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Scotland’s school grounds: playful and play-full learning 
environments? 

John H. McKendrick 
Glasgow Caledonian University  

ABSTRACT 
The starting point of this paper is the Scottish School Grounds Survey of 2005, 
which provided nationwide insight into the extent to which school grounds were 
being used as learning environments for children in nursery, primary, secondary 
and special schools in Scotland.   Reflecting specifically on provision for play and 
the way in which play facilitates formal and informal education, and considering 
developments in Scotland’s school estate over the last decade, this paper argues 
that Scotland’s school grounds are not yet play-full and playful learning 
environments. The paper concludes by reflecting on ways in which Scotland’s 
school grounds could and should be positioned more centrally in school education. 

KEYWORDS: Play; school grounds, playgrounds, playtime; education; children; 
Scotland 

TOWARDS PLAY-FULL AND PLAYFUL LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS  
Typically described as the school playground, the primary purpose of school 
grounds has traditionally been understood as a space for children’s play.  
Restrictions on accessing school grounds out-of-hours (Rooney 2015), the 
withdrawal of afternoon play-times as an integral part of the school day (Blatchford 
and Baines 2006) and the shortening of lunch-times (Baines and Blatchford 2019) 
have all curtailed the extent to which play is practised in this space.  Even so, it is 
estimated that pupils still spend around one-fifth of the school day in this space 
(AHDS no date), which comprises more than four-fifths of the ground space of 
Scotland’s school estate (Scottish Government 2014).  

Furthermore, with reduced levels of children’s outdoor play (Valentine and 
McKendrick 1997) and everyday presence in the wider neighbourhood (Rissotto 
and Giuliani 2006), the school playground is also increasingly atypical, if not 
unique, for the intensity of children’s play that prevails in a public space, albeit for 
a limited and prescribed amount of time. The importance of the compensation that 
school playground play brings is not merely one of giving presence to children in 
public space; there is mounting evidence that the loss of outdoor activity and lack 
of engagement with natural aspects of the environment have adverse effects on 
children’s health and well-being (McCormick 2017; Gray et al. 2015).   
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Notwithstanding its importance as a play space, a wide range of interest groups 
are now using school grounds to promote their own concerns, with the result that 
these playgrounds are also utilised as spaces to promote interest in, for example, 
maps (RSGS, no date), environmental stewardship (Keep Scotland Beautiful, no 
date), woodlands (Scotland’s Finest Woods Awards, no date) and butterfly 
conservation (Butterfly Conservation, no date). These initiatives do not necessarily 
threaten to undermine the status of school grounds as a play space, as they often 
utilise play and playful approaches to achieve their ends. 

Of greater significance to the status of school grounds as play space is the 
growing concern to fashion them as a learning resource. Part of a broader and 
long-standing movement to promote outdoor learning (Christie et al. 2014), recent 
strategic developments in Scottish education have challenged those responsible 
to reflect on the role of school grounds in learning.  Thus, the School Estate 
Strategy of the COSLA and the Scottish Government (2009: 41) tasks local 
authorities to “consider how to make the best use of school grounds and the 
outdoor spaces as an integral part of the learning environment ensuring that 
landscape design is at a par with building design”, Curriculum for Excellence 
promotes and provides bespoke guidance on outdoor learning, the most 
accessible resource for which is the school grounds (Learning and Teaching 
Scotland 2010) and in evaluating the extent to which schools are fit for purpose in 
delivering the educational curriculum, external social spaces and external facilities 
each contribute 10% to the overall assessment of a school’s suitability (Scottish 
Government 2017), with external social spaces being evaluated (pp.30-31) in 
terms of their (i) size, shape and flexibility; (ii) accessibility for inclusion; (iii) 
environmental conditions; (iv) safety and security, and (v) range of resources; while 
five external facilities are appraised for the same (drop off areas, car parks, 
circulation, bike storage and external storage).  External areas for PE/games and 
‘other’ external learning areas also contribute to the evaluation of teaching and 
learning spaces in both primary (pp. 20-21) and secondary schools (pp.24-25). 

