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Play Portfolio
Section 1
The importance of play is widely recognised and researched in early years theory and practice.  Lindon (2005) suggests that there is an innate biological disposition to play within all mammals.  Research has shown that young mammals, not just humans, use play as a practise for adult life skills and as a form of socialising with others.  Bruce and Meggitt (1999) proposed that play as a way of connecting thoughts, feelings, relationships, and ideas to gain a perception of mastering skills and capabilities, coordinating their learning holistically. 
Various early years theorists have highlighted the value of play for young children however there has been contrasting viewpoints of how and why this can be, and the educator’s role within it.  Froebel for example, valued the opportunities for children to learn from a range of experiences using a structured play-based approach (cited Daly et al, 2009). Isaacs amounted play as children’s work and a way of expressing feelings and as an opportunity to explore and learn through free inquiry (cited Neaum and Tallack, 1997).  Hobbs et al (2019) expresses that self -directed play empowers children’s holistic development and emotional wellbeing, stating that the provision of time to play freely is vital and that the withdrawal of such time could in fact be detrimental. Children’s outdoor play recess breaks in Finnish schools are given high priority.  Children tend to score well there on reading test’s, and it is believed that this is supported by them returning from their play breaks refreshed and prepared to learn.  (Alvarez, 2005, cited in Singer et al, 2006).  Therefore, while outdoor recess breaks are considered necessary for physical development, it is likely that this supports the child in all aspects of development.   Bottrill (2018) puts forward that despite the wide knowledge of the importance and benefits of play, it can be undervalued in educational settings and not given the recognition and support it deserves.  
In 2002 the Welsh Assembly Government, in response to its duty in accordance with Article 31 of the UNCRC, signified the importance of and commitment to, enabling quality play provision for children that it created a play policy for Wales.  The play policy recognised that quality play which is self-directed and intrinsically motivated is critical to children’s healthy holistic development, their well-being, and the learning of new skills.  It documented that society has a responsibility to champion this need and provide enabling environments (Welsh Assembly Government, 2002).  Research carried out by Dinkel et al (2019) states that child-led free play outdoors is essential for healthy child development.  The children in the study demonstrated that while they primarily participated in gross motor physical play, they also became engaged in all types of play without any encouragement required from an adult.  Outdoor play can not only offer the development of gross and fine motor skills, but also opportunities for social interaction, working with others, problem solving, investigating, exploring, and using their imagination.  Brown (2014) proposed that children’s self-directed outdoor play is more intense and burns off more physical energy that any adult led physical play activity.
One of the main issues that early years education is faced with is the focus upon academic learning and success.  Sweden, despite their recognised high-quality play-based education system still has pressure to ensure that children perform academically (Pramling et al, 2019).  The need for children to do well academically is important for future society and therefore this can highlight the need for adult intervention and teaching in some way.  Bruner believed that the role of the adult is to ‘scaffold’ children’s learning. Bruner considered that children needed a skilled adult to support with the consolidation of skills learned then provide the resources and guidance in a structured process to move to the next step. (Daly et al, 2009). McInnes et al (2011) proposed that children who can take control and direct their own play without the prompt of an adult can improve engagement and learning. It is important to understand how a specific type of play may be significant to a child.  Self-directed play can be developmental in all aspects; however, adults can present unnecessary barriers to this.  Practitioners must resist the temptation to interrupt the child’s play unless invited to participate or this runs the risk of the child believing the adult has taken control of the play.  This can result in the play no longer being playful or engaging to the child (Brown, 2014).  Pramling et al (2019) argue that educators are highly responsive to the children’s perspectives during their self-directed play.  The role of the early year’s educator is to observe, and while it is important to not interfere with the play, they should however plant seeds of new possibilities along with providing the necessary environment and tools.  Fisher (2016) supports, proposing that there must be a balance.  Adult led learning can be complimentary to child led learning however a child’s learning which has taken place through their own intrinsic motivation will promote independence and initiative.  
Section 2
The Welsh Assembly Play Policy (2002) acknowledged that children have an inherent need to take escalating risks within their play and that this is imperative for the opportunity to learn and develop.  The policy states that adults need to respond to this confidently and enable children to access environments that are stimulating and challenging but not endangering to children’s safety.  Welsh Government in 2012 demonstrated its commitment by introducing The Play Sufficiency Assessment which set out a duty to all local authorities to assess and secure sufficient play opportunities for all children (Welsh Government, 2014).  
Challenge and adversity do not only build children’s physical skills, but also emotional skills.  Challenge and risk develop resilience which is vital for children’s coping mechanisms as they grow older.  Providing a safe place for children to develop their resilience through taking risk and learning that it is ok to make mistakes supports survival of adversity (O’Connor, 2021).  Hughes (2012, cited in Brown, 2014) indicates that children being able to take on challenge and risk during their self-directed play provides an essential benefit enabling them to independently learn of their limits, boundaries, and danger.  Hodgman (2011) supports this, stating that if children have not been given the opportunity to evaluate risk, they may not be equipped to cope with situations they are faced with in later life.
