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Portfolio of children’s play

It can be difficult to find a simple definition of play. According to Bruce, T. (2001) play is a system of learning and developing through first-hand experience and play that is coordinated.
Article 31: Children have the right to relax, play and to join in a wide range of leisure activities. (UNCRC Children’s Rights in Wales).
The Foundation Phase incorporates the growing needs of children, the statutory curriculum framework believes the holistic progress of children and their skills across the curriculum, to build on prior knowledge and experiences, it encourages equality and diversity. Play can allow children to learn from their experiences, thoughts while experimenting problem solving and taking risks to make choices separately or in groups. These experiences let children grow and begin to help them develop an understanding of learning. (Rights respecting school Wales 2013).
There are many types of play, according to Hughes, B. (2002) There is a significant step in understanding play and by learning the various types, the actual benefits can begin to be seen. Bruce, T. (2009) states that children prepare their deep learning through play and cannot differentiate between work and play.
Imaginative play 
This is a type of play where children do not have to adhere to and conform to the regular rules, which rule the real world, for example imagine you are in space or pretend to be a dragon. (Hughes, B.2002). Lev Vygotsky highlights, in imaginative play children engage in talking to themselves, children who are less vocal in various settings will talk more in imaginative play for example while role playing they are creating characters in a story. Thus, helping children imitate others and aiding their vocabulary therefore helping to develop speech and language. Lev Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development proposes that evidence from the outside world is altered and adopted through language and helps the child understand outside world. (Farr, T.2014) 
Imaginative is a natural way for children to learn about the world and does involve the whole body, children will touch numerous play materials and express themselves through play both verbally and non-verbally. They use all their senses to move around and will actively use their large and small muscles as well as their different senses in play. Hence helping children develop and grow healthy, strong, and complete neurological connections in their brains. Eugster,K.( no date )
In a school environment where imaginary games are encouraged or endured in the curriculum or during playtimes it has been shown to boost children’s imaginativeness and heightened inquisitiveness and learning skills in preschoolers or early school-agers (Ashiabi, 2007; Singer and Lythcott 2004). Practitioners are now using imaginary games to teach numeracy and literacy (Clements, & Sarama, 2009; Ginsburg, 2006).
Singer and colleagues led some studies on the usefulness of Learning through Play, a program to help show parents and practitioners on how to participate in imaginative play and games with early years children. The program found that children of low-ability parents who partook in the involvement showed signs of academic readiness for assessment than those whose parents did not contribute. Developments found in the study were improved vocabulary, knowledge about nature, general information knowledge, and knowledge about manners. (Singer, Plaskon, & Schweder, A, E.2003).
Many types of play can be holistic as this helps the development of the whole child and it is an essential as the academic and formal learning. Imaginative play can help the child act out their culture and beliefs and help other children and practitioners have a better understanding on where they come from. Children will often act out an emotion and be able to express themselves through imaginative play. (Largaras,J.no date).Pretend play imaginative play helps children express feelings. (Lindon, J,Brodie,k.2016).
Self-directed play is child-led Play where the child motivates themselves naturally without adult intervention and can be seen in pretend play /imaginary play. Providing time for our children to have self-directed play inspires their imaginations, boosts their ability to problem solve and allows children to develop their social skills thus aiding them to build a robust foundation for a lifetime of learning. (Caro, C..2012).
Social play
Social development in the preschool years allows young children to include others in their world including play. While infants and toddlers use their ability to represent in solitary play, pre-schoolers use their extended cognitive and social skills to play with their peers. (Frost, J, L. Wortham, S, C. Reifel, S. 2010).
Vygotsky was interested in the role of social interaction on cognitive development and claimed that development first takes place socially. Children will look at the world around them and will observe how their parents behave, listen to the parents talk, and then attempt to copy them. Through child-centered play, children experiment with different roles and verbal practices, this will help them on the journey from being externally regulated to internally regulated in cognition. Through play, children become more capable and skilled in their use of language and start to order their own thought processes. (Farr, T. 2014)
When practitioners/parents spend periods of time engaged with children it can have a positive affect on them and boost their development. It can be sometimes difficult for adults to play with children as they need to find their inner child and not feel embarrassed about acting childlike. It is not always needed to have so much structure during playtimes or over supervise children’s play and put the teacher hat on to get the best out of the child’s activities as this can hinder and limit their play. Creating a good routine of child directed playtime will give the chance for the child to bring you into their world. (Eugster, K. no date).
Piaget defined play in three stages: sensorimotor play which is functional play such as a baby holding an object. Play through experience which is symbolic play which gives constructive concepts ideas, as well as imaginative and pretend play activities and game that require rules which build social skills. (Frost, Joe L.1992).
When the foundation phase which was introduced in 2008 it was said by the first minister Carwyn Jones (BBC 2010) that:
Through the foundation phase we are giving children the chance to learn by taking part in practical activities that are fun and enjoyable. They are also gaining first-hand experiences through play and active involvement which enables them to be creative, imaginative and have fun whilst learning.

