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Play Portfolio
Section 1
To play is an innate, natural childhood desire and an integral component in human development (Slade, 1995). The importance of play is internationally recognised as a right not just a privilege. This has been solidified by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) via article 31 which stipulates, every child has the right to engage in age-appropriate play (UNICEF, 2020). Furthermore, play is not only enjoyable but a crucial component of a child’s learning, with attributed activities creating an experience of fun, whilst simultaneously supporting and often enhancing areas of academic development. Children need to experience a range of play opportunities in a plethora of indoor and outdoor environments to promote growth and development (Gov.Wales, 2008). The significance of play being central to children’s physical, social, emotional and cognitive development is also considered as a fundamental foundation for continued positive development into adulthood (Patterson, 2020). The Welsh Government currently recognises a model that identifies 16 types of play initially outlined by Bob Hughes. Some of the types of play included are creative and explorative play, object play, deep play and rough and tumble (Playwales, 2017). The categorisation of the types of play attempt to describe the range of diversity in children’s play behaviours which can span from the noisy, chaotic, rough and tumble play to the more quiet and solitary explorative play (Playwales, 2017). Play is difficult to define yet easy to identify with most people managing to differentiate between at least some of the various forms of play (Smidt, 2015). The term play is used to label most social interactions or non-social behaviours between children, this often causes confusion when trying to establish a definition as anything children do could inadvertently be perceived as play (Pellegrini, 2009). The act of play can be difficult to evidence and varying definitions have arisen attempting to determine and clarify the observable but this is often from an adult perspective (Beate, Sandseter and Storli, 2017). It is beneficial to maintain an understanding of the child’s viewpoint in which the affective quality of the play is also considered (Patterson, 2020). 
‘‘The construct of playfulness is argued to be an attitude of mind which indicates the approach taken to an activity’’ (McInnes, et al. 2013, p270).
The higher the quality of play, the higher the level of engagement and the greater the potential for playfulness to develop (McInnes et al. 2013). All forms of play should remain unstructured and governed solely by the confines and parameters set out by the child and other children involved in the activity (Smidt, 2015). Self-directed and self-determined play affords children the opportunity to explore their surrounding environments, allowing them the freedom to build self-confidence and to begin to understand their own personal physical limitations by testing themselves against their peers. The intuitive ‘race you to the gate’ or ‘I can swing higher’ is an immediate game, the rules are understood instantly and the challenge is accepted without question (Brown et al. 2020). 
Perception of play from a child’s perspective would be clearly categorised into either play or not play (Barnett, 2013). When an activity is perceived as play, children display increased signs of emotional well-being (Howard and Mcinnes, 2013). There are a variety of cues allowing the child to differentiate between activities and determine whether an activity is considered to be more or less a play opportunity or whether the environment itself is considered playful (Howard and King, 2014). Factors such as the level of choice a child has during an activity, where the activity takes place and whether involvement was voluntary are all cues which shape the child’s impression of an activity (Howard and King, 2014). Another cue which can ultimately blur the distinction between play and not play is whether an adult was involved and their level of perceived involvement throughout the activity (McInnes, et al. 2013).  
During creative play children can express themselves in a multitude of ways often combining various other play types, materials, tools or props. It can be one of the most visually recognisable types of play but, as with all play, must be guided and led by the child allowing an intrinsic interest and natural experience of play opportunities (Playwales, 2017). Too much extrinsic adult involvement or practitioner guidance can limit the child’s exploration of their environment and impact on the overall development and discovery (Horton and Peterson, 2019). Adults need to show patience, empathy and tolerance during all aspects of play as this can be a time when children not only explore their physical surroundings but experiment with offensive language or actions that may be considered socially inappropriate (Hart and Tannock, 2013). These character developments must be met by the practitioner without initiating intimidating or oppressive behavioural management techniques and ideally using supportive, nurturing language and actions (Cutter-Mackenzie and Edwards, 2013).     

Section 2
Risk could be perceived as the potential for failure when transitioning from one state to another; to be exposed to a hazard or potential danger; or the possibility of loss or injury (Collins, 2021). There is an element of risk in every activity we undertake as adults and this is mirrored in the lives of children and their play experiences (Singer, Golinkoff and Hirsh-Pasek 2013). Risk taking is a part of our human evolution, an inherent trait and key proponent in development which is undertaken instinctually from birth (Playwales, 2017). There is a difference between exposing a child to risk and placing a child in danger and the role of the adult is to competently identify and separate the two, determining a balanced approach to risk, challenge and safety (Beate, Sandseter and Storli, 2017). Children require risk to challenge themselves, to ascertain their own physical limits, to test their reasoning and to promote their social competence (Howard and King, 2014). An appropriate amount of risk during play activities encourages children to investigate their environment and experiment with objects, words, actions and movements. This inquisitive exploration can be accomplished individually, aiding in increasing understanding of risk evaluation and problem-solving skills or as part of a group, impacting on social competence and experience sharing. An element of risk in play contributes to a child’s holistic development (Singer, Golinkoff and Hirsh-Pasek, 2013). Deep play is defined by risk taking behaviours and can be prevalent through many other types of play. A mildly dangerous, challenging experience like jumping from a tree branch allows a child to encounter risk for themselves and this can be exhilarating (Playwales, 2017). However, age and general ability will determine the level of perceived risk from the child’s perspective and individual experience will vary significantly (Beate, Sandseter and Storli, 2017). Along with overcoming fears and understanding their own physical limitations, on a deeper level, confronting mortality stimulates the thrill of being alive (Hart and Tannock, 2013). The role of the adult is to maintain that deep play experiences are only made available to those children who actively seek them out (Callanan et al. 2017). This can be challenging as it encroaches on instinctual and professional duties to protect children (Pellegrini, 2009; Arnas and Saribas, 2020). 
