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An Exploration of Outdoor Play and Wellbeing in Northern Irish Primary Schools 

 

Abstract 

The increasingly poor physical and mental health outcomes for children in Northern Ireland are, 

in part, attributed to a sedentary, indoor lifestyle and a concern that children are not availing of 

outdoor play opportunities. For some children, the school playground is the only accessible 

outdoor space available to them and is therefore a critical site in terms of promoting wellbeing. 

This paper reports the findings of an exploratory study which investigated school staff’s attitudes 

and children’s views, perspectives and experiences of play in school playgrounds in Northern 

Ireland. The findings illustrate that the school playground shapes the way in which children access 

outdoor play through its physical, policy and social setup; and that the design, structure, 

management and provision of the school playground all play a role in shaping children’s play 

behaviours and enjoyment of play. Findings also indicate that children are not being consulted 

about their play space, and schools lack policies and training opportunities for staff regarding 

outdoor play. Based on the findings and applying concepts associated with the Affordance 

Framework (Gibson, 1979), the transformative potential of restructuring primary school 

playgrounds in Northern Ireland is highlighted and implications for future research, policy and 

practice are outlined.  

 

Keywords: outdoor play; wellbeing; primary school; playgrounds; risky play; child rights 
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1. Introduction 

Outdoor play is essential to children’s healthy development and studies have shown it to 

be children’s preferred place to play (Hagen et al, 2019), yet cultural attitudes influenced 

by discourses surrounding risk and childhood vulnerability have resulted in a sharp 

decrease in opportunities for outdoor play in many contemporary societies (Savery et al, 

2017). Fears of traffic, stranger danger, drugs and alcohol, and gang violence perpetuated 

in part by the mass media and modern technology mean that children’s roaming distance 

from their homes has decreased significantly within a generation (Leaton Gray and 

Phippen 2017). The result is that for many children, the school playground has become 

the main site in which they experience outdoor play (Kemple et al, 2016). Playgrounds 

are a near-universal feature of schools which have influenced decades-worth of studies 

but take on a new significance in light of these rapid social changes associated with the 

21st century, and studies are now turning to the role of school playgrounds in providing 

the types of play opportunities needed to support children’s wellbeing (Bates et al, 2018; 

Van Dijk-Wesselius et al, 2018).  

The benefits of regular outdoor play in a supportive environment are well documented to 

include physical, social-emotional and cognitive outcomes (Ouvry and Furtado, 2020; 

Wishart et al, 2018). As children in the UK and Ireland spend approximately a quarter of 

their school day in non-curricular outdoor play, school playgrounds should allow children 

to engage in a variety of play activities which are intrinsically motivated and relevant to 

the child’s needs, capabilities and interests, within a purposefully designed and 

stimulating space. Yet the risk aversity characteristic of modern society has meant that 

play during break times has become increasingly restricted (Farmer et al, 2017; Tyrie et 

al, 2019), while playground design has traditionally been influenced by the availability 

or non-availability of space rather than children’s play requirements (Delidou et al, 2015; 
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Ndhlovu and Varea, 2018). The result has been pupils dissatisfied with their playground 

provision and limited choice during break and lunch times (Baines and Blatchford, 2019; 

McQuade et al, 2019).  

Internationally, playground interventions have gained increasing momentum as a means 

of promoting outdoor play in schools through increasing equipment and provision of 

games (Frost et al, 2018), adding recyclable materials and loose parts (Hyndman et al, 

2014) and introducing playground markings and zones (Scatigna et al 2015). Evidence 

suggests that children desire natural, complex, challenging and exciting play 

environments that provide options and choice for play (Engelen et al, 2018; Wishart et 

al, 2018) and studies have found that primary school-aged students overwhelmingly 

choose to play in green/natural areas over the regular playground during their outdoor 

breaks. In fact, green schoolyards have been shown to promote positive attitudes towards 

and engagement with risk through the play experiences offered, and nature play has 

become recognised as an important component of the development of resilience in early 

childhood (Beery, 2020; Harper, 2017). 

