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The Importance of Children’s Play 
Play is one of the most important aspects of a child’s life. Children engage in a variety of types of play. Some of the main types of play observed in children are solitary play, this is where the child plays independently or with others. The child could be focussed on a toy or activity, and typically will not engage with any other child during this time. Cooperative play is where children actively engage with each other in a coordinated and organized manner to achieve a common goal. This type of play can involve sharing and problem- solving. It can also include elaborate role-playing and group activities. The right to play and leisure is an intrinsic entitlement of childhood (Article 31, UNCRC). 
All children exhibit a behavioural instinctive desire to play. Children use play in the natural environment to learn about the world in which they live. It is the process of learning and growth. (Welsh Assembly Government 2002) 
The Welsh Assembly Government (2002) believes that “play is the elemental learning process by which humankind has developed. Children exhibit a behavioural imperative and instinctive desire to play. It has contributed significantly to the evolutionary and developmental survival of our species. Children use play in the natural environment to learn of the world they inhabit with others. It is the very process of learning and growth, and as such all that is learnt through it is of benefit to the child. play encompasses children’s behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. It is performed for no external goal or reward and is a fundamental and integral part of healthy development - not only for individual children, but also for the society in which they live”.
The Welsh Assembly Government recognises that play is an essential part of a child’s learning and are committed to ensuring that all children have access to safe and stimulating environments, free from inappropriate risk, and full of challenge, thereby offering countless opportunities to explore through freely chosen play. Creative and imaginative play involves children to engage in activities that will encourage them to use their imagination, creativity, and problem-solving skills. This type of play allows children to explore and express themselves freely. This may be through storytelling. In education, creative play is the interplay between ‘novelty’ and ‘usefulness’ (Leggett, 2017). Practitioners will focus on a creative process. For example, a painting activity may be encouraged, although children are not assessed on how well the child painted but, on their learning, leading up to it. Creative play promotes language development, creativity, and cognitive skills This type of play can involve storytelling, this is where children will narrate their own stories and well as using their imagination to develop characters. Creative play allows children to process their fears, emotions, fears, and fantasies. Children can develop emotional awareness, and coping strategies as they navigate role play scenarios. Children involved in this play may build structures with blocks, objects and will experiment and explore in an open-ended matter. The children can also manipulate playdough or be involved in loose part activities. These are all beneficial to a child’s problem-solving skills and special reasoning.
Creative play is essential for a child’s holistic development, as it encourages and supports creative play experiences which allow children to discover, explore and express themselves in enriching ways. 
Top of Form
“Play encompasses children’s behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. It is performed for no external goal or reward and is a fundamental and integral part of healthy development - not only for individual children, but also for the society in which they live”. (WG, 2014:14)
Play in Wales (2018) states that all play in Wales is freely chosen. This means that children themselves choose how, what, and when to play. Play is not part of a set programme, and it does not have any steps that need to be completed. Play is personally directed, which means that the children can decide the rules and roles that they are taking within their play. Lastly, play is intrinsically motivated, which means that it is undertaken for its own sake, and not performed for any reward, certificate, or status. Garvey (1977) defined play as enjoyable, with no extrinsic goals, spontaneous and stated that play should have an active engagement. 
‘Play is powerful. Play deepens children’s learning and understanding because it enables them to begin learning from first hand experiences, based on what they already know and can do.’ Moyles, 2009:28.
 “When we consider the phenomenon of collective creativity, which combines all these drops of individual creativity that frequently are insignificant in themselves, we readily understand what an enormous percentage of what has been created by humanity is a product of the anonymous collective creative work of unknown inventors” (Vygotsky, 1930:5).
Cooperative play is a type of play where children will engage in games or organised activities that require teamwork, and mutual goals. This form of play involves communication between the children, allowing them to chieve a common objective. According to Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, cooperative play typically starts during later stages of the preoperational period, which is around ages two to seven. It is a significant milestone in children’s development. Piaget identified cooperative play as a form of social interaction. Children will share equipment and resources, coordinate their actions, adhere to rules within a group and accomplish shared goals. Examples of cooperative play can include, den building, building towers, playing a sports game, or engaging in imaginative play such as the game “house” where children will take on different roles and responsibilities of the individuals that live in their home. Overall, by providing opportunities for children to take part and engage in cooperative play practitioners, parents and carers and caregivers can support a child’s holistic growth and prepare them for many more successful social interactions.
