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Play Portfolio

Section1

Play is natures tool for enabling humans and animals to explore, experience, challenge and learn about the world and themselves (Shree and Shukla, 2016).  Vygotsky places importance on play in aiding development, in his theory of a proximal zone, (Nilsson and Ferholt, 2014) when a child is completely absorbed in a play activity that the child experiences pleasure from what they are doing therefore creating opportunities for further learning and cognitive development with the help or direction of an adult.  This links to Bruner’s theory of children being active learners that need time to play and according to Lindon (2010), that adults have an important role in supporting and guiding a child in their play to help them on this journey.  The type and amount of intervention that an adult has when a child is playing, is questioned by McInnes et al. (2012), and suggests through research, that children will be more involved depending on how much they view the activity as play.  Bruce (2011) acknowledges the role of the adult (and older children) in engaging sensitively when a child plays.  This could be through creating or adding to a particular environment to aid the development of a child while playing – for example putting implements for writing or copying out shopping lists in a supermarket role play area.  Through enabling play by providing a stimulating, safe environment, exciting materials to manipulate and explore and the time to play as mentioned previously (Lindon, 2010), Bruce (2011) believes that children are given the opportunity to find meaning and further understanding from play.  This self-directed play, where children are free to choose and explore through play provides children with control practically and emotionally.  In the interview with Michael Patte (Brown and Patte, 2013), Olga Jarrett discusses research findings that show children are more creative and able to develop their social skills when left to direct their own play.  Brown and Patte (2013) agree, highlighting that children develop skills such as negotiating and problem-solving but extend this to other benefits including physical development through motor skills, to be in control of how and when to move, practicing and extending their knowledge of themselves.               
Malone et al. (2016) discuss the implications, according to Erikson’s theory of stages of psychosocial development, of how early childhood experiences can have an impact on adulthood.  For example, Sigmund Freud (Freud Museum, 2017) believed that a child needs and uses play to process emotion and traumatic experiences that have affected them in real life therefore placing importance on play for aiding psychological and emotional development.  Piaget’s theory of three stages of play which relate to four stages of cognitive development that children move through as they get older (Lindon, 2010), suggests that play is needed to encourage children to master a particular skill such as being able to resolve conflict (social skills) before being able to move on to the next stage of development.  Play is important for cognitive, social, physical and emotional development according to Shree and Shukla (2016).  Different aspects of play such as role play, constructive play, and various social and cognitive play as described by Parten (Shree and Shukla, 2016) allow children to grow and develop into healthy, confident and resilient individuals.            
Through creative play, for example when children are given materials that have previously been used for another purpose and allowed to create something new or experiment with the materials, a child is able to develop imagination, gross and fine motor skills and learn about the world around them.  By being allowed to explore these materials, Bruce (2011) explains in her description of creativity that the process of creativity is important and where children can connect what they know or feel.  This contributes to the holistic development of the child as they learn different sensory experiences and mastery of physical aspects of their body while playing.  Messy play where children can be creative, contribute to a child’s feeling of being their own agent, being able to change and manipulate their environment, and has an impact according to Gascoyne, S. (2017) on their well-being. 
A child’s ability to participate fully in this type of play will depend on how sensitive the adult is when supporting them (Gascoyne, 2019).  Gascoyne, S. (2019) refers to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs where humans must have their basic needs met before being able to learn and develop such as feeling safe and secure, fed and watered.  Children may need the help of the adult to build a secure attachment before having the confidence to try out different messy play experiences like painting with their hands and feet (Gascoyne, 2019).  The adult role in supporting self-directed play goes further than this however, according to Arnett and Duncan (2019), the adult must be aware of how they use the space, the choice of materials for play and how the adult interacts and plays with or alongside the children to foster creativity. 
Section 2
Confronting and being exposed to risk and challenging situations is a part of growing up (Play Wales, 2021) and is something that children want to experience and need to have the opportunity to be involved in.  When immersed in play children can benefit from risk as it can open up new challenges, therefore enabling the child to learn about their limitations but also conquer fear and extend and develop their ability (Play Wales, 2021).  This relates to Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development where Lindon (2010) explains how adults can support children to challenge themselves and push the possibilities of what they can do.  This sentiment is echoed by the Health and Safety Executive HSE (2012) when it states that risk in play contributes to making a child aware of the world around them where there is always an element of risk.  The benefit of this according to HSE (2012) is that children who are aware of risk in their play are better prepared for the future.  