The challenge to the pre-eminence of school grounds as a play space resonates 
with wider debates in children’s play over the relative merits of promoting play for 
its instrumental value and intrinsic value (Powell 2009).  Understanding play as 
that which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated, leads 
some to reject as play those adult-led interventions that purport to use play and 
playful approaches to achieve desired outcomes, such as enhanced learning, 
improved health and stronger social integration (Cole-Hamilton and Gill 2002). In 
common with the approach promoted by the national bodies that promote play in 
Scotland (Scottish Government 2013) and throughout the UK, a more expansive 
view of what constitutes play is adopted in this paper.  Play can be freely chosen 
or shaped by others, it can be personally directed or adult/other child led, and it 
can have intrinsic or instrumental value.  To realise their full play potential, school 
grounds must be play-full (providing a wide range of area types and features that 
promote a range of play opportunities) and approaches to their use must be playful 
(affording pupils the latitude to make decisions over the way in which these 
resources are used).  As is discussed in more length in the methodology section 
of this paper, the Scottish School Grounds Survey of 2003/04 provides the richest 
single source to appraise the play potential of school grounds in Scotland 
(McKendrick 2005).  The contribution of this paper is to advance understanding of 
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what constitutes play potential in school grounds and to appraise Scotland’s school 
grounds of the recent past.  

The paper begins by reviewing research findings on Scotland’s school grounds, 
before moving on to develop the initial thoughts of McKendrick (2019) by 
integrating child-centredness into this conceptualisation of play in learning 
environments.  The Scottish School Grounds Survey (SSGS) is then introduced, 
before it is used to appraise whether Scotland’s school grounds were play-full and 
playful in the recent past. Although drawing on an historical evidence base, 
reflections are made on recent developments to Scotland’s school estate, clarifying 
the relevance of this evidence base to contemporary debates, before presenting 
the conclusion.  

UNDERSTANDING SCHOOL PLAYGROUNDS: A SPACE FOR PLAY, 
SUPPORT FOR LEARNING AND OUTDOOR LEARNING  
School grounds research extends beyond play and learning, enhancing our 
understanding of children’s everyday lives with regards to issues such as the 
sustainability of outdoor school ground smoking bans in secondary schools 
(Rozema et al. 2018), children’s participation in the redevelopment of their school 
grounds (Martensson and Gunnarsson 2018), social interaction (Mahoney et al. 
2017), facilitating integration (Kretzmann et al. 2015), tackling bullying (Farmer et 
al. 2017), gender behaviour and norms (Mayeza 2015) and the ways in which 
consumer culture infuses playground life (Willett 2015), among others. This 
tradition of pursuing a broadly-based agenda of school grounds research is also 
evident in Scotland with, for example, studies exploring how Gaelic does not 
necessarily carry over from classroom to playground in Gaelic immersion schools 
(Armstrong 2018), how the role of playgrounds in school life compare in New 
Zealand and Scotland (Sutherland 2018) and the prevalence and nature of bullying 
(Mellor 1990). 

In addition to the outdoor learning focus in the SSGS, Scottish Natural Heritage 
has commissioned two reviews of outdoor education in Scotland, initially in 2006 
(Nicol et al. 2006) with an update in 2014 (Mannion et al. 2014). Although small-
scale, careful sampling design increases the confidence that these studies inform 
understanding of the wider situation in Scotland.  It is clear that school grounds’ 
traditional role as a play space is being supplemented as teachers embrace its 
potential as a learning space.   Similarly, Christie et al. (2014) conclude from their 
research, which canvassed the experiences and opinions of teachers in four 
Scottish local authorities, that there was increased use of school grounds to 
support outdoor learning.  These studies also acknowledge the positive inclinations 
of teachers toward outdoor learning and the encouragement that Curriculum for 
Excellence provides. However, they also conclude that practise is uneven, 
reflecting that which is characteristic of school grounds beyond Scotland (Malone 
and Tranter 2010). Thorburn and Allison (2013) call for critical case study research 
with the atypical outliers that have managed to embed outdoor learning in their 
schools; MacQuarrie’s (2016) work in primary schools progresses this agenda by 
exploring how flexible guidelines that inform both theory and practice can return 
positive results.  What is clear from the literature is that there is an appetite for, and 
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moves toward, extending the function of school grounds as a learning space, both 
in Scotland and beyond. 