The role of the adult during self-directed play 

Self-directed play is the concept of allowing children to play on their own, with no adult interference. It is an autonomous play which evolves when the children can freely choose what they want to play and make up their own rules for how to play. This is based on their own self-led, intrinsically motivated interests (Hughes, 2010, Vygotsky 1980).
Jean Piaget (no date) emphasises that self-directed play allows children to actively explore their environment. Children can experiment freely with new ideas and construct their understanding of the world. An adult must have knowledge on the child’s interests, preferences, and ability to ensure their play environment is suitable for them. A child’s development can be developed by challenging the child’s experiences and pre-existing knowledge that they have in a way that expands on it.  This can be done by incorporating new materials that will help the child explore and become familiar with the space around them. Although the role of the adult is to facilitate and plan for the children, they must also ensure they can make their own decisions and choices. Uninterrupted play will build the children’s confidence and attention span. However, there will be some children that may need a little more encouragement during self-directed play. If a child needs some direction, new toys or materials can be introduced, alongside the adult verbally supporting them. Self-directed play provides opportunities for children to widely improve their independence, self-regulation, and problem-solving skills. The practitioner can support these processes by allowing children to make their own decisions and take lead of their own play. Although adults are to sit back and let the children play freely, they should also be available for any support that could be needed. For example, to help with any conflicts that could arise during their play.
Practitioners should support self-directed play by creating a safe and stimulating environment for the children to explore. The environment plays a vital role in self-directed play as it will offer all the equipment necessary for a child to be creative, explore and build confidence. The adult will ensure the environment is filled with materials that will encourage the children to explore a large variety of materials and resources that will spark children’s curiosity. During self-directed play, children will lead their own experiences without adult direction. Adults will give the children freedom to play and discover their own likes and dislikes and will resist any urge to intervene. The children will problem solve independently and explore the environment at their own pace, whilst the adult will provide guidance and resources as and when needed. Children will express their need for safe equipment, play resources (Caro et al., 2016, Hyndman and Telford, 2015), and a desire for natural environments to have more play opportunities (Tranter & Malone, 2004).
Although there are sociologic studies which include a wide variety of children’s self-directed play, environment-behaviour studies of school grounds focus manly on the spaces that accommodate formal games, for example basketball, and football. (Caro et al., 2016, Dyment et al., 2009, Stanley et al., 2012). 
Dr Maria Montessori (1870 – 1952) believed that when children are given the opportunity to freely explore and make their own decisions, they tend to grow up stronger, with more confidence and enthusiasm. Children can learn through their own independence and choice. Montessori, 1965, 1973) developed a curriculum for early years education. This activity-based curriculum became known as the Montessori method. Children would manipulate their own materials in a perspective manner. 
“Adults and children working together highlights a relationship based on the reciprocity, equity and mutual respect which underpins Froebel’s educational philosophy. Our observations inform our responsive planning. We might respond to a group of children playing by finding more resources such as boxes, paper and pencils, and fabric. A sitting baby might consistently select circular objects from a Treasure Basket” (Hughes & Cousins 2017).

Importance of Observation – The Luven Scale
Observing children during play provides an insight to their abilities, experiences, development, and relationships. Any form of observation can help practitioners and caregivers receive a better understanding of a child’s needs and interest.
“A good observation provides the necessary detail and insights to allow us to make informed decisions and take appropriate action, making changes to the learning environment and providing continuous opportunities for revisiting experiences or engaging in conversations with children, so that we ‘observe, support and extend” (Bruce 1987:65).
When adults are observing children, they must take in to consideration that each child is unique, and the way in which they play will differ, to meet the child’s individual needs. Practitioners must be very open and flexible in the way in which they observe children, for example, if a child is aware they are being observed, this could have an impact on how the child plays and the decisions thy decide to make during this time. 