Rough and tumble is arguably one of the most recognisable yet most misunderstood of all the play types. It is ubiquitous in human development (Tannock, 2011). It can consist of pushing, pulling, bumping and hitting and may involve prolonged body contact, tumbling and fighting (Flanders et al. 2010). Adults witnessing this type of play often try to prevent or annihilate the activity completely, deeming it as inappropriate, aggressive behaviour. Children know the difference between like-minded, playful and deliberate, hostile behaviour (Tannock, 2011). Facial expressions are key indicators as to whether an act of rough and tumble play is consensual (Carlson, 2009). Without deliberately hurting others, this type of play allows children to develop their physical awareness, increases their agility and promotes an understanding of their endurance and strength limitations (Anderson, StGeorge and Roggman, 2019). Adults in opposition of rough and tumble play and the increased potential for risk must dispel beliefs that actions will inevitably escalate. One of the most positive aspects of this type of play is the potential development of sympathy, empathy and compassion for others (Hart and Tannock, 2013). 
[bookmark: _Hlk61730345]Another overlapping play type, socio dramatic play, holds potential for risk. This play type affords children the opportunity to imitate real world experiences and revisit emotions connected with those social experiences by rehearsing typical situations from their lives whilst perhaps adding elements of make-believe (Anderson, StGeorge and Roggman, 2019). Unfortunately for some children, these experiences may not be typical and socio-dramatic play may result in the child working through some painful or confusing emotions with their play becoming a therapeutic tool (Horton and Peterson, 2019). This will allow the child to deal with their own fears or emotions as well as explore the feelings of others and promote an understanding of empathy (Buell et al. 2013). This type of play has also been linked to development in problem-solving, language and creativity (Flanders et al. 2010). The role of the adult during these re-enactments of potentially emotionally charged events is to remain impartial and non-judgemental (Bundy and Hill, 2012). The nature of socio-dramatic play and the unpredictable characteristics that influence the narrative mean that it can be aggressive, violent or unsettling but children should be allowed to play out their stories without fear of persecution or reprimand (Buell et al. 2013). 



Section 3
‘‘Children’s early years are the most important years of their lives in terms of development and learning and it is adults who shape and support children’s progress’’ (Pacey, 2017, no page)
In September 2015, the Welsh Government made it a statutory requirement to use the Foundation Phase Compact Profile (FPCP) at or before baseline assessment and as a key part of the Early Years Development and Assessment Framework. This is to be used before and in conjunction with the full profile (FPP or the Profile) at the end of phase and alongside teacher assessments (Gov.Wales, 2015). The FPCP is an observational assessment made within the first six weeks of transitioning into reception class. It includes two skill ladders, chosen for their easily observable nature, from four of the seven areas of learning and within the first half-term. The intention of this assessment is to provide a snapshot of a child’s current abilities, progress and subsequently continued development through the education system (Early Years Wales, 2021). Alongside establishing an understanding of children’s learning styles, individual interests and where a child is developmentally, the main purpose of the Profile is to produce a nationally standardised, consistent baseline aligning with assessments carried out by health professionals, potentially identifying possible developmental delay, additional learning needs (ALN) or special education needs (SEN) (Pacey, 2017). Both profiles support the observation of children’s holistic development through learning during their time in Foundation Phase using formative and summative assessments (Gov.Wales, 2015). The areas of learning highlighted, assessed and observed in the FPCP are, 
· Physical Development 
· Language, Literacy and Communication Skills
· Mathematical Development
· Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity (Foundation Phase Profile Handbook, 2021)
Observations made during play are common practice in Foundation Phase, occurring throughout each day they have a key role in assessments and understanding a child’s development based on each child’s unique abilities (Smidt, 2015). Through the process of carefully watching, looking and listening to children during play, formative assessments can provide the adult with individualised information on what children chose to do, what resources they gravitate towards, what games they like to play and who their peer groups are (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). These systematic observations provide adults an opportunity to gauge the next relevant steps in learning, accurately understanding the child’s current needs and additionally aid in providing a developmentally appropriate curriculum for all children (Gov.Wales, 2008). 
