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Children’s Play, Principles and Practice Portfolio

Section 1

Dictionary definition of play Lexica (2020) “Play is to engage in an activity for enjoyment and recreation rather than a serious purpose”. 
Children play all around the world, a child’s drive to play is so intense that children will be observed playing even when they have no real toys, without encouragement and even in the middle of a war zone suggests White (2012). 
It is simple to compile a list of play activities, it is much more difficult to define play Eberle (2014). Scales et al. (1991) described play as an “absorbing activity in which children participate with enthusiasm”. Fromberg and Gullo (1992) suggests play enhances language, social, creativity, imagination and thinking skills. Play is one of the most misunderstood concepts according to Bottrill (2018).
Throughout history play has been considered an integral part of a child’s social and cognitive development. Froebel (1782-1852) cited in Saracho (1991) valued play as an important component in children’s development and established that play was the appropriate justification for early education. Research suggested by Lester and Russell (2008) is play not only influences a child’s ability to adapt, survive, thrive and shape their social and physical environments, play has an impact on the physical and chemical development of the brain. Sutton-Smith (1997) suggests that research into brain imaging revealed that children under the age of 10 have a brain capacity potential of at least twice that of an adult.
Play can be as unique as the person playing. The question ‘why do children play?’ has been asked hundreds if not thousands of times before. Play offers children an opportunity to learn, practise skill and develops thinking, play has a therapeutic effect and is vital for the evolution of the species (Davy, and Gallagher 2016). Play is recognised by the United Nations and is included in the UNCRC Rights of a Child under article 31 - Children have the right to relax and play. (UNICEF UK, No Date). 
Play has many benefits to children and supports many areas of development. Children use fine and gross motor skills in their play. Children interact socially with each other and build language skills. Play often is an opportunity to express emotions, problem solve and contributes to the wellbeing and resilience of young children. (Play Wales, 2020). In Wales the Welsh Government (2014) fully recognises the importance of play and guides every childcare setting to provide opportunities for children to play in an environment that is a good quality both indoors and outdoors. Practitioners need to plan the environment carefully, providing space and resources that facilitate a variety play types such as physical, symbolic, constructive, dramatic or fantasy play. As well as opportunity for solitary, onlooker, parallel, associative and cooperative play.
Allowing children to choose what they want to do benefits children, families and the wider community. Children’s access to good quality play provision can increase their self-awareness, self-esteem, self-respect, physical and mental health (Play England, No Date).
 Children consider play to be play when they are in control and lead the play. Play becomes work when it is led by an adult or at a table. (Howard and McInnes,2012). Gray (No Date) suggests that a crucial characteristic of play is that it is directed by the child. Play Wales (2018) defines self- directed play as freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated with no specific goal. Self-directed play gives a child the sense of freedom, control over their own movement, a chance to explore their own limits and promotes independence. Self-directed play can also boost self-esteem which is near the top of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs pyramid (Very Well Mind, 2019).
Self-directed play will lead to confident children who are eager to explore and an environment that promotes a child’s holistic development A child who has chosen constructive play in a construction area, will not only be observed being creative and show manipulation skills. Practitioners will also observe the child’s cognitive development, using and developing hand eye coordination, using and developing fine motor skills, communication, use of expressive language and social skills, problem solving, curiosity, emotional regulation and expression of personal interest and experience. Children do not compartmentalise their learning into curriculum areas suggests Pugh and Duffy (2014). From that one activity a child freely chooses to do, practitioners will be promoting a child’s development holistically. The Foundation Phase Framework encourages practitioners to consider the holistic development of each child (Welsh Government, 2015).
Practitioners role is to be viewed by children as ‘play partners’. Stimulating and supporting children’s development, not pushing to hard but, meeting children where they are and showing them their next route suggests Department for Children, Schools and Families (2009). Adults need to take care to not break a child’s play cycle. Adulteration can easily happen if a practitioner is wanting to see a particular outcome in a child and leads play, takes control or misses a play cue from a child (Else and Sturrock, 1998).
