While such studies acknowledge the multitude of benefits outdoor play has for children’s 

wellbeing, there has been a distinct gap in the literature concerning its impact on children 

in the middle-childhood age bracket (9-11 years), specifically in Northern Ireland. Middle 

childhood is a vital time of transition and children require resilience to cope with change 

and flourish as adolescents. The importance of regular exposure to quality outdoor play 

can therefore not be understated for children in Northern Ireland in its capacity not only 

to support healthy development but to offset the effects of disadvantage stemming from 

the aftermath of the Troubles (NICCY, 2016; O’Laughlin, 2014). 
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It is known that children in Northern Ireland face complex and disproportionate forms of 

disadvantage in comparison with their UK counterparts stemming from 30 years of 

conflict, and levels of physical and mental wellbeing have declined in line with the 

diminishing of outdoor play opportunities, exacerbated by the COVID-19 crisis (Austin, 

2019; Bunting et al, 2020; NICCY, 2021). Furthermore, there is very limited research 

investigating how the physical, policy and social elements of the school playground 

impact children’s play (Chancellor and Cevher-Kalburan, 2014). This research aims to 

help address these gaps, investigating the role of the school playground in shaping play 

through the provisions it offers, with particular focus on the implications this has for the 

wellbeing of children in middle childhood who live in a post-conflict society.  

Play is a product of its environment, shaped by a series of interwoven micro and macro 

level influences which act upon the child. Regular outdoor play is crucial to children’s 

wellbeing, and it is therefore important to understand the impact of the environments in 

which children experience play; the most common of which is increasingly the school 

playground. This study conceptualises the dynamic relationship between the child, their 

environment, play and wellbeing in terms of a biopsychosocial-ecological perspective, 

which blends the approaches of Engel (1977) and Bronfenbrenner (1979) to create a 

framework which considers wellbeing as the interplay between biological, psychological, 

social, and environmental dynamics. 

 

2. Research questions, materials and methods 

This study aimed to provide a better understanding of how children and education 

professionals experience outdoor play in Northern Irish primary schools. The research 

questions were:  

 

(1) How do primary school teachers in Northern Ireland view outdoor play? 
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(2) What are the strengths and limitations of current outdoor play provision in 

Northern Irish primary schools? 

(3) What are the main barriers to accessing outdoor play in Northern Irish primary 

schools? 

(4) What are the common playground activities of a P6/71 child in Northern Ireland? 

(5) What is the ideal playground design for a P6/7 child? 

(6) Are P6/7 children and their teachers aware of the benefits of outdoor play? 

 

A pragmatic approach was used to manage the different ages, needs, and capabilities of 

the participants, and strengthened the validity of the data by allowing for triangulation 

and clarification. This paper explores the qualitative element of the research, which 

consisted of semi-structured interviews, and the child-friendly Mosaic approach (Clark 

and Moss, 2017), which consisted of focus groups, photography, drawing and games, and 

allowed the child to exercise their right to be heard in matters which affect them (Article 

12, UNCRC, 1989). The study was granted ethical approval by the university’s ethics 

committee. 

 

2.1 Recruitment, participants and ethical approval 

3 schools were chosen to participate in the qualitative phase of the study. These schools 

were chosen based on demographic similarity for comparison purposes, and convenience 

of location for the researcher. All 3 schools were mixed-gender, urban schools within the 

Belfast metropolitan area, with above average enrolment and indicators of disadvantage 

 
1 In the Northern Irish school system, P6 encompasses children aged 9-10 years, and P7 children 

   aged 10-11 years. The primary school system ranges from Foundation Stage (P1-P2: ages 4-6 

   years), Key Stage 1 (P3-P4: ages 6-8 years) and Key Stage 2 (P5-P7: ages 8-11 years).  
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(Table 1). From the chosen schools, a total of 10 teaching staff volunteered to take part 

in informal, semi-structured interviews, and 34 children were put forward by their 

teachers for participation in the Mosaic methods. Potential participants met with the 

researcher who explained the study in an accessible way and gave the opportunity to ask 

questions. Information and consent forms were distributed, with a separate version 

created for teaching staff, children, and parents/guardians. This meant that children could 

choose not to participate even if their caregiver gave consent and could withdraw from 

any part of the project up until data anonymisation. Thus, one child who had parental 

consent declined to take part entirely, while the remainder (N=33) did not necessarily 

take part in every aspect of the data collection. Ethical protocols were followed in line 

with the ethical approval secured from the relevant ethics committee, and participants 

anonymity was protected through the use of pseudonyms.   