Outdoor play has the potential to present children with risky situations and challenges including some that could be harmful.  Bilton and Crook (2016) agree with the HSE (2012) when suggesting that children would benefit from overcoming challenge and learning how to deal with risk in their lives and that adults can help them to understand what may be harmful or dangerous.  The ability to understand danger, but be confident in what could happen, can encourage the child to rely on their developing knowledge and therefore benefit from building resilience and self-reliance (Bilton and Crook, 2016).  For example: by climbing on a branch that may not be strong enough to carry the child’s weight, the adult suggests testing the branch first and demonstrates how it bends or breaks with pressure, next time the child uses past experience to learn and develop the confidence and skills to climb and assess the danger themselves.  In addition to physical risk children will be exposed to emotional risk as they develop and grow.  Resilience, the capacity for children to deal with adverse emotional situations and adapt (Harvard University, 2021), can be founded on relationships that are positive and enabling.  A child that has been given the opportunity to learn how to problem-solve with the support of sensitive adults (Lindon, 2010) will become better equipped for overcoming and coping with threats that they face in life (Harvard University, 2021).   
The challenge when facilitating children’s play is to balance the exposure to risk while ensuring that they are not harmed.  Lindon (2010) suggests that practitioners need to have a sensible approach to risk and assess the hazards that are genuine and be responsible without taking away the child’s enjoyment.  Using Risk-Benefit forms supplied by the Play Safety Forum (2014) can be useful tools to highlight the benefits that a particular play opportunity may present and guide how to assess any potential harm that it could cause and how to respond.  According to the Play Safety Forum (2012) children should have opportunities to take risks when playing and be suitably challenged and stimulated without being put directly in danger of being harmed.  As practitioners it is important to provide support for children to manage risk.  This can be achieved through ensuring practitioners understand and are knowledgeable about play and are properly trained (Play Wales, 2020).  This could include allowing children to take part in play that may be viewed as rough so as to explore friendships (Lindon, 2010) and recognising the difference between rough play and fighting or providing suitable clothing and footwear for children to be able to experience all weathers and not view this as a barrier (Play Wales, 2020).  

Section 3
Observations of children are important in providing a way of collating a broad range of information on how a child is developing (Jarvis, George, and Holland, 2013).  In addition to this, the type of insights it can give according to Jarvis, George and Holland (2013) could include skills the child has recently learnt, the rate at which the child is progressing, involvement and well-being of the child and help highlight if the child has any additional learning needs.  When choosing which observation method to use, Bruce (2011) explains that finding the most appropriate way or tool is important. There are different tools to aid and record observations and they each have their own benefits and limitations.     
The Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) is used in Wales to enable practitioners to record where each child is through observation throughout the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2019a).  It is a requirement by Welsh Government that all children are assessed within the first six weeks of them entering Reception and the Foundation Phase Compact Profile (FPCP) is a tool which is used to do this.  Welsh Government (2019b) states that practitioners use the FPCP method to score the assessments and then provide the outcomes for each child in the Areas of Learning.  The Areas of Learning cover Language, Literacy and Communication, Personal and Social development including Cultural Diversity and Well-being, Mathematics and Physical development.  There are 45 pages of the FPCP to be completed and they are divided into sections within the Areas of Learning for example shape, pattern, writing numbers, time and so on in Mathematical development.  Practitioners have space on the profile to record written observations and if and how many times the child has achieved the outcome. However different settings may have adapted this to how they prefer to work, for example completing it in tick sheet form and only making written notes when felt it is necessary.    
The FPCP has very specific skills for each Area of Learning which are explained in detail and alongside each skill to be observed is an explanation of how this may be observed.  According to Welsh Government (2018), these skills should be easy to observe while children are engaged in activities that are holistic in the provisions made for play in the Early Years setting.   The benefit of assessing and observing the whole child means that the practitioner should be able to create a picture of what the child can do (Welsh Gov, 2019b) then identify any developmental delays or additional learning needs. The FPCP and the FPP are useful tools for supporting practitioners to plan and create a holistic environment where children can develop (Welsh Gov, 2019b).  As the FPCP is used across Wales, the benefit of this is that it can provide a standard and consistent form of recording the progress of all children at a particular age nationally (Welsh Gov, 2015).  On the FPCP there is space to record the number of times a practitioner has observed the child for each skill.  As there are three gaps to fill out, this suggests that the child should be observed more than once which will enable practitioners to work closely together and promote good communication.  Regular observations are recommended by PACEY (2017) in different environments, by all practitioners to get a holistic picture of the child.