This is not to suggest that school grounds are losing their traditional function as 
a playground.  Where outdoor learning takes place outwith break times, it 
represents an extension of the affordance of the grounds - it need not undermine 
the value of school grounds as a play space.  Indeed, depending on the way in 
which outdoor learning is practised, it may represent an extension of school 
grounds’ play value.  This is supported by the rich and extensive literature that 
examines the nature of school grounds play and the wider value that it returns to 
children’s well-being and development.  

CONCEIVING OF PLAY IN LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS  
The opening paper in this collection conceptualised the relationship of play to 
education in the form of a continuum, acknowledging that play can be wholly 
aligned, contrary or ambivalent to learning (McKendrick 2019).  At the same time, 
it was noted that it is futile to attempt to ascribe a single definitive character to the 
play prevalent in any given school or school grounds.  The multiplicity of ways in 
which play can contribute to learning is but one example of how play transpires to 
be a complex phenomenon when subjected to closer analysis.  While this 
complexity is often celebrated (Lester and Russell 2014), some drawing on 
Deleuzian theorizing to assert that play is ultimately resistant to tight specification 
(Russell et al. 2017), more generally those concerned to understand play have 
sought to define and specify what constitutes play (Henricks 2008), albeit 
encountering a range of perspectives and positions (Henricks 2016).   

In contrast to those who perceive of play as a ‘slippery concept’, playwork 
professionals in the UK have reached agreement that play should be understood 
as “a process that is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated” 
(Playwork Principles Scrutiny Group 2005). Play Scotland, the national body 
responsible for promoting play in Scotland, subscribes to this understanding of play 
(Play Scotland no dateA), while also being strongly supportive of initiatives to 
encourage parents, teachers, health professionals and community workers (Play 
Scotland no date B,C,D,E) to utilise play in their professional and everyday 
interactions with children.    

The position adopted by the play sector in the UK has pragmatic utility (providing 
a working definition of play) and ideological validity (perceiving of play as child-
centred). However, the preferred definition is less well positioned to describe the 
way in which adults use play in school education to achieve educational outcomes. 
There is clear discord between conceiving of play as wholly child-led and 
encouraging teachers to direct children’s learning through play.  Thus, in order to 
adequately conceive of play in education it is necessary to move beyond the 
limitations of the play profession’s preferred definition of play.  Rather than offer an 
alternative definition of play, Table 1 develops the understanding of play’s function 
in education that was presented in the Editorial to this theme edition (McKendrick 
2019), by factoring in the dimension of who instigates play. 

 



44 
 

TABLE 1: CONCEIVING OF SCHOOLS AS A CHILD-CENTRED SPACES FOR 
PLAYFUL LEARNING 

 
Notes: (i) Functions are defined more fully in Editorial (2019); (ii) In the cells, ‘x’ denotes 
possible alignment, ‘XX’ denotes most likely alignment. 

Table 1 suggests that, as play becomes more closely aligned to education 
(moving down the rows in the table), there is no straightforward transition from 
child-centred play to adult-controlled play (left to right across the columns). More 
precisely, two claims are staked through this representation of the child-
centredness of spaces for playful learning. First, it is asserted that a range of 
alignments is possible for any given function of play.  For example, when teachers 
deploy play to support learning (acquisition of knowledge/skills in Table 1), it is 
most likely that staff will control this process. However, it is also conceivable that 
the learning process will either be (merely) shaped by staff (e.g. when teachers set 
tight parameters within which children work independently), or shaped by the 
child’s peers (e.g. in group project work), or the individual children themselves (e.g. 
independent project work).  There is some latitude to how play can be deployed to 
meet the goal of knowledge/skill acquisition. Second, it is claimed that child-
centredness is achieved at either end of the spectrum, i.e. as children embrace 
play when they reject the formal learning that teachers are trying to impart 
(rejection), but also when teachers embrace the philosophy of free-play and allow 
children maximum scope to dictate their own learning objectives (optimisation). 

