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Children’s Play, Principles and Practice – Portfolio

Task 1

[bookmark: _Hlk30229636]Play is a fundamental part of children’s learning and development. Through play children learn to understand and experience the world around them, develop their social, cognitive, physical and emotional skills. The Foundation Phase Curriculum in Wales (Welsh Gov, 2015) place holistic development at the centre of their curriculum, promoting children’s development in all areas are at the core, and believe that developing a child’s self-worth and self-esteem are essential, ensuring that children are offered first hand experiences that allow them to build on their previous learning and experiences. This links to Piaget’s (Miller, (2011) theory that children’s cognitive development is built through actions and experiments that construct their knowledge on the world around them. This is also supported by Froebel’s (Early education, no date) theory that play is key to child development, learning about the world around them through hands on experience. 

Creative play

Creative play is when children engage in unstructured, self-directed play, this enables children to develop their problem-solving skills and develop their imaginative thinking (Smith, 2010). It promotes their holistic development by promoting a child’s development in many areas. Creative learning supports the childs sense of achievement, they can feel proud of themselves when they have completed a project and seen what they can achieve. It can also help them deal with frustration, if a project is not going as well as they had hoped they can learn how to deal with this and then what they can do to improve their project. According to Vygotsky social development theory (Smith, 2010) children will learn how to work with others and to take turns, be respectful of others, they will learn self confidence by working with or alongside other children. Creative play will suppport problem solving and reasoning skills, (Smith, 2010) while supporting physical devlopment such as fine and gross motor through creative activities such as painting.
 

To enable creative learning to flourish the environment needs to be correctly constructed it is important to provide the children with a variety of resources that are easily accesible to them. Reggio (Thornton, 2010) and Montessori (Montessori Group, no date) believe that the environment should encourage exploration and independance with children, allowing ample time for self-directed play. Gardner (Baum, 2005) believes that there are 8 difference forms of intelligence, and that no one child learns in the same way as another, and that practitioners should adapt their teaching to incorporate all the different ways of learning, as children do not learn by listening to the information that is given to them, that they should be provided with an environment that allows them to create, experiment and explore, taking a more hands on approach to learning.

We should provide an enviroment that allows self-directed play to flourish, as the practitioner we should provide ample rescources to children to aid self-directed play allowing them the opportunity to experiment and give them ample time to reflect and revisit their work. We should create an environment which enables children to solve problems independantly and as practitioners we should provide supportive interactions when invited to (Montessori Group, no date).



Sensory Play

Sensory play is a type of play that allows children to learn through their senses, touch, taste, sound and sight. Using sensory materials children can learn about different textures and smells, learning creatively through experimenting and manipulating multiple types of materials (Szekely, 2015). Sensory activities can also promote co-ordination and develop children’s fine motor skills. Young children rely completely on their senses to develop an understanding of the world around them, through their senses they begin to process information and develop new ideas through their sensory play (Forbes, 2004). Piaget’s theory (Huitt and Hummel, 2003) stated that from birth to two years of age children are in the Sensori-motor stage, during this stage babies rely on movements and senses to explore their surroundings. Children construct schemas as a result of their experiences. “Schemas appear as actions, which become increasingly coordinated and form observable patterns in children’s play” (Forbes, 2004). The developing brain benefits from sensory play, the environment also plays a part in this and practitioners need to ensure that they offer an environment rich with sensory activities that are easily accessible for the children allowing for ample self-directed play (Montessori Group, no date). Self- directed play is achieved during sensory messy play by providing the children with the materials and allowing them to experiment and allow the play to guide itself without guidance given on what they could produce with the resources available, and allowing the children to guide their own play without adult intervention (Gascoyne, 2017). Self-directed play is important to children’s learning, it allows children to lead their own learning experiences on their own terms, to play at their own pace that is led by their own interests, children will be more engaged and enjoy learning through self-directed play (Schwarzmueller, 2012). 




Task 2

Many view that exposing children to risk as a negative connotation, where in fact exposing children to risk is beneficial for their development (Play Wales, 2018).
Experiencing risk can allow children to know their own capabilities and allow them to further develop their problem-solving abilities (Smith, 2010). Children need to experience risk in order to evaluate risk for themselves and build resilience, experiencing risk can promote a can-do attitude in children to deal with situation head on with a positive attitude (Play Wales, 2008). The Foundation Phase Curriculum (2015) state that children should experience risk through play to promote their overall experience and development. While Donaldson’s successful futures (Welsh Gov, 2019) new curriculum want to ensure that time is spent building children’s life skills, personal confidence and well-being, exposing children to risk in a safe manner would promote these outcomes in children.
Children are naturally drawn to push the boundaries and take part in risky play (Lavrysen, 2017), however, risk experienced in play should be beneficial to a child’s development.