Welsh Government (2018) state that the FPP should not create any extra work for practitioners however, in a report by Bury, J. et al. (2020), one of the barriers to retaining Early Years staff was the fact that practitioners find it a struggle to fit in all their day to day tasks and fill in lengthy observation forms.  The FPCP has many pages to complete and must be filled in for each child which can be time consuming.  As it covers four different areas of learning, practitioners may have to complete the observations over a number of days and at various times of the day in order to have the opportunity to observe a child demonstrating these outcomes. Although Welsh Gov (2018) states that the FPCP supports the holistic planning of the curriculum and the profile will show if a child has not yet achieved a particular skill at the point of assessment, there are limitations to this.  The profile does not allow for the background or story as to why a child has not achieved in a particular skill.  Bottrill (2018) when discussing assessment, states that when learning children do not always do this in a straight line and that practitioners must be open to viewing the child as an individual.  If a child was extremely shy and lacking confidence when first entering a setting or school and has slowly developed their social skills in the first term, the FPCP limitations are that this may not be clear in showing this.  
Section 4
When a child is truly immersed in play Bottrill (2018) believes that the child can explore and push the boundaries of the world around them by testing what they know, being themselves, expressing how they feel, and learning communication skills.  Bottrill (2018) goes on to explain that this is only possible if the child has freedom of choice, is listened to and is given the environment to do this without feeling the interference of adults.  Following on from this, McInnes et al. (2011) suggest that when involved in an activity that a child sees as play, the child has improved behaviour towards learning, and their performance is enhanced.  In the article and research completed by Howard and McInnes (2012) the link between play and higher levels of emotional well-being is documented.  
This research suggests that when observing a child to assess their ability to perform a particular skill or skills, the circumstances of how, when and where the child is observed will have an impact on the quality of the observation.  In the results gathered by Howard and McInnes (2012) the children who undertook tasks through ‘play’ perceived circumstances showed higher levels of concentration and involvement.  This demonstrates how play can be beneficial when observing children as it is more likely that the practitioner will see a more accurate and natural reflection of the child and what they can do.  The ability to have autonomy during play and freedom to make mistakes without the fear of failure has a positive effect on a child’s self-esteem and development (Howard and McInnes, 2012) therefore performance of a required skill is not forced but more likely to be observed naturally.  For a child to view an activity as play or playful, McInnes et al. (2011) comment that the adult and the child’s perception of the adult in relation to the activity is important.  For example, if an adult is present where the child is ‘playing’ and is showing obvious interest in needing to see the child accomplish a particular skill, such as “can you count how many blocks you used to build that tower?” the child will pick up on the cue from the adult that they want them to count and therefore view the activity as not playing.  The child may perform the required skill or task but may not, due to the forced situation, show their full potential.  Through observing a child in play, Bottrill (2018) argues that the child will be fully engaged and motivated without restrictions therefore giving the potential for their experience to have more purpose, meaning and to exceed the practitioner’s expectations.
According to McInnes et al. (2011) the child’s perception of whether something is play or not play also relies on how language is used from the adult, for example using questions in an open way to convey that the child has choice and control over what activities they do and for how long.  McInnes et al. (2013) discusses the cues that children use when viewing an activity as play, such as being on the floor with an adult nearby rather than sitting at a table with an adult with them and having choice in what activity they do.  Under playful conditions, McInnes et al. (2013) highlight the benefit of children being more motivated in what they are doing, to focus better and be more attentive.
 Play Wales (2021) describe how an adult can support play through creating an environment and space for children to play.  The environment that a child is playing in includes the attitudes and understanding of the adults that are facilitating the play (McInnes et al. 2012), which will have a positive impact on the potential for children’s holistic development and promote their emotional well-being. According to McInnes et al. (2013) by creating a playful environment, being aware of the cue’s children need to perceive it as playful, practitioners can support and maximise the opportunity for 

observing children through play.  Both practitioner and child will benefit from these conditions, as the child will be in an optimum environment to learn effectively (McInnes et al., 2013) and feel in control therefore giving a more accurate reflection of what the child can do.
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