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Play within Early Years
Play is something that is unique to every individual, it is something that all children do, whether it be planned, and adult led or totally free and independent. It is something that that can be imaginative, expressive, fun, creative, messy or risky, but mostly it is something that creates freedom, socialisation and that is enjoyable for children. According to the Oxford Dictionary Play is a verb that focuses on children doing things they deem pleasurable and fun. Oxford University Press. (2021). According to Piaget and Montessori, cited in the Understanding and Using Educational Theories Book, Aubrey, K et al (2019). Children need first-hand experiences in order to develop cognitively and construct knowledge. First-hand experiences would be complete through play, whether it be role play, or especially within Montessori settings with small adult-like items such as in a mud kitchen. Vygotsky states that the importance of play must not be forgotten as this is where children learn in all four areas, socially, physically, emotionally and intellectually, they will also build relationships, imagination and independence.
There are lots of different types of play, such as heuristic which is believed to be the type of play that is naturally rooted within a child’s curiosity, for example when giving a young child an item they will want to know what it is and what can be done with it, no matter what the item is. Heuleatt, H. (2012). Another type of play could be solitary play which is play that most children take part in when they first begin to socially play. According to Parten 1933, there are four stages of social play and as children grow, they will likely reach each one, for example between 0 and 2 a child will play alone (solitary), even if they are surrounded by lots of other children, and by about 3 they will play parallel to another child, but still will not likely interact with others in the process. Parten, M. B. (1933). 
However, within this portfolio the two focussed types of play discussed are role play and rough and tumble/physical play. These two types of play differ from each other in multiple ways but also relate to each other in lots of ways. Role play will often occur in a structured format in a specific area of a childcare/classroom but can also randomly occur if a child’s imagination is sparked elsewhere or symbolises a situation with a memory. Whereas physical play will more usually occur in a less structured way, wherever a child may be, but can also occur in a structured, planned and secure manner.
To begin, rough and tumble play is a physical play that is usually connected to taking part outside, whether that be using climbing frames or walking along high walls, it is a type of risk-taking play that helps to teach children about consequence and how to be safe. Rough and tumble play is a common favourite amongst children with autistic spectrum disorder, likely because it helps to use and develop the vestibular and proprioceptive sense, one of the benefits of using these senses are that children discover ‘good balance and body control within the environment’. Within early years this play can cause uneasy feelings amongst staff members due to the level of danger and carelessness that is shown by children when playing in this way, and because it can be a type of play that is not controlled or structured which can make health and safety regulations tricky to meet. As an early years practitioner, it might be difficult to distinguish between rough and tumble play and children fighting due to it sometimes appearing ‘nasty or victimising’ however, ensuring all facial expressions are positive and if all children are showing willingness to carry on it is important to allow these rough and tumble play cycles to occur so that children can discover boundaries, and follow a process of physical trial and error. No Name. (2019).
Role play is a type of play that is children acting or pretending to be somewhere or someone that they are not and is often used within play therapy to help children deal with trauma, as can it help child psychologists understand children’s difficulties. Often within role play children might act as if they are their mother or father, and the way the child acts within this type of play can help to tell a story, both in positive and negative ways. Role play can help children become more expressive, as when they are acting, they are playing someone else, which can help build confidence and show children their capabilities whilst promoting ambition through taking the play role as a future job ambition. Little Town Playcentre. (2017). Role Play is a creative type of play that helps to strengthen imagination and social skills, it puts children in real life experiences in a child friendly way, through play, which in turn promotes good language and thought patterns. Playscheme.co.uk. (2020). According to J Howard and K McInnes in 2012, children are more successful within activities if their perception is that it is play rather than work. So as an Early Years practitioner when teaching a specific theme or topic it is useful to have a focused role play area with relevant resources that they need to discover and learn about. This will ensure that it is positive and engaging for children and they are likely to get more out of it as it is self-directed and fun. 
Discussed next is the importance of children choosing their own play and not being directed by adults. According to Howard and McInnes 2012, children perform better, and feel less pressure when they are playing as they are not being led by anyone but themselves. Free, self-directed play should promote positive emotional wellbeing and lead to a child feeling happier according to this article. Children playing in a self-directed way is simply the process of early years practitioners allowing children to play alone, with no end goal, no framework or adult input. Naomi Sukenik. (2021). It is believed by Piaget and Vygotsky that children are intrinsically motivated to play and discover their own environment independently, which shows that self-directed play has always been key to development. Aubrey, K et al (2019). Within early years settings opportunities like Forest Schools help to encourage self-directed play, in an outdoor, free environment and the curriculum ‘the foundation phase’ promotes both self-directed learning and learning structured by practitioners. (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). Which proves that self-directed play is highly thought of and important within this age group. According to Juster, A in 2015, Self-directed play fosters the development of a child holistically. This is because it encourages children to Figure out things for themselves, take healthy risks, problem solving, find out how the world works, independently, as does it allow children to discover communication, emotions and self-regulating behaviours through providing joy of self-discovery. Children having access to self-directed play helps to promote choice and healthy control within children’s lives, promoting good wellbeing, decision making and healthy relationships, skills they need throughout life. Pennstate University. (2016). 