Table 1 leaves us better placed to appraise school grounds as a space for 
playful and play-full learning.  In so doing, it is important to acknowledge the 
cautionary note of Holloway and Valentine (2000) in order to avoid the reification 
of school grounds as a social space and an over-simplification of what shapes it 
as an everyday environment.  Portraying social spaces as porous, Holloway and 
Valentine advise that it is important to acknowledge that while the dynamics of the 
school ground will lend character to the play and playful learning that can be 
observed therein, the school ground will also be shaped by the wider influences of 
the school and the communities of which it is part.  Similarly, and perhaps more 
radically, it should be acknowledged that play and playful learning in the school 
ground has the possibility of shaping the wider life of the school and the community 
beyond. With an understanding of what school grounds could be, we now turn to 
reflect on what school grounds were until fairly recently, gleaning insight from the 
Scottish Schools Grounds Survey. 
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SCOTTISH SCHOOL GROUNDS SURVEY 2005  
Play Scotland, sportscotland and Grounds for Learning commissioned a national 
survey of school grounds in Scotland in 2003, which was administered in 2004 and 
published in 2005 (McKendrick 2005).  The study was endorsed by the Association 
of Education Directors in Scotland (ADES) and aimed to generate evidence on the 
current attitudes toward and use of Scottish school grounds, in order to inform 
national debate on how to target resources more effectively, support new initiatives 
and establish best practice in Scottish education. 

Four sector-specific questionnaires were administered, i.e. nursery, primary, 
secondary and special schools. As appropriate, these questionnaires were 
supplemented with an insert for those schools that incorporated more than one 
age-stage and/or targeted provision on a single site (there were inserts if the school 
had a separate nursery class, primary section and Special Educational Need unit). 
The questionnaires were approved by the three national bodies and were revised 
following a pilot in Midlothian Council. 

The four page survey comprised eight sections - background information, 
character of grounds, planning and school grounds, school grounds as a resource, 
rules and monitoring, problems, use of grounds and improvements. Although 
questionnaires were sector-specific, there was a common core of questions that 
permitted direct comparison across the four school types.   

All schools managed by local authorities were asked to participate, as were 
private sector establishments that had entered into a partnership agreement to 
provide nursery level education. In addition to ADES endorsement, each Director 
of Education granted permission to approach Head Teachers in their own local 
authority, with many providing a separate letter of endorsement to include in the 
survey pack. Almost 2000 questionnaires were returned using the stamped 
addressed envelopes that were provided (the actual total was 1963 completed 
surveys), equivalent to an overall survey response rate of 47%, comprising 36% 
for providers of nursery level education (518 surveys returned), 53% for primary 
schools (1148 surveys returned), 52% for secondary schools (207 surveys 
returned), and 47% for special schools (90 surveys returned). Response rates for 
local authorities ranged from 28% (Edinburgh and Stirling) to 63% (East Ayrshire 
and South Lanarkshire). Similarly, the response rate to individual survey questions 
was highly satisfactory. The median for positive responses to individual survey 
questions (not ‘missing’ or responding ‘don’t know’ if eligible to complete question) 
for the whole survey was 97%, with a mean positive response rate of 95%. Survey 
returns were sufficient to allow detailed analysis of all information canvassed in the 
questionnaire, exploring differences according to school type, school roll, local 
authority and age of school. 