Hodgman (2011) also states that while there does need to be a focus upon the health and safety of young children attending early years settings, practitioners need to find a way of inspiring risk taking while ensuring the environment is safe. The practitioner’s role here, therefore, is to intervene if a child’s natural sense of risk is compromised.  It is vital that practitioners recognise the difference between risk and danger.  (Brown, 2014).  Brussoni et al (2015) supports, concluding from research that the benefits of risky outdoor play far outweigh the possibility of injury.  Enabling environments that support risky play promotes resilience, social interactions, and creativity.  Hansen Sandseter (2010) expressed that children partaking in risky play are motivated by the excitement they feel, a paratelic state, and when they sense that they are in danger this feeing turns to a telic state. The telic state allowed children to adopt avoidance strategies and withdrawal from play. This suggests that children have an innate sense to recognise when risk could be harmful.  Ouvry (no date) suggests that often it is actually the adult who needs to find a balance in their own fears and in allowing children to work out for themselves what they can do safely.
Isaacs (1932) proposed that children’s health and happiness would probably be much improved if their opportunities to play freely in the outdoors are increased.  Lavrysen et al (2015) put forward that children’s risk perception and competence can improve through the increased chances of participation.  The Forest School movement originating in Denmark provides children with freedom to their learning in the open forest environment.  Risk taking is actively encouraged and a risk-benefit analysis can allow for the value of an activity to be put in forefront of the hazard (Solly, 2015).  
Play Wales (2018) suggests that practitioners can provide a balanced approach to risk play using a risk-benefit assessment, rather than a standard health and safety risk assessment usually used in settings.  This will offer support to identify the significant beneficial impact an activity or play area may offer in comparison to the risk of harm.  Such assessment will also support practitioners in recognising how to limit the risk of harm while not taking away the positive challenge.    
Solly (2015) proposes that risk play outdoors supports not only holistic development and health but also equips them with the confidence to seek out dynamic experiences which will support them with the confidence to face transitions in later life. The Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University (2015) state that children develop resilience not only through the opportunity of risk-taking experiences but also essential is the building of relationships with supportive adults who can offer security and the tools to overcome difficulties and who can scaffold the child’s learning of coping skills.  
Section 3 
Observation, assessment, and record keeping can support the implementation of practice appropriate to children’s development and needs (Lindon, 2005).  According to Lee et al (2013), assessment systems within early years can have an impact which prohibits, lessens, or even strengthen or aid a curriculum.   Bruce (2011) emphasises the importance of the early year’s practitioner observing children’s play, analysing it, and supporting it.  Grenier (2019) agrees, stating that observation-based assessments are vital for early years development in settings.  Practitioners need to be able to competently observe children, know the children and their abilities and interests well.  Such an approach can allow for children to be supported fully in accordance with their individual needs.     
The Welsh Government’s Foundation Phase Framework for all children attending early years settings and school until they reach age seven, the Foundation Phase Profile is used to monitor and record each child’s development.  The full profile and its aligning compact profile support’s the assessment of children’s development using observations. It aims for a holistic approach to measure four areas of learning: Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity, Language Literacy and Communication Skills, Mathematical Development and Physical Development. The profile allows for assessment against the progressive outcomes by observations at the setting, providing a ‘snap-shot’ of the child’s development (Welsh Government, 2017). This means that the profile allows for an indication of how children are developing holistically, rather that just focusing on one type of development.  Lindon (2005) states that while there may always be a need to address one type of development at a particular time, the practitioner should always return to the greater picture of the child.  
The Foundation Phase Profile has a summative assessment approach which requires practitioners to observe a certain skill a number of times in a variety of situations before it can be documented on the profile as achieved (Welsh Government, 2017).  Archer (2017) suggests that increased pressure and expectations placed on the use of summative assessments risks a possibility of unethical practice, in that observations and evidence collected may not correlate to what is required of the assessment, or it can be perceived differently.  Neaum and Tallack (1997) implied that while documenting children’s development can be time consuming for practitioners, it is valuable in that it can build up an individual picture of each child, and the progress of all areas of development.  The profile, therefore, (particularly with the compact profile sheets) can therefore allow for easy identification if a child is progressing slower in one or more areas.  
The profile, according to Welsh Government (2017) has been designed to support the early identification of possible delay or additional learning needs which will ensure that relevant support can be sought early.  The writer notes however that it can be difficult for an accurate picture of a child’s advancing development to be evidenced if they are not progressing in accordance with the outline of the profile.  Education, research, and clinical settings rely on obtaining accurate information in relation to individual children in order to get an objective, comprehensive picture (Palmer et al, 2020).  The Children’s Commissioner of Wales (2020) recognises that children with Social Emotional Behavioural Difficulties can often present with such personal needs and challenges that the Foundation Phase may not fairly display their personal development and achievements. A learning story as used within the Te Whariki approach may be a more appropriate tool for documenting individual development. Planning for individual children learning is vital for progression and this is dependent upon the response of practitioner’s observations of children’s interests and goals (Lee et al, 2013).