Section 2

The term ‘risky play’ is often used but what does it exactly mean. Sandseter (2007) describes risky play as challenging and thrilling play that involves the risk of physical injury. Play Wales (2008) explains risky play as, ‘providing opportunities for all children to encounter or create uncertainty, unpredictability and potential hazards as part of their play’. Risk can mean different things to children. Every child is different, one child’s risk is another child’s easy achievement (Play Wales, 2008). Activities such as climbing, sliding, balancing, jumping from heights and hanging upside down can be considered as risky (Tovey,2010). Rough and tumble play and deep play and other play types could also be considered as risky. Fire skills taught in forest schools is also considered risky play, however practitioners should remember that ‘man’s’ ability to create fire was once considered a power.
All children and young people need and want to take risks emotionally and physically as they grow and develop (Play Wales 2008). This need to take risks during play happens no matter of a child’s culture or background, ability, impairment or social status (Play Wales 2018). Risk is essential for health and well-being. If toddlers never took a step, they would never walk. Taking risks helps to develop cognitive, social, physical and psychological skills, and problem solving. Children need time and opportunities to practice new skills and develop an understanding of their bodies according to Early Years Resources (2018). Children need to have time to take chances and try new things in their play (Niehues et al.,2013). If children experience risk with adult supporting, it is likely they will be able to make good choices later on when they are alone.  Risk in children’s play is considered of such importance it is supported by the United Nation Conventions on the Rights of the child, article 31 (UNICEF UK, No Date).
Moss and Petrie (2002) suggest that we learn to assess and manage risk by encountering it. Practitioners play an essential role in creating an environment that provides children that opportunity to take risks. According to Lovegrove (No Date) children are now given less opportunities to engage in risky play than previous generations. Early Education (No Date) suggests our ‘risk averse society’ is making physically active, playfully risk taking ever more difficult for children to practise. Play is a vital part of child development and how young children learn the skills they need for life. (Early Education, No Date). If children have opportunities to encounter uncertainty and deal with potential hazards, they develop resilience.
 Practitioners need to develop good relationships with children and understand and identify a child’s current stage of development and ability to be able to offer opportunities for children to take risks. The role of practitioners is to enable children to take risks without placing them in danger. Serious injuries are of course to be avoided, but grazes and minor bumps and cuts are unavoidable and beneficial part of childhood. Children learn to manage their bodies in different physical situations suggests Early Education (No Date). 
The Health and Safety Executive (No Date) supports and provides guidelines to help practitioner manage taking risks.
 “The goal is not to eliminate risk, but to weigh up the risks and benefits. No child will   learn about risk if they are wrapped up in cotton wool”. (HSE, No Date)
The Play Safety Forum and the Health and Safety Executive have a joint statement to promote a balanced approach to managing risk in children’s play (Play Wales 2020). The aim of this statement is to highlight the importance of play to a child’s well-being. 
Help practitioners understand the importance of balancing the rick of an activity to the benefits and acknowledging accidents and mistakes will happen in play, but the fear of litigation and prosecution has been blown out of proportion. (Play Wales, 2020).
Looking at approaches and attitudes in other countries is beneficial to practitioners. Play and learning in the Nordic and other countries is based on exposing children to risk. Their approach has the right balance between keeping children safe and allowing children to play and learn to risk assess for themselves. Norðdahl and Einarsdóttir (2014) suggests that children that have access to natural features and outdoor spaces learn the importance of nature, how their behaviour affects the environment as well as learning life skills and enhanced health and wellbeing. Christensen and Mikkelson (2008) argue that allowing children to take risks allows them to develop an understanding of their personal health and safety and learn from mistakes. Practitioners can support and facilitate children’s opportunities of risky play by assessing the risk with care being taken to identify the difference between a risk and a hazard. Model for children what opportunities a particular piece of equipment or object has for play. Trust in your knowledge you have about children in your care and their capabilities. Support children physically, mentally and emotionally with encouragement and reassurance (Early Years Resources, 2018)
Children who do not have access to risky play opportunities become bored and find ways to engage in dangerous play. There is evidence to suggest that children who have opportunities to learn from risky play can prevent risky behaviours in teenage years, such as drug and alcohol misuse and dependency and teenage pregnancy. (Nutkins, McDonald and Stephens, 2013).
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Section 3

