
Two types of play

Creativity is a skill people learn often through play. It helps broaden imagination and help people discover their interests for themselves and other people. Children often enjoy taking part in creative play as it gives them a sense of freedom and gives them the opportunity to make up scenarios and gain skills like problem solving. Creative play can be enjoyed alone or with other peers, they can role play and make up fun scenarios in groups such as playing families. (British Council,2024).

Children are given full control when they partake in creative play, they have the choice to make up their own rules of games and create a fluid like activity. Creative play can help improve language skills which results in the child to become more confident and understand themselves better which helps the children’s holistic development. (British Council,2024). 

Play has been seen as so important for children that in Wales the child commissioner has made it a Childs right to have the opportunity to have rest, engage in play and recreational activities. This is called article 31, the article promotes the importance of play and rest in the development of young children in Wales (Children Commissioner for Wales, 2018).

According to the Public Broadcasting Service (2023) creative play is one of the most important types of play a child can be involved with. They believe is gives the child a chance to try new things and use new materials and explore the environment around them. The PBS (2023) believe that creative play nourishes the Childs soul and gives them the opportunity to play freely and gives them a sense of control which is vital to help them develop holistically. 

Social development is a big skill which can be developed during play, as social interactions can take place when playing for example playing with other children or maybe using their toys to communicate with each other and make up stories. (PBS,2023).

Play can also help children regulate and understand their feelings more, it gives them a chance to express their feelings, relax and relieve stress. During creative play children have the freedom to be themselves and not have the pressure of adult standards when playing. 

Stated by PBS (2023) Play fosters the development of each child's distinct viewpoint and creative expression style. A child's play conveys their individual, distinctive reactions to their surroundings. Play is a way for a child to express themselves and uses their imagination. Children can experiment and try out new ideas during open-ended, free-form play. They can also build upon and refine existing ideas.

One-way children explore the world is through play. From a very young age children will start to explore the environment around them and learn new skills through play. Exploratory play involves the child using all their senses, by looking, touching, and listening when discovering new objects and materials around them. Exploratory play goes hand in hand with messy play as it involves using many different materials to help include using all senses such as sand and water. (Greater Glasgow and Clyde NHS, no date)

The Oxfordshire council (2023) explains exploratory play as a way of gaining information of the environment around a child. It gives the child an opportunity to manipulate the things around them by handling, throwing, banging or mouthing objects. By using these senses, it gives the children a chance to assess the movement, content and property of the objects and materials and gives them an understanding of how things work around them. For example, stacking bricks and watching them fall.

There are many activities which can be used to help children engage in exploratory play. Some examples from Herefordshire Government (2023) are using spaghetti to thread on cereal, matching colour activities, rainbow rice and corn flour play. All these types of activities give children a chance to learn fine motor skills but also feel many different materials and see different colours and consistencies.

 According to Schwarzmueller and Rinaldo (2013) An essential part of social and cognitive development is play. Instruction that gives students the chance to make the material meaningful is required by culturally relevant pedagogy and guided free play approaches to learning offer just that.  However, free play has been drastically declining in modern society, mostly because of cultural trends, political pressure, and parental expectations. Thus, the many educational advantages of unstructured play have also been regretfully downplayed. Due to this downturn, it is now the duty of the educational system to restore unstructured play to children's development. To help children advance their education, teachers should incorporate opportunities for free play into the curriculum.


In agreement with Schwarzmueller and Rinaldo (2013), Dunlap (2021) stated that children have less time to play in school due to school curriculums and educational systems, children’s educators are not being taught the importance of play for children’s development or how to support play for children. Dunlap (2021) believes that education for early years should focus on holistic development and stated that play supports physical, social, emotional, language and cognitive skills and free play should be more valued in schools for this reason.

In early years settings there is no time for imaginative or creative play in recent time, young children are expected to sit still and listen to the teacher in a more academic approach rather than focusing on the importance of play. By including self-directed play during school times, it will help young children benefit from the correct pedagogical approach. (Dunlap,2021). 

In addition to this Albrecht (2019) agreed that play is critical for the healthy development of children. Through play children gain the opportunity to learn and explore the world around them, solve problems and express themselves. According to Albrecht (2019) self-directed play or child led play is one of the most important types of play to help children develop holistically. This type of play can be facilitated by an adult, but it is directed by the child and gives the children full control. 