Play is related with growth of social and emotional skills and understandings. It has been shown that play assists children in building social skills that support positive relationships. To control their behaviour, and understand other people’s feelings, as well as promoting a sense of independence it is believed that playing helps teach children to do this. Early play experiences between adults and very young children have a central role in developing strong attachments in children. Emotional ability and empathy are established through play experiences as children become aware of their own and other people’s feelings, motivations and needs. By cooperating and communicating in play, children learn how to negotiate and problem-solve their individual difficulties. (Bright Beginnings 2013).
Anna Freud, Sigmund Freuds daughter went on to develop play therapy. Play Therapy helps children in a variety of ways. A child can have emotional support and can learn to understand more about their own feelings and thoughts. Sometimes they may re-enact or play out traumatic or difficult life experiences to make sense of what has happened in their life and cope better with their future. They may also learn to manage relationships and conflicts in more suitable ways. The outcomes of Play Therapy may be overall a decrease in anxiety and raise and improve self-esteem, or more specific such as a change in behavior and improved relations with family and friends. (Freud,A.2018).










Risk
Nobody wants to see a child hurt, producing a setting that is very safe produces a different kind of danger for them, as they will not be aware of risk and when confronted by a risk dilemma could make the wrong decision. Growing up in a risk-free culture, means children are not able to exercise risk-assessment which enables them to assess and manage their skills with the difficulties of the environment. Thus, resulting with lots of children becoming fearful and are unwilling to take risks. Looking at the extreme opposite, a lot of children can have difficulty understanding the situations they face and take unnecessary reckless risks, which can lead to recurrently landing in trouble. (Almon, J.2013). 
Risk is an essential factor of a balanced childhood. Involvement to healthy risk in various situations including physical, it allows children to experience fear and learn their strengths and limitations of their own body. This is apparent with the introduction of forest schools or similar in the curriculum, which is based on outdoor learning or the outdoor classroom. Having unsupervised time, even just in the garden, might lead to more cuts and bruises, but many adults/parents did this as children and have learnt from it, this will help to teach children how to make risk-related choices for themselves. (Blincoe, k.2015).
Children face lots of challenges and exposure to risk while learning and many activities particularly outside the classroom require the management of risk. The role of the adult/adults is to manage the risk through suitable planning, supervision, proper equipment and a regard for other influences such as the weather or the time of day is what contributes to making these activities safer for children, but still offering sufficient challenges needed by the children. These activities not only give children the opportunity to manage risk for themselves, but also provide great chances for them to be actively involved in risk management planning. (CLOTC,2018).
Risk taking should be inclusive at every level and not allow for there to be any barriers, attitude or lack of knowledge to hinder the children from achieving their full potential. Non-disabled children and children with disabilities have many things done for them in life because it is quicker, safer and easier for those people looking after their needs. Children who have varying degrees of disabilities to experience and can have the opportunity to take risks is essential as they may not always have the same freedom of choice given to their non-disabled peers. Every child and if not greater for a disabled child taking part in an activity which has the element of risk would achieve a sense of satisfaction, pride, self-esteem and helping them develop confidence, resilience in their own capabilities. (Teach Early years, no date).
According to the Statutory framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage sets out legal requirements that all providers must meet. This includes requirements involving risk assessments. It requires all those providing for the early years age group to carry out risk assessments in two circumstances, one for each type of outings and another for outdoor and indoor spaces, for example toys, equipment, furniture in the early years setting. There is a precise legal condition for you to carry out a full risk assessment for each type of visit, this means leaving of the premises and review the assessment before attending each specific outing. The Statutory Framework makes it clear that this should include an assessment of the ratios of adults to children required for each type of outing and consider the nature of the trip. (OFSTED 2010).
[bookmark: _Hlk504956201] A risk assessment of the premises and equipment on a yearly basis is required and more frequently if things change. A written record should be kept of what you have identified that you need to check; how regularly it needs checking; and when and by whom it was checked. (OFSTED 2010).
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	Ref
	Hazard / Task / Activity
Area of Concern
	Persons at Risk
	Existing Controls
	Describe Any Further Controls / Actions Needed
	Actions By Whom
	Action By When

	
1
	Nature reserve includes trees, plants which could be harmful.
	Class pupils, staff.
	Members of staff to inspect area before arrival. Appropriate clothes and wellies and take precautions. Not to touch plants as could be hazardous. Instruct children of boundaries they must adhere to before leaving. Staff and child allergies to be made aware of by all staff and classroom team.
	Reminders to wear appropriate clothing and wellies. First aid kit, wet wipes, tissues to be brought.
	All staff and classroom team
	Before activity commences.

