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Play Portfolio 
Section 1
There are many diverse types of play, such as construction, sensory, creative and role play. These types of play support and articulate holistic development by allowing a child the freedom to explore and discover varied materials and objects within the setting, which utilises imaginative thinking and fine motor skills. The Welsh Assembly Government Play Policy, (2002), emphasises the importance that play has on a child’s development and growth; allowing them to learn about the world around them. This policy states that children have the right to freedom of play and free choice. Self-directed play such as role play allows a child to develop skills, providing them with independent learning opportunities and choices. Self-directed play is important, as it allows the child to think and choose for themselves. Intrinsic motivation is when the child plays for the purpose of ‘play’ itself and not for any reward or praise. Role play stimulates holistic development, as children use skills such as problem solving, creativity and mathematical skills, whilst evoking their imagination and social interaction with their peers. Parten, (1933), believed that there are six stages of social play which a child moves through, from birth to 6 years, which are: solitary play, speculator play, parallel play, associative play, unoccupied and cooperative play. It is important that adults support children as they move through these stages of play. They can do this by ensuring that there are plenty of resources for children to explore. 
According to Vygotsky, (1978), play supported by adults, allows a child to learn and develop; placing emphasis on the importance of relationships and social interactions, as he believed they are essential to a child’s cognitive development and the importance of the child playing the active role in their learning; allows them to develop cognitive and social skills, based on their social surroundings and environment. Adults can create role play areas related to learning topics, such as transport, nature, and cultural events such as Easter and Christmas, which will incorporate their knowledge and understanding of the world. Sensory activities can also be included within the role play area, to further engage a child’s logical, imaginative, and physical development. Role play and expressive arts can be therapeutic to children, especially those with additional learning needs and children with autism. Role play can also indicate what may be troubling a child and give insights into their homelife. Children often re-enact what they are exposed to and imitate what they see and hear from their parents, carers, and families. The role of the adult would be to observe and write down any indications which may be exposed through role play, such as aggressive words and behaviour, which may indicate that the child is being abused. Adults must do this with minimal intervention or prompting as this will interrupt their play. The Welsh Assembly Government Play Policy, (2002). 
Bruner, (1974), echoes the effectiveness of the role of adults and developed a theory, which encourages independent learning. Through a method called ‘scaffolding’ he defined the role adults play in a child’s development and believed that children benefit more when they discover independent learning methods, such as play. Montessori, (1907), displays the effectiveness of child-initiated play, where adults have minimal intervention. She believed that children achieve their full potential when provided with freedom of exploration and states that play allows a child to develop logic and self-esteem. The Montessori method promotes self-directed play, by encouraging children to choose activities which will enhance their development. Piaget, (1958), states that children’s cognitive abilities are enhanced as they grow; also, actions and behaviour change and develop.
Erikson (no date) developed a summary chart of psychosocial stages. From preschool (3 to 5), he displays exploration and play as an important event, with the outcome being that children need to have control over their environment, in order to succeed. He also believed that each challenging and conflicting experience people face in life can strengthen their development, when dealt with successfully. Freud, (2017), considered play to be an effective tool, which enables a child to express themselves and process traumatic events. His theory places value on the therapeutic importance play has on a child and allows them to freely communicate their thoughts and feelings, independently. This is linked with self-directed play as it is essential to a child’s development. 
Each of these theorists provide an in-depth understanding of play and how it is an important aspect of learning, especially self-directed play, which practitioners need to enable within their settings, to ensure children have opportunities to discover play and learning independently. Many individuals would initially view play as ‘fun’ however, after researching the views of different theorists, it is clear to see that play supports areas of development such as: Social, emotional, physical, cognitive, intellectual and mathematical development, which are all essential elements of a child’s development. 

Section 2
Ouvry, (2003), states that children need to learn about their physicality, strength, speed, and agility. For a child to test these skills, they need to be exposed to risk, which allows them to explore and develop. Adults need to let children understand risk independently, whilst providing a balance between risk and safety. An example of this would be to let a child freely run around and climb in a park, with supervision, should they fall over, they will learn how to manage the risk of future play. Exposing children to risk is beneficial to their development, as it allows them to freely discover and play in different environments, where they can discover and learn about challenges, through adventurous and challenging play. 