 

Table 1. 

 

2.2 Methods  

 

Semi-structured Interviews 

Education professionals (N=10) consisting of principals, teachers and classroom 

assistants were selected to take part in semi-structured interviews and a guide question 

schedule was developed to inform the interviews. The focused interviews were time 

limited, took place in breaks to facilitate participation, provided a snapshot on key areas 

and were no longer than 10-15 minutes each. Audio recordings were transcribed by the 

researcher and analysed thematically. 

 

Mosaic Methods 



8 

 

Data was gathered in collaboration with children using the Mosaic approach (Clark and 

Moss, 2017) which comprises multiple data collection methods, sensitive to the 

competencies of children to build an overall picture of their views and experiences. In 

this study photography, drawings and focus groups were used with 33 children from the 

3 participating schools over a 3-month period. In each school, data collection took place 

over 8-10 contact hours during the Spring/Summer term with groups consisting of 12 P7 

pupils from School A, 12 P6 pupils from School B, and 9 P7 pupils from School C. A 

selection of games and visual prompts were used throughout the sessions to facilitate 

discussion about the playground experience and produce a rich qualitative data set. Each 

session was designed to last 75 minutes, and children were invited to keep any work they 

produced at the end of the study period. Audio and visual data gathered through this 

process were analysed thematically; the themes coded and merged with the findings of 

the staff interviews. 

 

3. Results 

The interpretation of the qualitative findings was guided by the theory of affordance. 

Affordance, according to Gibson (1979, p.127), ‘implies the complementarity between 

the animal and the environment’. It can therefore be argued that wellbeing (or lack of) is 

directly shaped by the environments the child is exposed to, and the action possibilities 

which they not only perceive, but are able to act upon in it (Waters, 2017; Storli and 

Sandseter, 2020). Affordances are brought to life in the outdoors, where the interplay 

between the child, the landscape, the seasons and elements, and loose parts features 

creates a dynamic and evolving play environment (Casey and Robertson, 2019), yet 

school playgrounds are often said to be ‘little more than flat and uninspiring pieces of 

tarmac’ (PlayBoard NI, 2008, p.6). Given the opportunity, previous studies show that 
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children were found to change their environment in ways that challenged them, adapting 

their surroundings and behaviours to push the boundaries of their play (Jongeneel et al, 

2015).  

Affordances are thus not only central to the children's perception of the environment but 

also in their design of it. Gibson (1979, p. 130) remarks that mankind has ‘changed the 

shape and substance of the environment’ and in doing so has ‘made available more what 

benefits him and less pressing what injures him’, reflecting the risk-averse modern 

playgrounds which can fail to challenge and stimulate children in a beneficial way. 

Children need a balanced diet of play to develop healthily, and it is vital for this reason 

that the play space supports the full range of play types. The design and features of the 

playground influence the types of play that take place within it, and the playground should 

therefore be created as an environment that supports the physical, social and emotional 

development associated with outdoor play (Czalczynska-Podolska, 2014). The qualitative 

findings were therefore considered in terms of the interwoven physical, policy and social 

environments which contribute to the child’s outdoor play experience in a  

biopsychosocial-ecological framework of playground affordances (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. 

 

3.1 Physical 

Findings in relation to the physical playground environment revealed 3 sub-themes: the 

play site and space in the urban primary school; playground design and behaviour; and 

equipment and provision in the playground. 