The Early Years Alliance (2018, cited in Grenier (2019) found that 66% of early years practitioners in the study said they were adversely affected by work related stress, and that a considerable amount of the burden was due to the amount of time needed to be spent on observation and assessment.  Daly et al (2009) highlights however the need for such record keeping in that it provides evidence for future reference and planning.  Neaum and Tallack (1997) says it is important to recognise that record keeping of observations, assessments and achievements can demonstrate the settings accountability and the provision of continuity.  This is of course necessary for early years settings as records are required for CIW and the profiles are passed on to the child’s next setting or school.  The aim of the Foundation Phase was to steer away from the ‘assessment driven competency based’ approach to early years education.  Taylor et al (2014) found that according to the longitudinal UK Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) participating children born in 2000-2001 who attended a Foundation Phase pilot school tended to score lower in academic assessments at age seven in comparison to their peers.  It is suggested in this study that a lack of training in the initial stages of the curriculum could have been a possibility for these results. There is in fact no requirement for essential training or targets of training for practitioners and teachers using the framework and no national data available to identify what training has taken place or been offered (Welsh Government, 2012). To support all early year’s settings and schools in Wales following the Foundation Phase, Welsh Government provide Foundation Phase development officers and advisory teachers (Early Years Wales, 2020). 
Section 4
Practitioners have a responsibility to draw an analysis from observing the child carefully, with refrain from intervening.  It is the role of the practitioner to observe, and engage to the child’s thinking, considering the child’s skills being used, how and why (Fisher, 2016).  Bottrill (2018) states that for children to get the most benefit from their experiences to learn new skills and knowledge, then their own self-led play will be the vehicle that offers the full engagement required.  McInnes et al (2011) proposed that if children can approach activities in a playful manner and not considered to be ‘work’, then engagement can be enhanced and therefore learning value increased.  Broadhead (2006) proposed that engaged co-operative play with other children can support development enhancing cognitive knowledge, understanding of the world, language, and communication.  
Howard and McKinnes (2012) uncovered through a study of one hundred and twenty-nine children aged three to five years old, that when they identified an activity as ‘like play’ they displayed increased emotional well-being.   All children were given the same activities however they discriminated the activities to be ‘like play’ when it was situated on the floor, with the adult present but not directly next to it and the child deemed that it was their free choice to participate.  The findings indicated that these children through were observed to demonstrate attention and focus, and appeared to display their emotional well-being through facial expressions, direction of gaze, body position and the language used.  These children, in comparison to the group who perceived the activity as ‘not like play’ (table-top and adult directly present) moved freely, leaned towards the play and appeared motivated to engage.  Meaningful, self-directed play can enhance emotional well-being, maximizing potential of learning and development (Howard and McInnes, 2012).
Play Wales (2005) states that adults must acknowledge their own impact upon the play space.  A further study by McInnes et al (2013) noted that play is fundamental to children’s learning and that it is more advantageous when the child considers a task as play.  One important indication that a child views an activity to be play or not is whether an adult is in attendance. This study also indicated that the opportunity of being offered choice and to take control sustained through playful interactions of the adult supported the child’s view of play (McInnes et al, 2013).  Fisher (2016) argues that priority must be given to observing children during their play, as it is only possible to offer effective interaction if they have spent valuable time observing and understanding the child and their intentions.   
McInnes et al (2013) suggests that practitioners should look at play and earning from the child’s viewpoint.  Practitioners should offer the child opportunities for choice, allow self-direction, and join in only through playful interaction when invited.  Fisher (2016) indicates that if a practitioner approaches play (invited or not) with a pre-determined expectation then the child’s learning opportunity can be lost. Broadhead (2006) points out that children can scaffold their each other’s learning experiences and therefore there is no need for adult intervention. 
Bottrill (2018) however, argues that while child led play is what engages children to learn, there are some occasions that adult intervention may be appropriate.  Examples of this include the modelling of appropriate key language and respectful behaviour or the feeling that a direct non play experience is the only way of moving a child’s understanding and ability forward.  Bottrill (2018) adds that it is imperative that practitioners in this such circumstance recognise their own tone, body language and vocabulary.  Reflection and thoughtful consideration is vital upon the need for intervention and almost always engaged play should always be the tool that is given priority. Fisher (2018) points out that practitioners must ensure a careful balance as a negative learning experience can have a possible long term negative impact upon the child’s self esteem and future motivation to want to learn. 
McInnes et al (2011) found that where practitioners demonstrated greater knowledge of the value of play the children in the setting were more likely to initiate interactions.  The study also identified that the language used within a setting also appeared to have an effect on the perceptions of play. Play Wales (2005) states within its play working principles that children must be given opportunity and support to play freely, with choice.  Play needs to be intrinsically motivated to be the most beneficial, with opportunities for investigation.  The role of the adult according to Play Wales is to advocate children’s play, and to respond appropriately.   Bottrill (2018) proposes that children need an inspirational environment for play, and an adult who understands and knows the children well, who connects with them; this is integral to supporting children’s learning and development.  Fisher (2018) points out that the quality of a child’s learning depends upon the quality of a child’s experience, and therefore the practitioner has a responsibility to observe, analyse and respond appropriately, providing quality opportunities for learning through play.
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