The first step in promoting healthy development in infants through child-directed play is for educators to give this regard and commitment. Teachers need to get to know babies well to facilitate child-directed play. They need to individualise their emotional and physical responses to each child's temperament and specific physiological needs. For instance, some infants thrive on face-to-face interactions, while others would rather be held with their faces turned outward so they can absorb as much information as possible from their surroundings. Teachers who closely observe these individual cues can better understand when to allow infants to play in a child-directed manner and when to give kids time and space to pursue their interests without having their favourite carers completely focussed on them. (Albrecht,2019) 

Kravtsov and Kravtsova (2014, cited in Brėdikytė,2022) claimed that a key component defining play activity is double subjectivity or double positioning. This means that when engaging in children's play, teachers should maintain two distinct points of view at the same time. Adult play world participation requires these two roles, which means that adults need to be genuine children's play participants and at the same time play guiders. The guidance is given from a role perspective rather than directly. When a teacher assumes a role, they watch the entire play activity as if from above and attempt to figure out the best ways to advance it but only when it's necessary, like when the children are not able to think of anything new.

Young children pick up knowledge from the people who love and care for them, from their senses, and from active play. The brain's anatomical structures help them process the information they receive. During childhood, play serves as an integrating mechanism that unites structural form and experiential content. (Arnold and Gallagher,2018)

There have historically been conflicting opinions regarding teachers' involvement in their students' play. According to the first, children ought to be able to pick and direct the activities they take part in. Teachers should respect children's choices and refrain from interfering with their play by giving them time, resources, and freedom. An alternative viewpoint by Bodrova and Leong 2003 backs up teachers' participation in their students' play more adult-child play enhances learning and benefits children’s development. (Sagastui, Herran and Anguera,2022). 

Pikler (1998, cited in Sagastui, Herran and Anguera,2022.) Worked as a paediatrician, Pikler observed and tracked the growth of infants and young children in settings that valued their independence and self-governance. She didn't think children were passive beings that would become active due to adult influence. Rather, she challenged preconceived notions about babies' abilities and inspired parents to view their children as active participants in everything that happens to them.

However, the role that adults play while children play is far from simple; it involves four basic tasks such as providing a quiet and secure environment for children; designing, setting up, and supervising the play area; providing children with a consistent play schedule and adequate playtime; and presenting toys and objects in an orderly fashion, occasionally rearranging them. When it comes to the tools available for kids to use, it's critical that teachers choose a wide range of items and playthings that correspond to the developmental stage of the kids. These include balls, cups, bowls, hoops, string, dolls, cars, and other toys of various sizes, colours, and materials that are arranged inane array of different storage containers like buckets, trays, and boxes to encourage the development of early play. (Sagastui, Herran and Anguera,2022).


According to Smidt (2015) observation is one of the most important tools to use in early years settings as it helps the practitioners develop an understanding of what stage the children is currently working at but also gives an insight into their interests and wat they enjoy doing.  Smidt (2015) stated that observing more than one child at a time can sometimes be difficult due to the amount of movement and talking that can happen during a classroom it is hard to keep up if someone is observing more than one child at a time. Smidt (2015) suggested that working with other colleagues in the setting to ensure you make efficient plans and deciding which child is going to be observed by which practitioner to ensure that the system works efficiently and that every child is observed sufficiently.

According to Bruce, Louis and Mcall (2015) children need to be observed in a variety of different situations such as during transition, making choices, adult led activities and when their engaged in free play to ensure the observations gains the full picture of the child and to see the holistic development of the child.

In agreement with Smidt (2015) Bruce, Louis and McCall (2015) believe that practitioners need to work together to ensure their planning can help them create a positive and efficient observation systemin the classroom and focus on individual children to get an in-depth observation of the child. 

The Leuven scale is an observational tool used by practitioners to scale from 1-5 to determine the involvement of a child during a self-directed activity. Level 5 meaning the most involvement and level 1 meaning the least involvement. The higher the level of involvement the deeper the learning level is taking place. (Scotland’s National Centre of languages,2024)

The 5 stages of Leuven wellbeing/involvement are:
1 – extremely low – the child is showing no engagement, and the activity is simple and repetitive, the child is more interested on what is going on around them
2- low – slightly more interested in the activity but still distracted by the environment around them.
3- moderate – continuous activity, the child seems busy, and they are making progress with the activity chosen but not showing much energy.
4 – high- continuous activity but intense energy and moments, the child seems very involved and not distracted by other people.
5- extremely high – showing greatest signs of involvement, creative, energetic and persistent during the activity.

(Scotland’s National Centre of Languages,2024)

Through observation and assessment, practitioners are able to: get to know each individual child and highlight his or her needs, interests, and strengths; determine the plan for the child's progress;  highlight children's development, strengths, and abilities across all learning domains;  offer a graduated response and targeted assistance to children whose progress is insufficient; and notify staff, parents/caregivers, and children about their accomplishments and coming learning opportunities (Welsh Government,2022).