 

The play site and space in the urban primary school 
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The school site itself played a role in shaping play opportunities, with the provision of 

space and (lack of) contact with natural features influencing children’s playtime activity 

in these urban schools. The schools in many ways mirrored their local communities, 

which were disadvantaged, heavily built-up areas without many green spaces, described 

as ‘a concrete jungle’. Yet despite the rapidly growing body of research documenting the 

benefits of regular contact with nature for children experiencing multiple-deprivation, the 

schools appeared to reinforce the growing disconnect between the child and nature rather 

than providing a consistent environment in which to engage with it. Teachers from School 

A, for example, spoke of the challenges (mostly financial) of ‘trying to create a green 

space where there isn’t any’, while children in School C were physically separated from 

the wildlife surrounding their school by a perimeter wall, setting nature apart as 

something out of bounds for them. Supervising staff reinforced that the grass was ‘too 

dangerous’ to play on, leaving pupils wondering ‘what’s the point of having nice stuff if 

you’re not even allowed to play on it?’. 

 

Children tend to prefer playing outdoors in nature as it affords the opportunity for messy 

play (Glenn et al, 2012), and despite their lack of access to this form of play, almost two 

thirds (20/29) of the children taking part in the research stated that they preferred messy 

play over staying clean. This disparity between the children’s play preferences and the 

reality of the school setting reflects how cultural attitudes can shape play, as children did 

not seem deterred by the mess itself but rather the consequences of the mess once adults 

got involved. Fears around getting clothes dirty and mummies ‘losing the plot’ reflected 

the extent to which adult anxieties and the value placed on certain types of play over 

others impacted on children’s play choices, and the affordances available to them in their 

environment, regardless of their own personal preferences. This particularly holds true in 
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the school context (Lewis, 2017; Tyrie et al, 2019) where the discomfort pupils 

experience around messy outdoor play coincides with the fact that the provision of 

outdoor nature play decreases dramatically once pupils leave the Foundation Stage and is 

virtually non-existent by KS2. 

 

Overcrowding was found to have a major impact on the quality of play within the 3 

schools, as teacher Gary felt ‘there is not enough space for the children to run around 

safely and guarantee the safety of the other children’. Spatial restrictions and a growing 

urban population have resulted in schools taking drastic measures to ensure pupil safety. 

Getting injured and ending up in the hospital were common fears, while one school had 

even banned the children from running in the playground as a precaution. The long-term 

effect of this on children’s wellbeing was already beginning to show in children’s 

responses, (‘I want to run about!’ ‘We’re free spirits – we should be able to run!’) 

highlighting the need to implement more sustainable solutions. 

 

Playground design and behaviour 

There was an evident relationship between the layout and design of the playgrounds and 

the behaviours which the children exhibited. Structured playgrounds with different 

activity zones and timetabled access to certain areas and equipment produced reports of 

more varied play and greater enjoyment of the play space by children. A number of staff 

noted that children appeared aimless and anxious without structure, and since re-

designing his playground principal Steven noted ‘the whole dynamic has changed now 

that we have so many different areas which stimulate and engage the children in different 

ways; you’ve very few children left in that ‘we don’t know what to do’ phase’. Another 

teacher, Jayne, observed that children tried to avoid going out to the playground on certain 
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days when the timetabled equipment was not in use, stating ‘when it’s the other days and 

that structure isn’t there, they just don’t like it’. 

 

School B was the only participating school that had no physical structure in the 

playground, consisting of an open concrete space that was dominated by ball sports. 

Previous studies (Mulryan-Kyne, 2014; Hyndman and Chancellor, 2017) indicate that an 

unstimulating playground can result in aimless and aggressive behaviours, and teacher 

Aisling of School B observed ‘they don’t have facilities in the playground and play rough 

with each other [as] they are limited to what they can do when they are in the playground’. 

Pupils agreed, ‘it’s too boring…like you get nothing to do really at break time ‘ (Julie), 

‘you’re going to end up properly fighting’ (Daisy), ‘we fight all the time!’ (Sarah). It was 

perhaps for this reason that teachers expressed concerns over what they perceived to be 

aimless activity during outdoor play and considered equipment to be the remedy, 

articulating a preference for children to be engaging with equipment and apparatus which 

prescribe certain functions rather than being left to their own devices. Yet poor 

management, maintenance, and an overall lack of suitable resources were identified as 

recurring concerns amongst the participants.  

