






Play vs Policing

“I think we need to consider staff attitudes –  
‘play vs policing’. We need to change our school grounds 
culture and ethos.”
Education officer

Teacher perspectives

“Learning through play approaches are being adopted and 
teachers are working hard to have a more playful approach.”

“After ‘really interesting’ Twilight Training, teachers and 
Support for Learning Assistants reported feeling motivated 
to make changes, to revisit school paperwork and policies 
relating to play, and to support a more ‘self-directed’, 
‘intrinsically motivated’, ‘freely chosen’ break time. It helped 
understanding about what play looks like and the adult role 
in the play setting.”

“There were a few issues with transition last year – S1 fights 
and behaviour issues in the grounds – and students needed 
more focus. Now S1-S3 pupils have access to the Astro 
every day for football and a member of staff supervises.  
It’s become known as the ‘big game’. Very popular – one ball 
– lots of other students hang around and watch. It’s led  
to a reduction in behaviour issues at lunchtime.”

“We’re not 

allowed on the 

astro pitch at 

lunchtime but  

I wish we were.”

 Participating pupil
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“The culture of play and support for physical activity opportunities at 
breaktimes is fundamental. Changes in attitudes of staff can help pupils 
put aside their concerns of body image, self-esteem and peer pressure  
and become more active (Hyndman, 2012).” 

“The affordance of play is limited by the many rules, and by social codes  
of peers. Engagement can be lacking, boredom is prevalent.” 

“How to ensure that the play experienced by children is not driven by the 
policies and attitudes of adults, but by the needs and choices of children?”

‘The Value of Play in 11-18 Secondary Schools’, Matt Robinson, 2014.

“Pupils, consistent with school staff, identified the poor behaviour of some 
other pupils as the main challenge of breaktime. This was coupled with 
the absence of things to do, the banning of fun activities and, particularly 
amongst Secondary pupils, having sufficient time to eat. Concerns about 
the banning of fun activities and sufficient time to eat have increased  
since 2006.”

‘School break and lunch times and young people’s social lives: A follow-up national 
study’, Ed Baines and Peter Blatchford, Nuffield Foundation, 2019.

“Learning through play approaches are  being adopted and teachers are working hard to have a  more playful approach.”
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Policy and Practice for Secondary 
school play

“Investing in play is one of the most important things we  
can do to improve children’s health and wellbeing in Scotland.” 
Scotland’s Former Chief Medical Officer Professor, Sir Harry Burns..

Key Issues

Teachers, Time, Resources 

Of the six schools involved in Better Breaktimes, Better Transitions, none had 
current policies relating to outdoor play opportunities and the value of place – 
and never have had.

“We can see the grounds could be better, but it’s a lack  
of time and resources.”

“Obstacles to better play are time constraints,  
lack of opportunities to focus on change.” 

“School has the space and the interested staff, but lack  
of time and lack of funding is a big issue.”

“Lack of time, busy staff, busy timetable and delays 
following communication with the management company.” 

COVID-19

“A consultation about the outdoor space has already taken 
place with students across school, but progress has been  
on hold due to the pandemic.” 

“Lunch time has been reduced from 45 to 30 minutes.  
We’re not sure if or when it will change back.”

“It’s about leadership 

– key staff need to be 

invested in change, with 

back-up from school.” 

Education officer
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“There is little agreement about the value and function of break times 
amongst school staff and policy makers, and they are often taken for 
granted…For pupils, however, breaktimes are some of the most valued 
times and experiences they have in school.” 

‘School break and lunch times and young people’s social lives: A follow-up national study’,  
Ed Baines and Peter Blatchford, Nuffield Foundation, 2019.

“We need to help some children and parents to understand that free 
time away from adults, engaging with nature, experimenting with 
social play and undertaking physical activity are things to embrace, 
and that they will lead better lives as a result.” 

‘The Value of Play in 11-18 Secondary Schools’, Matt Robinson, 2014.

Play is the Way’s Outdoor Learning Strategy is subtitled ‘A responsibility of all'  
and includes the commitment: 

“All of our learners have access to stimulating and 
challenging outdoor spaces to play and learn”.

School grounds are recognised as an essential component in regular and 
progressive learning experiences: 

“We need to ensure that these spaces are as natural, 
stimulating, diverse and exciting as possible, offering 
opportunities for curriculum-based outdoor learning and 
creative play.”