According to Welsh Assembly Government (2008) by observing children’s progress, involvement, enjoyment and attainment of predetermined outcomes, practitioners should be able to plan learning that supports children’s development that is individual to their needs. Observation is at the centre of the Foundation Phase curriculum in Wales. “There is a statutory requirement on practitioners to carry out regular observations” (Thomas and Lewis, 2016 p.99).
   It is essential that practitioners working with children have an understanding of child    development and the needs of children. By observing children carefully to note their progress, involvement and enjoyment, as well as focusing on the attainment of predetermined outcomes, practitioners should be able to plan a more appropriate curriculum that supports children’s development according to individual needs (Welsh Government 2008).
Within the Foundation Phase Framework Welsh Government (2015) the Foundation Phase Profile Welsh Government (2017) is used to support assessment of children’s learning and development. The main purpose is to provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment and a final end of phase outcomes. Practitioners use observations and formative assessments to make a summative assessment within the first six weeks of a child starting reception (compact profile) and twenty days prior to a child completing year two (full profile) (Welsh Government, 2017). These results are reported to Welsh Government.
The profile is made up of two sets of skills ladders, compact and full in four areas of learning. Skills should be observed across a wide range of experiences and all the Foundation Phase areas of learning, consisting of personal and social development including well-being and cultural development, language, literacy and communication skills, mathematical development and physical development (Welsh Government, 2017). The aim of the Foundation Phase Profile is for practitioners to build a holistic picture of children’s development and abilities and aligns a child’s development through Foundation Phase and assessments carried out by health professionals. The profile also helps with early indication of possible development delays, special or additional educational needs.
Advantages of using the Foundation Phase Profile is it is a statutory assessment supported by Welsh Government that is used throughout a child’s early years education including schools, day-care setting and child minders and can be used with children aged 6 months to 7 years. The profile is universally understood as all practitioners in early years will have knowledge of the profile which will help a child’s transitions. As the Foundation Phase profile is scale based, practitioners will be able to identify a child’s current development ability and have a clear understand of how to support a child’s progression (Welsh Government, 2017). Some observations carried out by practitioners in the Foundation Phase are participant observations, according to Guest et al. (2013) participant observations are a natural form of observation. These are often on a sticky note and capture a moment. Practitioners record what they see. However, a disadvantage is the Foundation Phase Profile only records against a set of scale skills. There is no place to record what a child can do or interests of a child as outlined and promoted within the Foundation Phase pedagogy. Sancisi and Edgington (2015) suggest observations should be to reflect and capture what a child can do rather than what a child cannot do. Drake (2005) also agrees that practitioners should use observations to discover what a child can do. 
Another disadvantage of the profile is that it has to be recorded in the language of the setting English or welsh (Welsh Government, 2017) so, if a child has English as an additional language, they may have good communication skills in their home language but there is no option to score this on the Foundation Phase Profile. Hutchins (1999) suggests that the assessment process should be a cycle of assessment and planning. 
The assessment within the foundation phase profile promotes practitioners to use a flow of review, plan, do, assess, review and plan again. (Welsh Government, 2017). Tassoni and Hucker (2005) suggests that the “planning cycle fails to be complete unless the previous records and observations are used to inform future learning plans”. Key Stage Two practitioners may not be familiar or fully understand the Foundation Phase Profile. It is a good practise to follow the planning cycle to appropriately to support children’s individual development. It is also good practise to be aware that practitioners’ own values in play and learning can influence what is considered important and observed. 





Section 4

“Play is the highest expression of human development in childhood, for it alone is free expression of what is in a child’s soul” (Froebel,1782-1852). The pedagogy of the Foundation Phase promotes the holistic development of children through all areas of learning. Practitioners follow the Foundation Phase Framework (2015) to provide learning places and opportunities which allows for children’s interests and opportunities to observe children’s development and understanding through play. Children’s play is considered to be the building block for child development. Ginsburg (2007) suggests play is essential to a child developing cognitively, physically, socially and emotionally. 
 “Assessment is the way in which in our everyday practice, we observe children’s learning, strive to understand it and then put our understanding to good use” (Drummond,1993).An important part of understanding children’s learning is to observe children’s interests, where and what they like to play, who do they play with and what interests and motivates them. With this knowledge practitioners can ensure that planned activities and experiences are tailored to meet the needs of each child. Practitioners need to understand how a child learns and their preferred style of learning. Learning styles are important as it is linked to a child’s engagement in a task suggests Wood (No Date). Within the skills ladders of the full profile of the Foundation Phase children’s developing engagement and interdependency in learning and play is assessed and recorded by practitioners (Welsh Government, 2017). Evidence suggested by Sam et al. (2016) suggest that children achieve better academic outcomes when they are more engaged in the classroom.
Although practitioners have the important role of supporting and facilitating play, it is essential for children to have freedom to choose the play they wish to engage in and what level of interaction they want from an adult. Practitioners who provided opportunities and encourage self-directed play will be able to observe a child’s uninterrupted play, forming an in depth understanding of a child’s strengths and weaknesses Estyn (2015). In comparison, adult-led learning is based on the practitioners understanding of how children should be taught and experience an activity. Children are asked to complete a task and although they may complete the task it could be with little enjoyment, engagement or understanding. Practitioners can introduce children to new ideas but must provide an opportunity for children to explore their own idea, play with the resource to use their imagination and creativity. Otherwise children could become disengaged with their learning and not developing into confident independent learners.
There are many benefits for practitioners who facilitate children’s engagement in self-direct play, as well as being able to plan a curriculum that meets the needs and interests of children from accurate observation. Practitioners will be able to evaluate the provision and effectiveness of the settings routines. Monitor and observe practitioners’ practice. Find out children’s patterns of friendships and patterns of behaviour (Kelly,2016). This information will support effective planning.
Evidence by Entin (2011) suggests that opportunities for children to access self-directed play is reducing and children are constantly under adult supervision. Bradshaw and Richardson (2009) report that children in the UK were the poorest in Europe in well-being. Practitioners are in a position within their setting to provide environments which balance risk to the benefits of learning. Children are able to test their limits and consolidate their learning within a safe environment, whilst practitioners observe children engrossed in their own learning journeys showing a true reflection of a child’s ability. Research conducted by Howard and McInnes (2012) concluded that there is a direct link to a child’s perception of play and the well-being of that child. Children who engage in self- directed play gain many benefits ranging from self- esteem and confidence and problem solving to communication and life skills. 
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