 

Equipment and provision in the playground 

Despite the similar demographics of the schools the resources on offer varied between 

sites which affected the opportunities for play (Figure 2). Teachers and pupils alike 

expressed the need for more equipment (specifically more age-appropriate and 

stimulating equipment) in the play space to meet the needs and interests of those in 

middle-childhood, so they are not ‘aimless when they are playing’ (teacher Gary). 

Children used what equipment they had as an enhancement to their play, for example, 
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using tunnels and slides as a quick means of escape during chasing games and hiding in 

and around equipment as obstacles to being ‘caught’, incorporating traditional play 

apparatus to add challenge and adventure to larger-network games. 

 

Figure 2 

 

Tensions emerged between the function of the playground as a site for recreation and as 

a site for restoration, with a need for dedicated ‘chill out’ areas with shelter and seating 

identified by both children and teachers. This is particularly important for children with 

Special Educational Needs who may become overwhelmed and need space to regulate. 

Pupils were therefore using parts of the play apparatus for rest and shelter, for example 

tunnels, bridges and tepees, which were ‘very small and it’s hard to really fit’ in (Jessica). 

In terms of updating the playground to reflect these needs, teachers generally felt this was 

not a priority area for the school, with budget constraints in some schools already meaning 

that ‘pupils are encouraged to bring in footballs from home’ (Pauline).  

3.2 Policy 

Moving on to the policy environment, the themes emerged as: the impact of risk-aversity 

on children’s outdoor play; the role of the adult in the playground; and curriculum 

pressures and outdoor play in Key Stage 2. 

 

The impact of risk-aversity on children’s outdoor play 

Risk-averse culture was found to affect the children’s play in a number or ways, 

preventing them from experiencing the types of controlled risk that are proven to 

contribute towards children’s healthy development (Whitebread et al, 2012). Children 

spoke of games being banned ‘cause loads of people were getting hurt’ (Hannah), with 
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play involving physical contact and running considered too dangerous, and children only 

having ‘access to certain areas on certain days for risk management purposes’. The lack 

of a dedicated outdoor play policy and training left supervisory staff feeling unsupported 

and vulnerable to blame in the playground, as one teacher noted, ‘I like the idea [of risky 

play] but it also makes me feel a little nervous’.  

Teachers tended to view the playground in terms of potential dangers which they aimed 

to minimise, characterising them as ‘fun preventers’ (Charlie) rather than facilitators. One 

noted, ‘we are so busy trying to avoid litigation - protect us from the parents and lawyers 

then we will reduce safety measures’, while the headteacher of one school stated, ‘the 

first action we take when an accident happens is to go to the person who was supervising 

and ask, ‘what happened?’ What did you see?’’. It was unsurprising then that children 

expressed frustration around safety rules which they felt were overprotective but 

understood the repercussions staff faced if they got hurt – ‘The teachers have to take care 

of you, so like if you break a bone it’s their fault’ (Joshua). 

The role of the adult in the playground 

The adult takes on various roles in the play space which were found to be demanding and 

often contradictory. The expectations placed on staff to keep children safe during outdoor 

play proved paramount, and participants considered their role in terms of monitoring 

activity for potential dangers above all else, ready ‘to intervene and stop play in situations 

when safety is a concern’ (Claire). Staff therefore expressed concerns about getting 

involved in play, as they feared being held liable for accidents that might occur when they 

are distracted. The children therefore saw the supervising adults in a disciplinarian role, 

resulting in negative attitudes and strained relationships. One teacher noted how ‘many 

children do not bond with the dinner staff, or see them as a trusted adult’, while another 
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observed, ‘they feel intimidated to go up and ask for help’. Children reported being ‘stood 

out’ as punishment in the playground, after which ‘you are usually stood out for the rest 

of play time’ (Rosie). They noted that adults were frequently on their phone or conversing 

and would be ‘shouted at for telling’ (Alice) if they came to them for help.  

