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Play Portfolio
Section 1 
The importance of play is recognised around the world by many countries and is shown in policy and legislation. 196 countries are signed up to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and each has agreed to implement the rights set out, including Article 31 which states that children have a right to play and relax. General comment No. 17 defines play as 
“behaviour initiated, controlled and structured by children, as non-compulsory, driven by intrinsic motivation, not a means to an end and that it has key characteristics of fun, uncertainty, challenge, flexibility and non-productivity” (2013, cited in Hobbs et al, 2019, p. 2).
Play is what children do, children learn and develop skills and knowledge through play. Playing helps children develop adaptability and resilience which contributes to improved emotional well-being and is central to social, physical and mental health. (Play Wales, 2014).
Welsh Government also recognises the value of play. Access to play forms part of one of the 7 core aims. The Foundation Phase curriculum places great emphasis on learning through play and states that children use play and first-hand experiences to consolidate learning, practise and problem solve, play is key to self-awareness and fundamental to intellectual development. (Welsh Government, 2015). 
Many theorists acknowledge in their work how play influences development in children. Sigmund Freud recognised the link between emotional development and play, believing that children develop control of their emotions through play and are able to enact feelings they may not be capable of verbalising (Frued Museum London, 2014).  Piaget identified 3 stages of play which he believed children pass through in correlation with stages of development.
Self-directed play develops confidence and independence.  
According to Play Wales (no date) There is greater benefit to children when they are able to choose freely what to play, how to play, where and who with (Play Wales, No date). Adults can support this type of self-directed play by allowing plenty of opportunities, space and providing an inviting environment for children to become engaged in. Welsh government (2016) agree and state in their national minimum standards that children should experience unstructured and self-directed play with a range of experiences which contribute to overall development.
The role of the adult is to take a step back and allow children the space to participate in self-directed play. Set the environment to be inviting for children to explore without being overwhelmed by resources. According to Bottrill (2018) Real play should be open ended, unplanned and owned by the child. Adults should be facilitators, guiding when necessary, listening and enabling. Mc Innes et al (2013) suggest that children show increased motivation and focus and display improved performance in tasks which they perceive as play. Children are more likely to perceive an activity as play when the adult is in proximity but not actively present and they are given freedom of choice. (Howard and McInnes, 2012). 
Messy play is usually a hands-on sensory experience, where children can explore different textures and materials using their senses. It can include playing in the mud, sand, water or using playdough, gloop, paint and even food as a resource to explore. However, messy play is much more than a sensory experience and supports all round holistic development. “Sensory stimulation is a key part of how young children learn about themselves and the world around them” (Gasgoine, 2017, p. 273). Gasgoine (2017) also identified benefits in children’s therapeutic messy play. And suggests that messy play can be a tool for communication, control, confidence and self-expression and can have a soothing emotional buffer alongside being a pleasurable and enhancing resource.
The first stage Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, the Sensorimotor stage is about how babies and young children learn by exploring their environment. During this stage babies and young children will use symbolic play and manipulation as they learn and develop. This stage can be supported through messy play as children squeeze playdough, paint with their hands or scoop water into a cup and offer it to an adult as a cup of tea. 
Physical development improves as children can learn to cut playdough using a knife or scissors, pour water, walk through the mud keeping their balance, and paint large pictures using whole arm movements. Playdough can be manipulated in many ways and can be used to explore mathematical concepts such as big/small, long/short.
Communication and language skills may be developed as children talk about their creations and learn new vocabulary to describe what they are doing. 
Messy play is open ended and offers all sorts of possibilities. 


















Section 2 
It is a well-known fact that children naturally seek out risky experiences through play, it is essential to their learning and development. The Welsh Government recognise this in their play policy which states “children have an innate desire to seek out opportunities to take increasing risks” (Welsh Government, 2002, p. 4). This is supported by Sandester (2009) who states that taking risks seems to be a natural part of play in children, they often conduct exciting forms of play where there is risk of physical injury. Welsh Government (2002) believes that adults should respond positively to this desire, maintaining awareness of both psychological and physical well-being and providing a range of environments and opportunities. 
Children develop confidence in their skills and establish what they are capable of when trying out new things with their body. They need to find out how fast they can run or how high they can climb up a tree (Ouvry, no date). and often challenge themselves to go faster or higher each time. While these types of activity can pose a risk, they also help develop resilience. Gill (2007) suggests that children value their safety and should have the opportunity to experience risk for themselves and take a degree of responsibility. Where children are able to encounter risks and develop a sense of adventure, they build resilience and self-reliance. Additionally, Sandester (2009) suggests that an important part of development is learning to manage risk, and through trying out risky activities children develop improved motor and spatial skills, their perception of risk also improves and they learn risk assessment and mastery of risky situations which will be beneficial and may even aid survival as children get older and adults may not be present. 
While risky play has many physical benefits, children will usually seek out risk for the thrill, excitement and fun, the feelings and the emotional pleasure it brings rather than improved physical development. Sandester (2009) points out that it is reasonable to believe the urge to experience heightened arousal, ecstatic and joyous feelings is what initially motivates the child the take part in risky activities. 