According to Little, (2015), studies show that many children are not exposed to risks, due to parents being over-protective. This can impact their social skills and restrict their opportunities to participate in activities which encourage engagement and improve their mobility; also, when children go to educational settings, they may be fearful of the different surroundings as they may not have been exposed to them due to their parent's views on risk. It is important, as practitioners, that fear is not instilled from adults to children and that they are provided with support and encouragement to try activities which will challenge them. Play Wales, (2018), advise the importance of parental consent and notifying parents on activities relating to risk; and the policies and procedures that are included for activities; in order to provide reassurance to parents who may be fearful of their children participating. By ensuring that parents have this knowledge, it will potentially minimise their fear levels and they will hopefully let their children participate and explore certain activities. They support and aim to build parents’ confidence in order to prevent children from being deprived of risk but aim to support a balanced approach to risk under their play provision.
By providing children with a degree of risk and challenge, it will enable them to deal positively with future challenges that will occur throughout their life and will prepare them for adulthood. Risk is an essential element of survival and is important for children to discover their environment and the world around them. Practitioners carry out daily risk assessments to ensure that children’s safety is prioritised and that they are protected from danger; whilst providing them with play opportunities which allows them to freely choose and explore play of their choice, such as outdoor and adventurous play. It is important that when completing risk assessments, children are provided with plenty of opportunities to explore risks; the main prevention would be to protect them from harm, not the risk itself as children need to explore the risks of different environments. (Play Wales, 2018).  Article 31 of the UNCRC, states that every child has ‘the right to play.’ Children will benefit from play and leisure activities, as they will enhance their social and communication skills. Outdoor play is essential for children to experiment with nature and problem solve, by discovering outdoor surroundings and risks, playing games with their peers and socially interacting; whilst benefiting from fresh air. When children are allowed outside at play times, they often behave more freely as opposed to adapting to the surroundings of a classroom or indoor setting. This will not only strengthen them physically but also mentally. By allowing children to play, they are in control of their world and will be more prepared for negative situations as they progress through life (Unicef, 2017). 
Maslow, (1943), believed that human behaviour is captured through levels which developed behaviours, such as physiological needs, safety needs, social needs, esteem needs and self-actualisation. This can be linked to risk, as children can incorporate the benefits of risk through freedom of play, which allows them to utilise the skills they have learned and the experiences they have had of being exposed to risk. The risks which they are exposed to will be beneficial to their needs, by increasing their knowledge and understanding of the world. There is also ‘emotional risk’ to consider as well as physical risk. An example of this would be a child inviting another to play a game outside with them, the emotional ‘risk’ would be whether the child accepts or declines their invitation and how the child deals with their response. Children will learn that not everything runs smoothly in life and they will learn how to process and move on from rejection. (Play Wales, 2018).

Section 3
The Welsh Assembly Government, (2020), states that assessments and observations provide practitioners with opportunities to: identify a child’s needs and interests, provide help for those with additional learning needs, to highlight a child’s strengths and weaknesses and to inform the child’s parents/carers of their abilities and targets; in order to enhance their learning and development. Children in Wales are observed under an observation method called The Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Government, 2015). This profile advises practitioners to observe children under seven areas of learning, which are: Creative Development, Language, Literacy and Communication Skills, Mathematical Development, Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity, Physical Development, Welsh Language Development and Knowledge and Understanding of The World. The Foundation Phase Profile Handbook provides information for Early Years practitioners, under the Welsh Government’s requirements. These fall under the Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (EYDAF), which support children’s learning and development, through assessments, whilst they are learning under Foundation Phase ages in Wales which are from the ages of 3 to 7 years. 
Every Child Matters Framework (2017), along with The Foundation Phase Framework, (2015), states that children should be provided with free choice and a range of suitable resources, in order to enhance their learning and levels of engagement. This will help practitioners when preparing for observations and formative assessments. (Working with Kids, 2017). The structure of The Foundation Phase Profile aims to develop a holistic curriculum for children in Wales, which provides support for practitioners by encouraging and advising the use of observing children through formative assessments; whilst promoting outdoor learning as children’s behaviour may change compared to indoors. The outcomes of the observations should reflect skills developed through the four areas of learning. Effective communication between parents and carers, is supported by the profile, as they believe that by providing appropriate information on their children, it will help practitioners to gain knowledge and understanding of the child’s level of ability and their current stage of development. 