 

While a range of existing studies show that adult involvement in play can improve 

engagement and behaviour (Hyndman et al, 2016; LaForett and Mendez, 2017), finding 

this balance was something the schools struggled with. When all of the focus is on safety 

and monitoring, ‘there are no focused activities – they’re just allowed to run and scream 

and go crazy’, which results in more incidents of rough play and injury. In an effort to 

bring order to the playground some adults turn to structured games and activities, with 

mixed results. Some children enjoyed having adults to teach them games and interact with 

them, while others resented the interference. Headteacher Steven reflected that ‘when 

adults are overly involved the children then play differently; they don’t play with the same 

freedom or the same creativity’, with the children agreeing that ‘sometimes they just take 

over – they take the fun out of it’ (Katie).  

 

The modelling of attitudes towards outdoor play by adults served to undermine its value, 

as children reported being sent out to play unprepared for the weather conditions making 

them miserable and unable to engage in play. Supervising adults in one school did not 

encourage children to put on coats before leaving the school building, after which point 

they were forbidden to return indoors to get it. Newcomer children in particular were 

identified as struggling with the Irish weather conditions, with parents writing notes to 

excuse their child from outdoor play because ‘it’s too cold for them to go out’ and staff 
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noting that ‘Mummy will find a million excuses to help their child not to have to go 

outside’.  

 

Curriculum pressures and outdoor play in Key Stage 2 

The national curriculum in Northern Ireland does not prioritise outdoor play at Key Stage 

2, and – unlike at Foundation Stage and Key Stage 1 – it does not appear in any of the 

official guidance documents. As children get older, play is eschewed from the curriculum 

in favour of more traditionally academic pursuits, and it is therefore unsurprising that 

children experienced a drop in both the quality and frequency of their play, with some 

teachers internalising the view that ‘children in Key Stage 2 don’t need as much play 

time’. In addition to a lack of age-appropriate equipment, children experienced play times 

cut short due to meal times running over, adverse weather, and staff acknowledging ‘it is 

a treat to get a full session’. Measures to increase outdoor time included after-school clubs 

(mostly sport-based) and physical activity interventions such as the ‘Daily Mile’, but 

these opportunities were restricted by time, cost, and availability, and ultimately did not 

offer the same experience as free play (insofar as the definition can apply in the school). 

Concerns around liability and antisocial behaviour deterred schools from opening their 

grounds for play after-hours as a community hub. 

 

3.3 Social 

In terms of the social environment, two themes which emerged and are discussed here 

were: the social environment and wellbeing; and the changing nature of play. A third 

substantive theme (gender) forms the basis to a separate article (ANON).  

 

The social environment and wellbeing 
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Play time has many social benefits for children, however, it can also be a source of anxiety 

caused by friendship issues, peer rejection and conflicts (Figure 3). This was found to be 

the case amongst the girls in particular, many of whom struggled with self-esteem and 

social hierarchies. P7 pupil Hannah described how she isolated herself following a falling 

out with her group of friends as she felt ‘a bit down from being popular’ and so did not 

want to approach other girls for fear of rejection, noting ‘when you’re by yourself it’s 

sad’. Others felt similarly, as Holly explained ‘you might be un-confident when you go 

out at lunch and you might just want to sit in the school by yourself’, while Sasha, stated 

‘I don’t have any friends’ as her reason for being alone during break times.  

 

Despite the presence of ‘buddy benches’ in two of the three schools, these interventions 

appeared to have little positive impact on the children, suggesting that they were not being 

used for their intended purpose as has been the case in other studies (Bristow and 

Atkinson, 2020). Boys were found to be a lot more socially confident, expressing that 

they would tend to invite others to join in their games without the same level of fear of 

rejection, explaining ‘if they say no then they say no’ (Joshua) and ‘you can always make 

a new friend’ (Mohammed). Staff also noted that ‘for children who are socially awkward 

the playground can be a frightening place’ while ‘some children struggle with the rough 

and tumble in the playground’. For children with sensory sensitivities, there was no 

provision to escape the busyness of the playground and seek shelter in a quiet place, and 

similarly no creative outlets or opportunities to self-regulate.  