According to Play Wales (2016) Children that have opportunities to deal with uncertainty and risk in a suitable environment become more confident in their approach to what life throws at them and better able to deal with new and unexpected situations. Taking part in challenging and risky play activities allows children to learn from and develop the skills needed to cope with failure or fear and to feel satisfaction from trying again and eventually succeeding. Children are more likely to keep repeating an activity after experiencing feelings of mastery and excitement (Sandester, 2009).  In dealing with failure children get to experience first-hand the consequences of their actions. Other benefits of risk taking include developing physically, extending skills and being able to test their own limits. Learning to ride a bike or climb a tree would not be possible if children did not want to risk falling or being injured. (Play Wales, 2016).
Taking risks helps children learn to survive and is a natural part of growing up. Even when a child has developed mastery of an activity they often challenge themselves further and seek out risk, for example a child who can ride a bike may begin riding with one or no hands (Play Wales, 2018). It is important for adults to allow children these opportunities to experience a level of risk in a controlled play environment. If children are given space to challenge themselves and access risky activities they are less likely to seek out similar thrills and experiences in less suitable more dangerous places where there is unlikely to be an adult around to supervise and oversee their well-being (Play Wales, 2016).
This natural drive to seek out risky activities and experiences also applies to children with additional learning need and disabilities. In fact children with disabilities are likely to be supervised and supported more closely and have less opportunity to play independently. Play Wales (2016) suggests that where children are overly protected they are more likely to push boundaries. Disabled children like non-disabled children need to experience not just the physical risks but failure, success and learning to try again.
Being aware of the importance of risky activities and the intrinsic motivation of children to seek out these forms of play, the role of the adult is to support children and enable them to experience such activities in a controlled environment. Adults should take a common-sense approach and consider whether it really is necessary to say no. According to Play Wales (2018) Unless it is likely that the child will come to significant harm them minimum intervention is preferred. It is important to support and trust children to make their own judgements.  By observing children and getting to know them at play, adults gain a better understanding of their individual capabilities and are in a better position to extend play opportunities and to know when to intervene (Play Wales 2018).

















Section 3 
Observations play an important part in assessing how children are progressing developmentally in different areas. Having a clear picture of where a child is allows the practitioner to plan for next steps and help recognise areas where support may be needed. Welsh Government (2016) suggests practitioners in the foundation phase should use regular observation and assessment of the ability of children to inform the planning of learning opportunities.
There are many different types of observation from simple checklist to long narrative written observations. They all have their strengths and weaknesses and may be suitable for different situations depending on what the purpose of the observation is and how many children are being observed.
The foundation Phase Profile is an assessment tool used nationally to assess children on entry through to the end of the Foundation Phase between Reception and Year 2. The Compact Profile is designed to be used to form a baseline assessment of children using observation taken during the first 6 weeks of entering into Reception class. The skills covered in the compact profile are specially chosen for ease of observation and also provides information that can be used to identify early signs of delay or ALN (Welsh Government, 2019). Early Years Wales (2020) also states that information gathered using the Profile is useful for supporting transitions and identifying possible development delay and is designed in way which allows it to align with the assessments carried out by other health professionals.
It is a very comprehensive profile and covers all areas of development giving practitioners a holistic picture of development. According to Early Years Wales (2020) the Foundation phase profile enables practitioners to provide a curriculum which is holistic and developmentally appropriate for all children. As it is used nationwide it easily allows for comparison of children and setting standardised expectations.
It allows practitioners to make both formative and summative assessments, gaining information through observation through holistic activities and clearly shows progression of individuals. Allowing the ability to see where a child is currently and where they are aiming to get to with their next steps. 
The profile encourages observation during play both indoors and out, and information gained should be used to plan for scaffolding children’s learning through developmentally appropriate resources and activities (Welsh Government, 2017). This idea is supported by Bruner’s Spiral curriculum. 
The profile looks at the child holistically and covers such a wide range of development, however at 42 pages long it can sometimes be overwhelming and time consuming for practitioners to find specific information. 


















Section 4 
Observations are an important part of assessment in order to establish where children are at developmentally and identify any additional needs they may need support with. The importance of observation is recognised in the Montessori approach, according to Issacs (2015) observation is the main tool in planning next steps and for assessing progress and is at the heart of Montessori practice.
Howard and McInnes (2012) 
Where children view an activity as play they become more engaged and it is shown that children demonstrate higher levels of emotional well-being and self-esteem than they would if that same activity was viewed as noy play (Howard and McInnes 2012). Where children are engaged and at ease taking part in an activity they are more likely to show a true reflection of their ability.  Maslows’ hierarchy of needs recognises that children are unable to reach their full potential and reach self-actualisation without first having esteem needs met by experiences feelings of accomplishment.
Carrying out observation during play can provide a clearer picture of the child’s capabilities. Children may simply do what is required if they feel they are being tested, for example building a tower, they are likely to build much higher if they chose to in their own time and don’t feel pressured. Children have been shown to have significantly improved performance when they take part in activities, or practice tasks in a situation they perceive as play (Howard and McInnes, 2012).
Howard and McInnes (2012) suggest that children use cues to determine whether or not they view an activity as play or not play. Cues include things such as whether they have a choice to join in, where the activity takes place and whether there is an adult present. Situations where the child chooses an activity, it occurs of the floor as opposed to at a table and where an adult is in proximity but not directly involved are more likely to be viewed as play.
Adults can support this by providing opportunities which children can view as play in order for them to feel at ease and have more chance to reach their potential. Setting up the environment to allow for children’s interests and providing an invitation to play based on information gained from previous observations. When children direct their own play they are intrinsically motivated. According to Wilson (no date) when a child is intrinsically motivated they take part in play purely for the enjoyment and not for any reward. McInnes et al (2013) suggest that children are more focussed and attentive when taking part in an activity under conditions which playful and not formal.
Children need time to practice new skills and the best way to do this is through play, they will naturally go off and repeat behaviours to try to gain mastery of a new skill. This is supported by Bruner’s spiral curriculum which suggests that an adult should support a child by extending there knowledge, then allow them time to go and practice until they develop mastery. The adult can then progressively increase the challenge by introducing new knowledge or skills.   
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