Practitioners and caregivers must plan and prepare before observing children. It is vital for the adult to ensure they have all the correct resources and information that they need on the child, for example, it is important to build relationships with children to be aware of their likes, dislikes, and abilities. The adult must also be aware of any specific needs a child may have; this may be things like additional learning needs. (ALN) Practitioners may choose to discuss between other adults to gather as much information as they can on the child, this will help the observation to be more accurate. Every observation tool is different, and adults must recognise that information gathered from different observations will also be slightly different. When focussing on a child’s development, the role of the adult is to not only focus on one area of the child, but to observe all areas and to see children holistically. 
The Leuven scale is a five-point scale which enables practitioners to measure a child’s emotional well – being and involvement. This will safeguard a child’s emotional development whilst encouraging engagement for learning. This observation tool is designed to provide educators a structured way to assess and observe various aspects of a child’s engagement and behaviour in the classroom. This method of observation will look at the emotional well-being on the children. When children feel safe and secure in their surroundings, they will be more likely to develop in a healthy and productive way. This scale includes five main points, that range from an extremely low state of emotional well-being to the optimum emotional well-being a child can experience. This method of observation helps practitioners to assess how children are involved in their leaning experiences. 
The Luven Scale, however, does have its limitations. Different staff members may observe differently and have a different view on the child’s behaviours, leading to a difference in scoring. It is vital that staff members are up to date with their training and remain consistent to minimize subjectivity. Throughout the day a child’s involvement in activities and their emotional well-being will fluctuate and expecting a child to cooperate consistently at the highest levels of the scale (being four or five) is unrealistic. Furthermore, as the scale is only based on a five-point scale, this may not take the full complexity of a child’s emotions into consideration. Other aspects of a child’s development, such as social, physical, and cognitive are not directly addressed within the Leuven scale. The scale may not account for other aspects of a child’s emotional development, this will vary widely due to individual experiences, age, and differences. Ferre Leavers, who developed the Leuven Scale in to 1980’s, suggests that children who are eager and confident enough to explore and the most comfortable, whereas children with lower levels of well-being will find it harder to reach their full potential. Children who are engrossed in the activity or task they are involved in are experiencing a deeper level of learning and development. Elements of effective learning and teaching as set by the Early Years Foundation Phase are directly connected to the indications of a child’s involvement.

The role of play when undertaking observations 
Play plays a crucial part when observing children. Play helps to promote a child’s holistic development, and engages children physically, emotionally, and cognitively. A child’s holistic development is encouraged as play promotes motor skills, problem solving skills, and social interactions. Fredrich Frobel (1782 – 1852) believed that in play, children construct their understanding of the world through direct experience with it, and that play is the principle means of learning in early childhood. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that ‘all children have the right to ret and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to their age, and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.’  
When children play, it allows them to be creative, and make decisions for themselves, resulting in the child becoming more and more independent. When adults observe play, it is recognised that children are having many social interactions with their peers, this can help adults track progress and identify any areas needing support. 
According to Jean Piaget (1930) It is essential for adults to understand that, although observing children through play provides valuable information into a child’s development, it also has its strengths and limitations. Play captures various aspects of development, these being cognitive, social, emotional, and physical. Observing through play focuses on child’s interests and choices, as well as evolving over time, revealing their developmental progress. However, when observing children through play alone, adults can miss other important influences in a child’s development such as their language and academic skills. When a child is being observed by several adults, these adults may have a different perspective than the other, resulting in biases and therefore deeper assessments may be required. 
Similarly, Friedrich Froebel (1782 – 1852) used his observations as a way of understanding a child’s learning and development. Frobel wanted educators to study how all children develop their own learning through their senses, interests, and everyday experiences. He emphasised that learning through play is integrated and that children develop understanding of different topics through connecting knowledge of the arts, mathematics, nature, and humanities. 
“Since the behaviour of even the youngest child is of great significance and the expression of his thoughts may so easily be forgotten or confused, parents’ ought to keep records of the child’s life in which they note down the first signs of his mode of thought, describe and interpret his development in all its aspects.” (Froebel in Lilley 1967: 79) To summarise, observing children offers valuable insights, but should however be implemented with various assessment tools to create a full understanding of a child’s development.
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