Falkirk Local Authority expectations include all establishments working towards 
spaces that:

•	 allow all learners to connect with nature on a daily basis 
•	 provide opportunities for creative, self directed play
•	 have seating and shelter
•	 provide a choice
•	 use a variety of materials to provide a range of textures
•	 provide elements of risk and challenge

Play is the Way in Falkirk

“Play is the Way’ is a Falkirk Council education commitment.  
We’re keen to ensure that this is ‘Play is ALL the Way’,  
for learners aged 3-18, and not just in Early Years.  
Better Breaktimes, Better Transitions is  
another step towards realising our  
ambition that children and young people  
in Falkirk have play and experiential  
learning opportunities throughout  
their education.” 
Education Lead, Falkirk Council

“The grounds are  the grounds – for all ages. One size  fits all. There’s no  tailored thinking.” Education officer
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School plans, school grounds

“School is open to ideas regarding enhanced use of peripheral greenspace.”

“School policy and risk assessments are being reviewed and adapted,  
to allow more playful experiences.” 

“The ‘Learning through Play’ lead is included in the school Improvement 
Plan. It’s proposed to involve staff in gathering ideas regarding play and 
how play can support curriculum, sharing, interacting, creativity both 
indoors and outdoors.” 

“Positive relationships with the management company and Falkirk 
Council have supported school with potential grounds ideas in the past.” 

“School has introduced a Pupil Entitlement Period (PEP) from 9-10am 
every Thursday. This provides a chance to share info with students and 
for students to discuss themes during open sessions. Currently none  
of these sessions involves outdoor activities.”



Secondary school pupils have a Right to Play

The right to play is embedded in policy, supporting the aspiration that Scotland  
is the best place to grow up.

Policy

The fundamental right to play is embedded in Article 31 of the United Nations 
Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). It’s a vital dimension of the 
pleasure of childhood and youth, as well as an essential component of physical, 
social, cognitive, emotional and spiritual development - and doesn’t stop as 
students leave Primary school. 

The National Play Strategy for Scotland (Scottish Government, 2013)  
recognises play as essential to healthy development from birth to adulthood.  
“All children and young people enjoy high quality play opportunities, particularly 
outdoor free play in stimulating spaces with access to nature, on a daily basis  
in early learning and childcare, nursery and school.”

The accompanying Play Strategy Action Plan for Scotland states  
“Work with Local Authorities to achieve high quality school grounds in new  
build schools, so that schools have well designed, inclusive, and where  
possible community accessible play spaces, green spaces and gardens.”

The Progress Review of Scotland’s Play Strategy 2021: Play in a COVID context 
re-affirms themes explored in Better Breaktimes, Better Transitions:

•	  Renew and develop the national and local commitment to outdoor play. 
•	  Listen to children and young people and act on what they say. 
•	  Ensure the inclusion of all children and young people. 
•	  Ensure cross sectoral and inter professional approaches to play are in place. 
•	  Maintain a focus on playful learning and play in schools.

‘Learning for Sustainability’ is a key Education Scotland policy driver,  
an entitlement for all learners aged 3-18 within Curriculum for Excellence.  
“An effective whole school and community approach to Learning for Sustainability 
weaves together global citizenship, sustainable development education and 
outdoor learning [including play] to create coherent, rewarding and transformative 
learning experiences.”

Learning for Sustainability is embedded within the General Teaching Council  
of Scotland Professional Standards for practitioners, and permeates  
‘How Good Is Our School? (4)’ and ‘Getting It Right For Every Child’ policies.  
“All school buildings, grounds and policies should support Learning for 
Sustainability” and “Staff work collaboratively to strengthen their understanding and 
implementation of key national policies including […] Learning for Sustainability.”

Influences

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)  
‘Education at a glance 2018’ report. 
“Breaks in instruction allow pupils to play, rest and freely interact with their peers 
to further develop cognitive, emotional and social skills. Research suggests that 
students may then apply those skills in the classroom, thus improving their learning.”

Preventing Overweight and Obesity in Scotland: A Routemap Towards  
Healthy Weight Action Plan: section 2.18.  
Everyone should be “Working together to find realistic ways of maximising physical 
activity within the school environment.”

National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) – Physical activity and  
the environment (2018)  
“Providing non-traditional play materials in school playgrounds, accompanied  
by managing adults’ perceived risk of free play, appears to increase physical 
activity during-break times.”

The Good School Playground Guide by Learning through Landscapes  
“Regular access to quality natural spaces can help address some of the most 
pressing challenges facing children today.”

Children’s Play Policy Forum, 2019  
Children need time, permission and space to play. They need opportunities  
to experience risk and develop resilience through play. Play is a powerful builder  
of happy, healthy, capable children. In short, play builds children.

The Playful Schools Project by Play Scotland, with participants up to age 14, 
demonstrated that outdoor, free play is crucial to children’s mental health and 
wellbeing. The project majored on open ended ‘loose parts play’ and demonstrated 
this approach supported children to achieve developmental milestones.
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