The role of the adult within play can differ in different situations, but when children are playing it is often only necessary for children to be observed by adults and not interrupted, as when play is occurring there is a cycle going on, which when an adult involves themselves without being invited in, could break the play cycle. Oxfordshire County Council. (No Date). The role of the adult within play is to ensure that it is child led and self-directed, but also to promote the play cycle.  As an early years practitioner, it is important to be available as an adult within play but not necessarily involve themselves. The role of the adult might be to overlook and just ensure children are settled, getting along and having fun. Children need to be supported within play and feel safe, this could be complete through simply talking about play, positive and calm play, and help them to feel confident within their environment. According to Vygotsky, cited in Aubrey, K et al (2019). It is very important to talk to children as it helps to build thought and develop trust between adult and child, this should result in children laying independently and effectively as they feel safe. From the same book but according to Dewey the role of an adult within play and early years settings is to facilitate rather than lecture children, as it leaves them feeling respected, this means to provide children with open play opportunities and materials. Within free play the role of the adult might be to model playing with certain toys, or games to provide ideas to children, and be available to a child should they need them, adults can also ask children any open-ended questions such as ‘what does this feel like?’ rather than ‘does this feel slippery?’ to help prevent disrupting the play cycle. The play cycle is something that is used by professionals to look into and understand play, its built up of different aspects such as, metaludes, which is the items children can use to play, cues, the invite that children provide to adults or other children to join in, return, the adult/child getting involved in the game, frames, such as the song or story line that ignited the game idea, annihilation, the end of the game, therefore the end of the cycle. If the child playing does not choose the role of the adult, then this could result in adulteration to the play cycle, which is often complete by adults in the workplace that think they can rescue, improve or control play, which stops the play cycle and ends self-directed play, which could close doors or limit learning opportunities. (Sturrock & Else, 1998). Overall, it is believed that the role of the adult within play is to be invited by the child and nothing else.
The next section of this portfolio focuses on an observation method that early years practitioners may use within a setting to gain an insight upon a child’s development within play. The observation method in discussion is Incerts, which is an assessment foundation that is used within childcare settings and schools from the age of 3. Incerts is an online ‘assessment foundation’ that early years practitioners and teachers use to mark milestones and assess development of a child in their setting. It is accessible through an online account set up by your setting management/school that is set into classes/groups that you work with, making it easy to mark off the achievements of children in your care. A personal login helps to ensure information is kept private and confidential, as it is a fair and equal way to monitor progress at all times within a child’s education.
Incerts is a tool that helps teachers to create an individual, detailed, and personal report based upon each individual child as it is marked off depending upon where the child is within their learning, which will differ for every pupil in a set class. This is complete through ticking boxes that are sectioned under ‘outcomes’, as a child completes a specific task, for example ‘can recognise numerals up to 5’, the teacher will then be able to tick this task as achieved and when a child can complete all tasks under one outcome, they can then move onto the next outcome level. Incerts also has an important aspect that supports the achievement list through note taking, meaning when a practitioner ticks a box, they are able to add a specific note, for example what the child was doing when it was observed that they could complete the task, which is helpful if a child moves to a different class, school or area as it is a communicative tool. These assessments can then turn data into a graph so that progress or regression can be seen in a much more visual, clear way. These boxes are all skills that work alongside the curriculum, ensuring that the achievements and central requirement of a task is relevant. 
[image: ]


Assessment Foundation. (No Date). 
[image: ]




Incerts is used because it tracks the progress of children within a setting, making analysis powerful and simple, and making it simple to notice any trends of certain children, or identify any issues before it gets too late, it simply ‘helps to implement monitoring processes’. Pennar Primary School. (2016). It is used by teachers, practioners, senior leaders and managements, it helps to benefit the children within their care and to backup communication with parents. Assessment Foundation. (No Date). 