Some European countries have seen a decline in the significance of outdoor play in recent years, this in turn limits children’s risk taking opportunities (Lavrysen, 2017). Nordic countries place significance on children learning in the outdoor environment and exposing them to beneficial risk, with promising results, such as children displaying more independence and being more creative (Millington, 2012). 
Norwegian preschools (Lavrysen, 2017) categorise risky play in six categories:
· Play with height
· High speed
· Play including harmful toys
· Play that is near dangerous elements
· Round and tumble
· Play where children can get lost

Experiencing risk through play is necessary to develop the child’s risk-taking skills and develop how the child deals in risky situations. The Foundation Phase Curriculum includes risk taking into their framework as they believe it is beneficial to a child’s overall development (Welsh Gov, 2015).
Forest school (Forest school association, no date) settings originated in Nordic countries, aim to provide all children hands on learning in the outdoor environment thus supporting Piaget who states that children require hands on experiential learning (Cunningham, 2007). 
Allowing children to experience risk according to Waters (2007) will help develop their confidence and self-esteem by allowing them to experience nature hands on. In Forest School settings, children are viewed as equal, ready to explore and experience challenges and risks. Forest School has a child centered approach, which supports the Foundation Phase (2015) thus allowing them to experience the outdoors in all weathers, giving them hands on experience such as building fires, climbing trees, using knives to whittle. In return, children are healthy, happy, confident learners who know their own limitations and able to evaluate risk efficiently (Sandseter, 2010).

Risk taking in children is also connected to sensation seeking, studies had shown that children seek out and overall prefer risky play (Ball, 2002). While this might seem confusing that children would intentionally par take in activities that could potentially result in injuring themselves, some theories claim that children want to seek out thrill and adventure, that children want to find out for themselves what is possible, learning about what is dangerous and what is not while also learning about their environment and learning about themselves (Sandseter, 2010). 

Practitioners need to provide an environment that is safe but that also allow a degree of risk. Risk assessments will be carried out to ensure that children are safe from serious harm but also allow them to experience stimulating environments that they can explore and develop (Play Wales, 2008).
Allowing children to experience risk builds character and resilience, in turn this will allow children to know how to react positively to unexpected challenges, and in turn allow them to react better to challenges as adults as a result of the experiences they have come across as a child (Ouvry, no date). A large set back to children experiencing risk these days is parental concern, parents might be concerned that their child will harm themselves. 

In order to rectify this and continue to provide children in your settings good quality play opportunities we must ensure that parents are given the relevant information about the setting and what experiences their children will benefit from by attending the setting. Parents should be provided with the information about how children benefit from risk taking opportunities and that the setting will follow their health and safety policy and undertake regular risk assessments to ensure children are only introduced to risk that they will be of benefit to them, policies and procedures will be followed to minimize the risk of serious harm (Play Wales, 2018). 








Task 3

Observations are carried out in settings to obtain information about a child, information that practitioners can use to track the child’s development in four areas of development as stated in the Foundation Phase Curriculum: -
· Personal, social development, well-being and cultural diversity
· Language, literacy and communication skills
· Mathematical Development
· Physical Development
(Welsh Gov, 2015)
The Foundation phase curriculum (Welsh Gov, 2015) provide outcomes that each child should reach by the end of each year in the foundation phase, practitioners use these as guidelines when conducting assessments from the observations to track a child’s development. 
There are a varying forms of observations methods, this extract will focus on the running record method. 
Running Record
The running record observation method is conducted over a period of time with the practitioner continuously observing what the child is doing. During this type of observation, the practitioner should stand back and observe what happens naturally. Running records should be carried out during times of self-directed play, while the child is at ease. This observation type gathers a vast amount of information, practitioners must be objective and only write what they see, not what they interpret to be happening, or assuming what you have observed (Sussex Gov, 2019).
Running records are helpful to use to plan learning activities, they are also providing valuable information that could help you recognise a pattern that leads to unfavourable behaviours, such as hitting, biting or lashing out (Care Courses, no date). 
While carrying out your running record observation, the practitioner must only observe once child at a time, must record only what they see, and record actions in the correct order that they develop. The date and time should be recorded on your observation sheet, throughout, also the location the observation takes place (Sussex Gov, 2019).
The benefits of running record observations are that they provide the practitioner with a vast amount of information regarding the observed child. Information practitioners gather during a running record observation, gives practitioners a clear view of the child’s interests and their development, it also allows practitioners to witness how children interact with the other children in the setting, focusing on the holistic development of the child (Smith, 2010). 
The information obtained from running record observations will help practitioners plan certain activities that will benefit that child. Running record observations are insightful view to the whole child as they are not solely focused on one behaviour and able to observe several areas of learning at once (Prezi, no date). Practitioners also do not require to undergo training in order to carry out this type of observation.
However, there are some negatives using the running record observation method, the biggest being time. In order to produce a running record observation with ample detail, requires uninterrupted time, to ensure that the practitioner witnesses everything that occurs during the set observation time frame, this can be tricky in an early years setting where staffing might be tight (Complex needs, no date).
Practitioners might only write about the child that is being observed and might not record information about the environment during the observation, such as how is the environment, is it quiet, or too noisy, are resources easily accessible for the child during the observation, by not recording this information you might not get a clear idea if external factors might contribute to certain behaviours. 
Overall, running record observations can help practitioners build a clear picture of many areas of the child’s development. They give us insight into the child’s interests and their level of engagement with other children and areas in the setting. Through running record observation practitioners can see the holistic development of the child, their strengths and if there are any areas in their development that require some support. By conducting observations, practitioners can begin to asses the child, by reviewing all the information that they see and have collected on their written observations, by analysing this data, practitioners can determine how the child is learning and developing (Sussex Gov, 2019).
From observations and assessment, practitioner can being planning for the target child, ensuring that their planning helps promote that individual child’s holistic development and follows any interests that they may have, ensuring that the child will find the activities exciting and engaging (Sussex Gov, 2019). Moyles (2005) states that a child will explore new ideas through self-directed play. She states that when the child displays that they are ready to participate in structured play, practitioners should use their observations conducted during a child’s self-directed play to direct the child into new exciting play opportunities (Moyles, 2005).