As with all survey research, there are limitations that must be acknowledged. 
Notably, evidence and opinion was canvassed from Head teachers (or their 
nominee) on behalf of the school. Although school leaders are best placed to 
provide factual information on their school grounds resource (or to nominate a staff 
member better placed to provide these data), it must be acknowledged that what 
the Scottish School Grounds Survey offered was a very particular view from one 
set of key informants on attitudes towards the value of this resource.  As the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN 1999), for example, would caution, it 
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would also be instructive to canvass pupils’ opinions on this resource if its potential 
for playful learning is to be fully understood. Furthermore, there were limits to the 
information that could be collected in a desk-based study. Of particular note is that 
the survey did not canvass information on school ground size, either in its totality, 
or its sub-total by area type. It was decided that this would be difficult for many 
schools to provide, would likely be a rough estimate (if provided) and could even 
have an adverse impact on response rates (as respondents may be disheartened 
by their inability to provide what may appear to be key data). Furthermore, although 
canvassing information on presence/absence, it did not typically canvass 
information on the quality and nature of school ground area types, e.g. whether 
grassed areas are prone to flooding or well-drained, flat or undulating. Such 
limitations, while important to acknowledge, did not undermine the utility of the 
Scottish School Grounds Survey as a means to appraise Scotland’s outdoor school 
estate in 2005.  Most importantly, for the purpose of this paper, there is sufficient 
data in the survey to appraise whether Scotland’s schools were providing a wide 
range of opportunities for play and playful learning. 

COMING UP TRUMPS? – ARE SCOTTISH SCHOOL GROUNDS PLAY-FULL?  
The Scottish School Grounds Survey (SSGS) provided data which allows 
judgement to be made as to whether Scotland’s school grounds are full of play 
potential, in the sense that they provide access to a wide range of area types (Table 
2) and playground features (Table 4).  In addition to profiling Scotland’s school 
grounds, the SSGS also canvassed school leaders’ opinion on whether existing 
provision was adequate. 

The central contention in this paper is that a greater variety of features and area 
types is a more play-full environment in that, by definition, this variety affords a 
greater range of opportunities for play.  On the other hand, it is important to 
acknowledge that some features and area types are more likely to lend themselves 
to play and/or particular types of play.  Many play theorists and practitioners 
subscribe to the ‘theory of loose parts’ (Nicholson 1973), which contends that 
environments that comprise loose parts that can be manipulated hold more play 
value than fixed environments in which the purpose of play is ‘determined’ by the 
adult designing the product.  It follows that play professionals would be more 
inclined to favour, for example, wooded environments (with their potential for 
climbing, foraging, building, hiding, sheltering) than play spaces with fixed play 
equipment. Play research has explored the affordances that particular 
environments offer: for example, Sandseter (2009) builds on the seminal work of 
Heft (1988) and Kytta (2002) to evaluate the potential of risky play for pre-school 
children across an ‘ordinary playground’ and a ‘nature playground’, finding that 
both playgrounds afford the potential for risky play, but that the nature playground 
offered a wider range of possibilities. Similarly, Storli and Hagen (2010) explore 
how different forms of outdoor environment influence physically active play and 
Laaksoharju et al. (2012) examined the impact of features of a garden environment 
on play. More generally, however, although the sterility of the hard surface 
playground might not offer the range of play affordances compared to 
environments with ‘loose parts’, it is readily apparent that children have the ability 
to utilise the hard surface playground to create a wide range of play opportunities 
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at playtime. Thus, while there is merit in understanding the affordance of different 
playground features and area types (and the added value of combinations thereof), 
it can be argued that diversity of features and area types increases the range of 
play possibilities in school grounds.   

Area Types 
Scotland’s school grounds are reasonably diverse, with on average, between four 
and five different area types for nursery school grounds and between five and six 
different area types for primary, secondary and special school grounds. Table 2 
summarises the prevalence of area types by school type. 

TABLE 2: AREA TYPES POSSESSED, BY SCHOOL TYPE 

 Column Percentages (% have area type) 
 School Type 
 Nursery Primary Secondary Special 
Area Type % % % % 
Hard surface playground 70 97 92 82 
Car park 50 76 95 79 
Grass area not used for 
sport 

63 67 71 83 

Plant area, ground 66 66 52 72 
Plant area, containers 70 61 30 57 
Grass sports pitch 87 41 76 25 
Wooded area  29 40 42 46 
Sheltered area 18 33 20 30 
Grassed, ‘wild’ areas 18 25 24 25 
Inner courtyard  17 20 55 36 
Blaes/mineral pitch 4 16 39 17 
Pond or marsh 3 9 14 8 
Food growing area 23 8 4 14 
Derelict area/wasteland 5 6 8 14 
Other  18 2 2 16 
Synthetic grass pitch 1 1 17 1 

N 520 1145 203 89 
Source: McKendrick (2005) 
Note: Area types that are present in the majority of schools (by school type) are 
highlighted.  

