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The playground environment 

Our playgrounds are often unstructured spaces where children spend time between lessons with their peers. How much do you really know about what goes on in your playground?

The first key step towards creating a more positive playground environment is some sort of analysis of current playground behaviour.

Write a questionnaire (or better still, organise a working group of children to do this for you) and ask pupils how they feel in the playground. What activities do they take part in? What issues or problems are there in the playground? Who do they go to for help or support? Also include your own school issues: perhaps you have a particular problem area of the playground that you want to investigate, or certain children are consistently troublesome to your playground environment. If you have access to a grassed area ensure that this is included.

This playground analysis could be carried out by investigating (or keeping) behaviour logs, particularly lunch and break time behaviours. Use a digital video camera to film the playground behaviour and different areas of your playground.  

Once you have your analysis, you should be able to identify certain areas of the playground where recurrent issues continue to crop up. Often this is because the playground layout is unstructured or the children’s time is not focused.  

In collaboration with your pupils, suggest games that can then be formally organised in your playground. These can be announced in assembly in the morning along with a brief explanation of how to play the games. Equipment and space can then be provided in the playground for pupils to play.

Another extremely effective method is to develop games trainers or playground buddies. These children are responsible for organising and supporting game playing in the playground.

Consider marking up different areas of the playground. This is particularly effective for younger area groups. Younger children generally need a lot of assistance to play organised games; when left to play independently chose chasing, jumping or hopping games along with imaginative and pretend play.

The older children are much more likely to organise their own games and some games can dominate the playground environment such as ball games. Ensure fairness in space and distribution of equipment. Perhaps limit organised ball games (often with large numbers of boys) to different days, areas or time slots. Consider some gender-awareness work, encouraging girls to join the ball games by including practice work in PE.

In essence, your playground environment should be a safe and happy place for children to play. Have a look at some more information on organising and supporting game play, peer mentoring and safety issues in this section.