	
2
	Surfaces uneven and slippery.
	Class pupils, staff.
	Advise not to run and watch where walking.
	Reminders to be careful where walking and not to run.
	All staff and classroom team
	During activity.

	
3
	Hanging branches could be low and fall.
	Class pupils, staff.
	Advice caution when near trees and low-level branches.
	Staff to observe children and remind of potential dangers.
	All staff and classroom team
	During activity.

	
4
	Bug hunting-
Risk of bites, stings, allergies when handled.
	Class pupils, staff.
	Any allergies to be declared by staff /on child’s records. Handling of insects to kept to a minimum and use appropriate equipment.
	Remind of allergies and to use appropriate equipment when handling insects.
	All staff and classroom team
	During activity.

	
5
	Play-risk of slips and falls with trees/each other and staff.
	Class pupils, staff.
	Advise caution and take care not to run
	Reminded to be careful while exploring and reminded of potential risks but to have fun and enjoy, staff on hand to monitor.
	All staff and classroom team
	During activity.


Reflection
Since starting this module on play I have gained and improved on my knowledge and understanding of play. Play is not a new concept and has been the work of many theorists over the years with their own and personal theory, for example Vygotsky and Piaget highlight on the cognitive development influence such as creativity, communication and problem solving. This can be encouraged in play and he developed a theory of the zone of proximal development, which explained is the gap between what a child knows already and what they can achieve with help from an adult/child who is more skilled, it also is known as scaffolding, relying on careful observation on what the child can do and planning a challenging curriculum for the child’s abilities. In the setting I work we have EPIC time which means everyone plans in class, this gives every child inclusion and encourages child led learning.
 Freud emphasised on the benefits of the therapeutic approach of play for example if there has been a trauma in a child’s life, play will help the child deal with their anxieties and fears. The child can act out their worries for instance, in imaginative play and therefore offloading their anxieties and through close observation of the practitioner there is more awareness of the child’s needs.
 I can see that play enables the adult to monitor and observe children’s individual needs and by doing so can see the child’s levels of capabilities, skills, interests and any concerns.
 In my opinion this is part of the practitioner’s role and a lot can be learned about the unique child by close observation and building a trusting, secure relationship with the children in their care. I put this into practice while working in my setting and I know instantly when a child is having just an off day or if there is a more serious issue. Play therapy sessions can be implemented and this will help the child if reluctant or find it difficult to express their feelings however big or small they may be. This is something I want to investigate doing further research on and possibly have training on in the future. 
 As a practitioner working in early years setting in Wales, it has been interesting learning on this module of play, about different countries attitudes to play especially Scandinavian countries. During one of the lectures I was shown a film clip in Denmark called kids gone wild, set in a forest kindergarten that has left a lasting impression on me as I was amazed and sometimes apprehensive watching these young children experiencing the freedom of discovering and exploring by climbing trees, walking near water in cold conditions in a potentially dangerous environment. The forest kindergarten teacher had set the children rules and boundaries to adhere to and what I interpreted and what came across when the children and teacher were being interviewed was that there was a mutual trust and respect between them. Although sometimes alarming to watch it was fascinating and the children were having fun and showed so much confidence and resilience, I could see the benefits outweigh the risks in this case and environment. I know a lot of schools are incorporating forest schools in their curriculum or something similar, this in my opinion to be done right needs careful planning, training and with the right attitude in place could be a rich learning environment for children. I therefore hope to further my knowledge and find out more about training and how to successfully implement forest schools in my setting. 
Although I think children need be exposed to a certain amount of risk to develop confidence, resilience and be able to understand and manage their own risk assessment, it is also finding the balance of appropriate level of risk to be exposed to, to achieve this and as an adult it is necessary that a formal risk assessment procedure is undertaken to consider the well being of the child at all times.
In my conclusion to this portfolio and in my opinion what seem to be the fundamental agreement by various theorists and organisations is that play, plays an important role in the all-round development of the child.
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