When this is applied to early childhood education and nursery procedures, it indicates that children who are content, emotionally stable, and self-assured learn more effectively and mature faster because they receive the emotional support they need to do so. A child going through each stage over a day or even an individual activity is quite normal, and it goes without saying that the scale is somewhat arbitrary and has its limitations (Welsh Government,2022).

According to Georgeson and Payler (2013) the Leuven scale helps practitioners decide how best to support each child on an individual basis by putting their emotional well-being first and keeping the practitioner aware of that well-being, by looking at the well-being of the child and their involvement in activities it looks at the holistic development of the child.

Understanding and applying the Leuven scale offers a standardised and convenient means of substantiating the observations and communicating them to the child's parent, which is another significant benefit. This will assist in determining a child's area of interest or areas of interest and help in determining the most appropriate resources for that specific child. (Georgeson and Payler,2013). 

According to Early Learning HQ (2020) A child is much more open to trying and learning new things if they are connected to their activity when they are completely absorbed in it. This makes it a great opportunity to introduce new or unconventional materials and resources to an engaged child. Since they are being challenged but still feeling comfortable enough to feel fully engaged, children who are highly engaged also typically have high levels of emotional well-being. This links to the theory of Howard and McInnes (2012) and how the children’s perception of an activity links to their well-being and emotional development.

The Leuven Scale's observational basis and emphasis on the child as the centre of their own learning are two of its main benefits. It has been repeatedly demonstrated that observation and observation-based learning are the most successful approaches to teaching early childhood development. The Leuven Scale makes sure that the approach avoids becoming a "universal" pedagogical method that can be applied to every child by focusing on the child and their mental, social, and emotional wellbeing. It makes professionals flexible and responsive to the needs of a child. (Woods,2016).

However according to Central South Consortium (no date) the Leuven scale may not be the best way to measure well being as they stated, although it is evident that there is no "one-size-fits-all" method for measuring well-being, it is crucial that educational institutions and environments take into account the variety of data that has been collected over time from both quantitative and qualitative sources using both structured and unstructured methods to help develop a comprehensive understanding of the health and well-being needs of their students throughout the setting

According to Forman and Hall (no date) children can be go through many different emotions during day-to-day life, their mood can be unpredictable and can cover an array of different levels of energy. They stated that there are 5 reasons to observe children, these are to discover their interests, assess their developmental levels, look at different strategies to attain their goals, focus on the skills they need to practice and learn about their personalities. 

Play in observation holds a big importance as it shows the practitioner the feelings and interests of the child they are observing. Play gives the children a chance to be natural and relaxed in their environment and enjoy themselves being fully involved in an activity they chose. By watching the child choose the activities they enjoy the partitioner can then use their planning techniques to make more interesting lessons for their child to improve skills.    (Louis, 2022). 

Stated by Froebel (1984, cited in Louis, 2022) the importance of play was paramount. Adults need to watch it carefully to see what children are thinking, how their interests and ideas develop, and how teachers can best support and mentor them. Adult guidance is most effective when watching children play.

According to Bruce (1987, cited in Louis, 2022) a good observation should capture the young child as an individual and display how they are progressing holistically whilst also focussing on how they can improve any concerns in their development. Furthermore Bruce (1987) stated a well-executed observation furnishes the necessary specifics and perspectives to enable us to make well-informed decisions and execute suitable measures, modifying the learning environment and offering ongoing chances for revisiting past experiences or conversing with children, so that practitioners can support them. 

Practitioners can support children’s development through observations as they can illustrate how a child or infant is developing through play and learning. Practitioners discuss the children’s development with parents, carers, or co-workers and these observations can be used for planning and assessments, to guide personalised learning and interests, to improve the immediate learning environment, or to examine how a child has changed over time in terms of their learning and development in relation to important curriculum frameworks. (Froebel Trust, 2022). 


Howard and McInnes (2012) expressed how there are links between young children’s emotional well-being and play. Based on empirical evidence Howard and McInnes (2012) demonstrated that when children can perceive an activity as play, they show more signs of emotional well-being comparted to when they take part in an activity they do not perceive as play. Howard and McInnes (2012) created a study which involved 3–5-year-olds who were allocated two different activities one which was perceived as ‘play’ and one that was perceived as not ‘play’. The hypothesis that plays is both a mental state and an observable behaviour is supported by the findings of Howard and McInnes (2012) study. In addition to offering significant proof of the benefits of play for boosting children’s emotional health, the results are examined considering professional guidelines for children's services. To create playful situations that optimise play's developmental potential, practitioners must receive the training outlined Howard and McInnes (2012) study to comprehend children's perspectives about play. 
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