Task 4

Froebel (Hoskins, 2019) theorised that children learn best through play, that children engaging in self-directed play expressed their creativity, imagination and demonstrated their knowledge of the world around them. 
Montessori (Lillard, 2018) also believed in the importance of learning through play, she believed that children would flourish in a well prepared and thought out environment that supported self-directed play with minimal adult intervention. 
Play is fundamental to children’s holistic development, Article 31 of the UNCRC (Unicef, 2019) state that children have the right to play, to relax and engage in a range of activities. The Foundation Phase Curriculum (Welsh Gov, 2015) also state that children learn best through play, by being engaged in learning through experiential activities, promoting the holistic development of a child (Welsh Gov, 2015). 
In recent years, research has been conducted on the importance of emotional well-being, studies had shown that children of the United Kingdom faired the least in personal well-being (Howard, 2012). These findings prompted changes to play based policies to optimize the well-being and emotional health throughout the United Kingdom, with policies such as the Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning program (Department for Education and Skills, 2005) and the Healthy schools programs (Department for Education and skills 2005). Donaldson (Welsh Gov, 2019) also recognized the importance of emotional health and well-being, health and well-being will be one of the six areas of learning and within the new Successful Futures curriculum. 
Play, boosts emotional well-being (Lester, 2008), not allowing children to have access to ample play opportunities can have a detrimental effect on their development, but by providing children that have been deprived of play ample play opportunities can have a positive effect on their development (Webb, 2003). 
Studies had been conducted to determine if children preformed better during play or during structured adult-led activities (Howard and McInnes, 2012). During these studies children were observed during an activity that they deemed as play, where the activity was child-led, taken place on the floor and children were given the choice weather to participate. Children were also observed during the activity using the same resources with slight changes, were the children no longer deemed this as play. It included an adult being directly present, was conducted while sat at a table and the children were asked to participate (Howard and McInnes, 2012).
The results of these studies had shown that children were far more enthusiastic and engaged during activities that they deemed as play, that were self-directed and not adult-led. Children performed better during self-directed play. This shows that when children engage in play that it promotes their emotional well-being (Howard and McInnes 2012). 
The results of this study showed that children were happier and more motivated to learn, more engaged in the activity and less distracted while engaging in play (Howard and McInnes, 2012). 
This demonstrates the importance of play during observations, while children are more engaged and at ease participating in self-directed play, practitioners will be able to see a true representation of what that child can do.
While observing a child during an adult led activity that the child does not deem as play, might not give the practitioner the correct information about that child. The child might be more anxious, distracted, less engaged in the activity and this will not provide you with accurate information of what this child can achieve (Howard and McInnes, 2012).
While a child is fully immersed in self-directed play, practitioners will witness a true representation of what this child can achieve through play, what their interests are and how they interact with others and with the activity (Early Years Matters, no date). Through play children have the freedom to completely experiment without the worry of making an error. Bruner (Moyles, 2005) once wrote that engaging in play will provide children with the opportunity to try a variety of behaviours that they might not try under functional pressure. This displays that play holds a high significance while observing children, in order to witness the capabilities of the child as a whole and witness their holistic development as a whole without any restrictions. 
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