engaging modelled behaviour towards other members of staff, parents/carers and the children (Welsh Government, n.d.). Bruner distinguished play as the opportunity to take risks. Bruner believed that children should be free to experiment and explore their surroundings, enhancing the possibilities of creative outcomes without feelings of failure or fear (Bates, 2019, p.56). Whilst the Reggio Emilia Approach (2019) suggested that children should be able to guide their own learning, whether this be through the need to draw or speak, children should be given a choice whilst the environment is seen as a child’s teacher and the adult as a guide. 
Section 3
In 2020, there were just under four million children aged between 0-5 years of age living in the UK (Statista, 2023) and 613,936 live births (Office for National Statistics, 2021). 8% of these children will develop a new developmental problem which may have a significant impact on their lives if not treated or managed (Lingham, 2016). According to Bellman, Lingham and Aukett (1987) the schedule of growing skills (SOGS) is a screening procedure designed to identify the risk of developmental delays in children aged five and under. The SOGS assessment was created by Martin Bellman in 1987, it took 10 years, 3 of which consisted of studies to prove its ability. Martin based the SOGS assessment on the developmental sequences designed by Dr Mary Sheridan, author of “From Birth to Five Years (1985)” (Bellman, Lingham and Aukett, 1987). The SOGS assessment is primarily used by healthcare professionals, such as health visitors, it was designed in a specific way to enable professionals to easily explain their findings to parents. 
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