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Playground safety

The majority of injuries occurring at school are the result of a playground incident. Schools and parents are increasingly expressing concerns regarding children’s safety in the playground, especially while playing active outdoor games. Schools report that they are confused by the health and safety laws and were worried that parents may want to seek injury compensation. They are also worried about what Ofsted might say. A recent MORI poll said 57% of parents would seek compensation for injuries if they felt the school could have prevented them. 

However, if reasonable steps are taken to prevent pupils suffering injury, and by ensuring that accidents or difficulties are reported to a responsible adult and appropriate action taken, then many playground injuries can be avoided and children can continue to enjoy active outdoor play, which is such an important part of children’s physical and emotional development.

There are four main areas of playground risks: 

Suitability of equipment – This generally refers to specialist play equipment such as climbing frames, but it applies equally to smaller game playing equipment such as skipping ropes, hoops and balls that the school may supply for use at playtimes. All equipment used in the playground by children should be assessed for its suitability for age and use e.g. length of skipping ropes, type of ball used for particular games etc.
Use of space – One of the main factors in playground safety is the design of the playing area. Is the space available suitable for particular games? Do game players encroach on other children’s space so that more sedentary games, or children sitting, become obstacles for those playing chasing or running games? Consider how the playground area might be used by different game players, for instance stipulated areas for chasing or ball games, quiet areas for sitting and talking etc. See the article on The playground environment for more suggestions.

Inadequate supervision – More than half of all playground injuries result from children falling down, tripping and running into objects (e.g. other children) in the course of playing. It would be difficult to completely eliminate the possibility of children hurting themselves in normal play, but good supervision can prevent many injuries. In addition, children will, if needed, receive first aid much faster in a well supervised playground. 

Another quarter of injuries occur as children interact. Screaming, jumping, running, and rolling are all normal activities in the playground as children release pent-up energy. However, hitting, biting and kicking are obviously unacceptable forms of play. Supervisors need to know where and what to look for in the way of potential trouble, so they can then place themselves close to any troublesome situations and help avert potential safety incidents.

Inadequate maintenance – As well as specialist play equipment, it is also important to ensure the safety of the general playground area, for example surfaces, problems with litter, the maintenance of boundaries such as fencing and also any small equipment such as balls and skipping ropes used by children. 


Some suggestions for general safety rules
 

· All games should be approved and played in appropriate areas. 

· Any danger areas in the playground should be so designated. These danger areas may include areas where ball games such as football are played or the area around climbing frames. 

· All games should be appropriate to the age of the participants. 
All playground activities must be supervised. 

· The best safety policy is good design, supervision and instruction.

Some suggestions for playground supervision
 

· Everyone connected with the school (teachers, visitors, lunchtime supervisors, etc.) should follow the same safety rules. 
· Pupils should understand playtime safety rules and these should be reviewed occasionally to take account of new playground equipment or guidelines that are to be implemented.
· Playtime supervisors need to be trained and given the following guidelines. 

Stay alert and attentive – Move through the playground area, stay involved with all the children in the playground, use direct eye contact to help prevent inappropriate behaviour and ensure you have an adequate number of adults supervising for the number of children. 

Be aware of age-appropriate equipment – Ensure equipment is suitable for use by its planned users, direct children to equipment appropriate to their ages and development and ensure children are aware of appropriate use of equipment. 

Teach safe playground rules –Teach children the safety rules of the playground, agree on rules before children are allowed to use equipment and enforce rules firmly and consistently.

  
 