 

Figure 3. 

 

The changing nature of play 
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The children’s play preferences and activities reflected the growing disconnect between 

children and adult’s definitions of play. The teachers commonly felt that play was a 

forgotten skill that needed to be taught to children today, speculating ‘maybe it’s because 

they rely on video games to play now and are not as used to making their own fun’. Others 

referenced their own childhood spent playing out on the street which ‘doesn’t happen 

now because it’s all iPad, PlayStation 4, whatever – so you’re now having to teach those 

games that a teacher would never have had to teach’. Those games, however, which 

included traditional skipping and ball games, were referred to by the children as ‘child 

cruelty’ (Harry). These self-proclaimed ‘indoor children’ (Rosie), born during the 00s 

technology boom, showed a unanimous preference for sedentary, technology games. 

They socialised via apps such as TikTok, YouTube and Instagram and explained, ‘I’d just 

rather stay inside and play my PlayStation’ (Sarah), ‘inside I have loads of games to play 

with – I have my Xbox, I have my phone, I have my iPad, I have my tablet…’. The 

children equated this form of socialising with laziness and expressed that they would 

rather relax than run around in the playground. They elaborated ‘what I do is not really 

playing…like I don’t play outdoors but I chill’ (Jessica). The next section offers a 

discussion regarding themes that emerged from the findings and some concluding 

thoughts. It begins with an acknowledgement of the limitations of the study.  

 

4. Discussion and concluding thoughts  

As is anticipated in any research concerning children, the reliability of the findings of this 

study rests upon the authentic interpretation of the voice of the child and while every 

effort was made to achieve this through the recording of in depth conversations and the 

reproduction of verbatim transcripts at the analysis stage, the findings were ultimately 

understood through an adult lens. Furthermore, this is a small-scale study based on a small 
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regional sample of teachers and children and using qualitative methodological 

approaches. As such it is not possible to generalise from the findings. Rather, through the 

application of Gibson’s (1979) theory of affordance to the playground setting, this study 

offers new perspectives and themes that are worthy of wider consideration and further 

investigation. Three main themes emerged, which taken together show how school 

playgrounds could benefit from more effective and deliberate planning based on 

theoretical understandings of play in order to produce quality environments capable of 

supporting children’s wellbeing. They are considered next in terms of their implications 

for the field. 

 

First, children should be consulted in relation to the design and management of their 

playground in accordance with their rights. Under the terms of the UNCRC (1989), play 

and the right for children to be involved in all decisions about them are enshrined as basic 

rights (Davey and Lundy, 2011) and recent studies indicate the value of a rights-based 

approach to designing school playgrounds in collaboration with children in order to best 

fulfil their right to play (Pearson and Howe, 2017; Snow et al, 2019). Furthermore, 

Gibson’s (1979) theory contends that affordances are relationally specified, meaning that 

children’s environments must be suited to children’s needs, values and capabilities in 

order for the right to play to be upheld. Child-friendly research methods are thus a 

valuable means of enhancing children’s voices which can highlight important differences 

in terms of how adults and children view the play space and experience within the school 

setting. Taken together, these indicate the necessity of involving children in the design, 

delivery and evaluation of play spaces in schools.  
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Second, there should be a positive reframing of risk supported by whole-school training 

and policy which would benefit staff and children in primary schools. Childhood in 

contemporary Western society is characterised primarily in terms of vulnerability, which 

manifests in the playground experience through varying degrees of restrictions. The result 

is that while children are able to identify possibilities for action in their play space, they 

are inhibited from acting upon these potential affordances and actualizing them within 

their play. The school setting promotes play behaviours based on cultural values, and 

similarly it constrains certain behaviours for the same reason (Lewis, 2017; Tyrie et al, 