There are positives and negatives to Incerts, for example, a positive from a practitioner point of view would be that the website will ‘flash red where it suggests a possible problem in order to trigger extra support before it worsens.’ Wales Online. (2013). Incerts can also identify different children with similar problems and provide schools with a more specific breakdown of where things are going well and not so well, for example if there are obvious like gender differences in performance. A negative of Incerts as the education system moves forward is that it is built to suit the curriculum ‘the foundation phase’ rather than the new curriculum and the four purposes, so the system is going to be outdated very soon. Another negative to Incerts is that it doesn’t take into account of any additional needs or trauma struggles and it will show children up as underachieving for their age, even though there are different needs and expectations of these children. According to the article, ‘Understanding how practitioners in Wales assess well-being in the early years curriculum’ it is important that children’s wellbeing is looked after and through Incerts this isn’t necessarily taken into account. This article points out the struggles of practitioners being able to assess children’s wellbeing, and therefore should look at children’s success in other areas to try and reach a fair judgement, Incerts can help this as it goes back to the start of foundation phase in all aspects of their development, and it will suggest how a child might be feeling at certain times if there are trends. Lewis, A. (2021). Incerts is also an expensive programme so schools on lower budgets may struggle to pay for the system, which could cause some accessibility issues. 
The final section of this portfolio is about why practitioners should observe children when they are playing. According to Howard, J and McInnes, K. (2012), children perform better when left to play in their own way, with no feelings of being forced to complete anything, therefore, if a child is being observed and the child isn’t aware then the result is going to be more accurate than if a child was called and asked to complete a task. Therefore, this suggests that if the child is playing then that is more likely to be a true representation of their capabilities rather than in what might be a more pressured setup. Observing a child when they are playing ensures that the early years setting remains child led. You will get to know a child better through watching and listening to them play as they care about what they are doing and are having fun, if a child gets asked a question outside of this they might not answer effectively or get into conversation as they are not interested in the subject and would rather be elsewhere playing, as play is one of the most important things in an early years Childs life. ‘By observing children as they explore, play and learn, practitioners can ensure that a child’s development is at the expected stage’ Azilo Training. (No Date). This statement explains why practitioners need to observe during play, and it allows practitioners to decide if the environment needs changing to differently stimulate a certain child and help to spot any issues in comparison to children alongside each other. Also, according to Azilo Training, it is important that practitioners carry out non-participant observation, which is simply just observing free play and watching what children complete naturally, this will happen constantly in a setting, and often when a child reaches a target or completes something new it will be noted. In order for practitioners to view a specific scenario that they are curious about, for example can a child count to 5 independently, it might be helpful for a practitioner to set up an area focused on numbers 1-5 with different resources but to allow the child to explore it themselves, that way the child will feel as if they are having free play but the practitioner is ensuring that the child is developing and meeting expectations, it allows them to indirectly observe what they need to see. Doing this would fit Dewey’s statement that the role of the adult is to ‘facilitate rather than teach’. Aubrey, K et al (2019). Observation is important to ensure that no child slips the net, and all children are able to reach their full potential within any childcare setting as it helps practitioners learn when to intervene and what they need to change in order for children to reach their goals. Observing children when playing can give practitioners an insight into the child’s life, for example if it can be seen that within a ‘home corner’ role play a child is abusive, it might mean that’s what they are seeing at home, this enables practitioners go and get the appropriate help for the child, and put suitable interventions in place, it also allows them to watch a situation develop as it can be noted and behaviours can be looked out for. 
Observations also help practitioner spot any patterns children make for example a specific time that they get upset, or a certain method in which they play, or a behaviour that they use such as lining toys up, this then allows staff to look more closely and check a child up against autistic spectrum disorder traits and request extra help and further observation. Observation might also allow practitioners to spot any triggers that affect children when they are playing, such as loud noise, not having something they want or not getting along with peers, which allows the practitioner plan for interventions such as play therapy, Lego therapy or music therapy. Observation will also ensure that staff get to know what a child likes or dislikes, who the children like spending time with and work out reasoning for a child liking or disliking certain children or adults. Which in turn should inform them of good coping strategies (through starting play therapy) should they need to intervene and prevent children from developing social issues from a young age. Neaum, S. (2016). 
Overall, it is demonstrated within this portfolio that children of all ages need to have opportunities to play in which ever way they choose, ensuring that the play cycle is allowed to occur and that adults do not break it. It is also important that children choose what the role of the adult within their play is, in order to allow them to feel supported but maintaining self-direction. Finally, its also vital that practitioners observe children when they are playing, in which ever way suits the setting best, and that all observations are recorded and dated to keep a track of a child’s development, ensuring that it is consistent and that the child is always challenged to be the best that they can be. This allows practitioners to adapt a setting to best suit a group of children and spot what children need to work on, for example if it can be seen that children are not very good at sharing or using ‘kind words’, emphasis on these things can be put in place following the observation day.
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