Within the FPCP framework established in education there are several observational types, also referred to as tools, and these vary from setting to setting. Estyn has no official guidance on the number of observations that are required, allowing the setting to decide the amount necessary to support the Profile (Gov.Wales, 2015). There is no set type of recording observations, each observational tool has its own strengths and weaknesses and usually a combination of tools is used which draw on a range of evidenced abilities (Gov.Wales, 2008). Regular assessments and practitioners observing children frequently should result in children remaining engrossed in an activity and becoming accustomed to continual pedagogic evaluation without affecting actions or behaviours (Foundation Phase Profile Handbook, 2021). Some settings use the ‘catch me if you can’ method of recording individual observations. This is a written observational method consisting of all practitioners within the setting remaining vigilant throughout the child’s day and recording on a post-it note if evidence of a skill or ability is witnessed. This is then collated in a cumulative file in support of each child’s independent progress and contributes to documenting the end of phase assessment (Ysgol Pen Rhos, 2021). This observational tool is comprehensive, can be passed from setting to setting and looks at a child’s holistic development and progression. Arguably, however, as this method relies on the judgment of multiple professionals over time, inconsistencies could occur in varying observational styles (Smidt, 2015). Furthermore, as much as all practitioners are contributing to the observational process, these assessments do not provide any background information on the child allowing areas of concern to go potentially unconsidered. There is therefore the potential for highlighted concerns of ALN or SEN support to be lost in the document (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). This observational tool would then require other assessment methods in support of this to increase accuracy, to scaffold continued support for learners and provide professionals with all necessary information for educational progress and development (Pacey, 2017).  
 
Section 4
‘‘…play is the child's natural medium of self-expression’’ (Axline, 1993, p. 9)
The most important years regarding learning and development are children’s early years and their holistic progress is shaped and guided by the adults and professional practitioners that support them during this time (Pacey, 2017). Under the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare, children up to the age of twelve years old are required to undergo formative and summative assessments (Gov.Wales, 2008). These perpetual assessments allow practitioners to continually stimulate a child’s interests in their surrounding environment, with resources known to excite their curiosity encouraging their continued exploration of learning through play experiences (Patterson, 2020). Regular assessments enable practitioners to identify any areas of concern in which a child may not be progressing and allow them to implement necessary intervention strategies (McInnes et al. 2011). These observations drive teaching, shape curriculum and class routine and are paramount in understanding individual children’s needs and how to support learning and further academic growth and development (Early Years Wales, 2021). 
Through a developmental, play-based approach to teaching and learning, the Foundation Phase curriculum strives to support the needs of all children (Foundation Phase Profile Handbook, 2021). Therefore, the accurate measurement of a child’s progress is important to ensure they are adequately supported to reach their full potential. When children are happy, relaxed and fully engaged in play they will display a truer reflection of self. Consequently, a fairer representation of their abilities will be observed during assessments due to the heightened well-being which play affords (Singer, Golinkoff and Hirsh-Pasek, 2013). Children that explore an activity under playful conditions show behaviours conducive to learning and display higher potential for progress when compared to children that have a more formal approach (McInnes et al. 2011).
The quality of the assessment surpasses quantity in importance (Gov.Wales, 2015). Positive pedagogic interactions are elevated with the use of open questions during shared problem-solving activities and an understanding of framing is also beneficial to the practitioner (Howard and McInnes, 2013). Framing refers to the degree of control between teacher and pupil. If control of an activity resides with the child then framing is referred to as weak. If control resides with the teacher, framing is referred to as strong. Whilst adults and practitioners are interacting with children and making observations a balance of each type of framing is essential for a qualitative assessment and holistic evaluation of a child’s abilities (McInnes et al. 2013).
Sliogeris and Almeida (2019) state,                                  
…while play allows children to engage in activities that draw on familiar, everyday experiences, play can also provide opportunities for children to develop understandings of concepts that transcend their everyday knowledge and experiences… (Sliogeris and Almeida, 2019, pp.1571).
As mentioned previously, most definitions of play are constructed from adult perceptions, with the natural, inquisitive, playful characteristics that nurture development and facilitate learning often being neglected or improperly supported (Howard and McInnes, 2013). Play activities must be conceptualised from the perspective of the child to increase the likelihood of positive engagement and respectively inaugurate more accurate assessments during observations (Singer, Golinkoff and Hirsh-Pasek 2013). Furthermore, the level of practitioner involvement and the language used during an activity may also influence the development of cues and affect the child’s perception of whether an activity is more or less like play (McInnes et al. 2011). Adult misconceptions of play and aversion to self-directed play may reflect in strong framing and an unbalanced assessment of a child during observations (Howard and Mcinnes, 2013). A style of framing that is neither strong nor weak and allows children to co-construct activities is beneficial to learning and development (Dyson, Gallannaugh and Muijs 2007). A pedagogy that provides children with choice, an element of control and a clear understanding of the relationship between play and learning can facilitate play and encourage a playful curiosity (The National Strategies Early Years, 2009). This style affords children the opportunity to approach activities during assessments in a playful manner, promoting a positive learning experience and can facilitate an optimum observational standard (Ofsted, 2017).
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