The Compact Profile observes children under Four areas of learning and provides practitioners with guidance on how to observe children using these elements which should include the activity, main observation, the focus, other areas of learning which the activity is linked to, the time, content, the method and resources used to carry out the task. Evidence needed for Foundation Phase observations would include photos, video clips and written explanations, in order to ensure that formative assessments are recorded and supported. Observing children through play can help practitioners to evidence specific patterns of behaviour or learning, levels of engagement, preferences of the child, triggers and the friendships which they form. (Welsh Government, 2017). The profile supports assessments for children in nurseries and educational settings, by recording their achievements from their initial start of The Foundation Phase. Practitioners are provided with a flow chart checklist which advises them to assess children. The strengths of using this profile as an observation tool would be that the profile is very comprehensive and focuses on a child’s holistic development. Using formative and summative assessments, the profile allows practitioners to see the level which the child is at and how to provide support for them to progress. It can show the progression of the child, whilst allowing practitioners to evidence and provide targets. This profile can be passed on to different settings, as the child progresses through the Foundation Phase ages.  
Negative aspects of this observation tool would be that the profile takes the child away from their own learning pace and individual progression. The profile is time consuming for practitioners, as it consists of 42 pages. Allowing practitioners to compare children could be viewed as both positive and negative, as every child is different and will learn and develop at different rates. The profile does not include environmental factors such as the weather or background information on the child and the impact it may have had on the activity and the child’s behaviour during the observation; when reading the observation records, it will not display a true reflection of the child’s story or the scenario on the day which the observations were carried out. The Children Act 1989 states that practitioners should ensure that children’s welfare is paramount and that their developmental needs are met. (Children’s Rights Wales, no date). It is important that these aspects are taken into consideration when observing children.

Section 4
The Welsh Assembly Government, (2020), states that play allows a child to freely choose and act. It is important to remember that not all observations will have a predetermined outcome. When observing a child through play, it gives practitioners an idea of how they respond to certain scenarios, peers, surroundings and provides practitioners with an insight to their characteristics and personality traits. It is suggested that a curriculum should be devised to cater for children's individual needs. The purpose of observing children through play is to assess a child’s progress and to identify any additional learning needs and support. Play can portray understanding of several areas of learning, such as mathematical, cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development. By observing a child through play, it enables practitioners to visually observe their understanding and level of ability, whilst providing them with freedom of expression and choice. Observing children through play is beneficial to practitioners as it provides them with a realistic reflection of the child. 
Bilton and Crook, (2016), identify key areas of observing children, for adults to familiarize themselves with, which are: observations, planning, assessing, participation, behaviour and attitude, scaffolding with skills and setting up starting points. Observing children is a way to view their levels of capability. When children are observed through ‘natural’ play, adults perceive a realistic perception of the child’s character and their level of ability, as they are provided with the opportunity to independently think and act themselves, without any instructions or adult intervention. The Reggio Emilia approach (Reggio, no date), believes that by allowing children to play active roles in constructing their knowledge and understanding, it allows them to steer the curriculum, which encourages communication skills and self-expression. Children are very influential, and their surroundings can impact on their behaviour. Teachers work in close partnership with the parents of the child, in order to gain background knowledge of the child and their approach to learning. This approach envisions the potential for children to learn and develop, whilst recognising the importance of their environment and relationships, which they build through play. Reggio Emilia settings value non-verbal cues of communication such as emotions, gestures, expressions and glances. They believe these are forms of ‘languages’ which children also use to communicate just as much as verbal communication. Non-verbal cues are useful when observing children through play, as humans do not always verbally communicate their thoughts and feelings; especially children with disabilities or learning difficulties, who may not be able to speak or verbally communicate their feelings to an adult or peer. It is useful for practitioners to recognise facial expressions and emotions a child portrays when observing through play; in order to familiarise themselves with the child’s likes, dislikes, strengths and weaknesses. 
According to previous studies, when children perceive learning activities as ‘play’ they are more engaged and their emotional well-being levels increase, in comparison to them viewing activities as ‘non-play.’ This may indicate a more realistic view of the child as they are being observed in a natural way, which will provide them with the freedom to express themselves through play and portray certain characteristics; which give adults an insight to their interests; as previously stated by The Welsh Assembly Government, (2020). It is important that the child has the choice of whether the adult is included in their play. Adult intervention can steer their play in a different direction and interrupt their thought process. An example of this would be if the adult were to tell a child to build a specific model using certain materials, or if they were to suggest objects to include in their play; or what and who to play with. This can interrupt their play and the observation will not be as authentic; resulting in the child becoming reserved or confused as they may have lost their train of thought for their play choice. When play is encouraged and supported by adults, children build self-esteem and will be more enthusiastic when participating in activities; based on a positive learning environment. Play enhances a child’s emotional well-being. It appears to be almost a psychological effect as they appear to be happier knowing that they have the freedom of play, as opposed to adult instructed activities, which they may feel they are less in control of. Observing through play provides practitioners with a true reflection of the child. (Howard and McInnes, 2013).
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