2019). The influence of a risk averse discourse manifests in the playground experience 

through varying degrees of restrictions and the loss of many of the organic components 

associated with children’s outdoor play, namely risk, adventure, independence and 

challenge (Tyrie et al, 2019). Research has shown that adults have the potential to support 

children in developing risk competence through engagement with their environment 

(Lavrysen et al, 2017; Obee et al, 2020), however, the lack of policy guidance and training 

coupled with the culture of litigation meant that many teachers participating in the 

research did not feel sufficiently equipped to accommodate risk and challenge in the 

outdoor play space. Training from experts in the field (for example, Scandinavian nations 

obtain consistently high rankings on global wellbeing and educational achievement 

charts), would be a good first step towards positively reframing the risk associated with 

outdoor play and play in natural spaces. The challenge for schools lies in embedding these 

values within the school culture in a way which is positively endorsed by all staff and 

supported by research-informed policy.  

 

Thirdly, regular access to outdoor play in high-affordance settings could improve 

wellbeing outcomes for children in Northern Ireland. School playgrounds have become 
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the primary site in which many children experience outdoor play, with the lingering socio-

economic effects of the Troubles making them an especially significant space for children 

in deprived, urban communities in Northern Ireland. There is value in using Affordance 

Theory (Gibson, 1979) and the Theory of Loose Parts (Nicholson, 1971) to guide thinking 

about school playground environments, especially in instances where funding for 

redevelopment is limited. Unlike fixed apparatus, loose parts allow the individual to alter 

and manipulate the environment to produce affordances which better suit their needs and 

capabilities, and real life examples show how schools’ innovative use of recycled junk 

materials have produced the types of risky, challenging and non-prescriptive play that 

research suggests have more developmental value for the child than traditional – and 

expensive – play apparatus and structures (Chancellor and Cevher-Kalburan, 2014; 

Golden et al, 2018). Furthermore, as indicated above, nature rich environments are felt to 

provide the most stimulating affordances for children (Kyttä, 2004; England, 2019; 

Flannigan and Dietze, 2017). Heft’s (1988) taxonomy of children’s environments, which 

has been adapted by other researchers in the field such as Kyttä (2004), demonstrates how 

non-uniform play spaces which feature natural elements such as grass, sand, dirt and 

water afford a potentially limitless range of action possibilities for the child, fundamental 

to their development and wellbeing. It could therefore be argued that the restorative 

potential of this type of play for children in Northern Ireland far outweighs the risk of 

accident or injury attributed to unstructured free play. 

 

In conclusion, the three themes highlighted above indicate the need for a change in policy 

and practice regarding play in school playgrounds that is underpinned by a systems 

approach. At the level of the individual child, and reflective of a children’s rights 

approach, all children should be offered opportunities to be involved in the design of their 
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playground spaces. At the level of the school and its teaching staff, a change in attitude 

and approach towards play is needed. This would be brought about in part by proactive 

leadership and also by increased staff awareness regarding the benefits of play and the 

contextual opportunities and challenges. At the level of policy making and legislation, a 

more joined up approach between various departments (education, health and social care) 

concerned with the overall wellbeing of children should work together to inform the 

development of school-based policies on play that underpin its centrality and importance 

in a school context. Policies should include a requirement for evaluation of children’s 

experiences and views as part of the ongoing commitment to a children’s rights-based 

approach. It is hoped that this article goes some way to making a contribution to wider 

debates and developments in this area.  
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Table 1 – Demographics of participating schools 

 

 School A School B School C 

Enrolment 633 550 512 

Gender Mixed Mixed Mixed 

FSME 43.9% 74.4% 21.4% 

EAL 4.3% 7.5% 5.3% 

SEN 10.3% 2.7% 2.7% 
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Figure 2. 
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Figure 3. 
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Figure captions 

 

Figure 1. A biopsychosocial-ecological approach to playground affordances. 

 

Figure 2.  Features of the school playgrounds. 

Figure 3. Focus group activity responses to the question ‘Why does Tommy not want to 

play in the playground?’ 

 