The most common area surface found in Scottish schools is the hard surface 
playground: 97% of primary schools, 92% of secondary schools, 82% of special 
schools and 70% of nursery schools have such a playground. Four other 
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particularly common area types are planted area (ground), planted area 
(containers), grass areas not used for sport, and car parks.  There is some variation 
between school types, with planted areas in containers being much less common 
in secondary schools, grass sports pitches being less common in primary and 
special schools, and inner courtyards and blaes/mineral pitches being more 
common in secondary schools. Notwithstanding that Scotland’s school grounds 
tend to comprise a range of area types, the SSGS also found that many area types 
were not widely found in school grounds.  Of particular note is a general lack of 
sheltered areas (e.g. only 20% of secondary schools reported a sheltered area 
although the majority [55%] did have an inner courtyard), a dearth of food growing 
areas (these being much more prevalent in nursery schools) and little water-based, 
wooded and ‘wild’ areas in the school grounds. 

The vast majority of schools expressed a desire for, or a desire for more of, at 
least one area type in their school grounds (80% of nursery schools, 93% of 
primary schools, 95% of secondary schools and 92% of special schools). On 
average, respondents indicated a desire for more of at least three area types in 
their school grounds.  In contrast to what they have, there was less divergence 
across school types in terms of the area types they desired.  For example, more 
sheltered areas were wanted by 35% of nursery schools, 46% of primary, 45% of 
secondary and 41% of special schools. Some minor differences were evident, with 
primary schools expressing more demand than secondary schools for planted and 
food growing areas (e.g. 30% of primary schools expressed demand for planted 
areas in the ground, compared to 15% of secondary schools), while secondary 
schools expressed much more desire for synthetic sports pitches (67%, compared 
to 22% of primary schools).  

Table 3 inter-relates possession of area types in school grounds and desire for 
(more of) them.  Although an overwhelming majority of schools expressed a desire 
for more area types, there is no single area type for which more is wanted by the 
majority of schools in Scotland.  At best, 42% of schools wanted more sheltered 
areas.  Only one in four schools wanted more planted areas in the ground (28%) 
and car park space (25%). Rather, schools tend to be evenly split between not 
having and not wanting area types (planted areas, grassed areas not used for 
sport, car parks and hard surface playgrounds) and having, but not wanting more 
of particular area types (wooded areas, wild grassed areas, ponds/marsh and inner 
courtyards). Two further points should be noted, which suggest there is not strong 
demand for diversification of school grounds by area type.  First, the area types 
that schools are most likely to already have, but want more of – car parks, hard 
surface playgrounds and planted areas in the ground – are those, which might be 
considered to have relatively less play potential.  Second, although there is some 
demand to add to diversity through ‘natural’ environments of ponds, ‘wild’ grassed, 
wooded areas and planted areas (e.g. 12% of schools report that they would like 
a wild grassed area, but do not currently have one), far more schools do not have 
and do not want these area types (e.g. 66% of schools reported that they do not 
have and do not want a wild grassed area). 
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TABLE 3: POSSESSION AND DESIRE FOR AREA TYPE, BY AREA TYPE 

 Row Percentages  
 Possession and Desire for Area Type 
 Have 

area, 
 

Do not 
have 
area, 

Have 
area, 

Do not 
have 
area, 

 Do not 
want 
more if it 

Do not 
want area 

Want 
more of it 

Want 
area 

Area Type % % % % 
Sheltered area 21 36 6 36 
Plant area, ground 53 20 12 16 
Wooded area  35 49 3 14 
Plant area, containers 52 28 8 12 
Grassed, ‘wild’ areas 22 66 1 12 
Grass area not sport 62 24 5 9 
Car park 55 21 17 8 
Pond or marsh 8 86 * 6 
Inner courtyard  23 71 1 5 
Hard surface playgrounds 75 8 14 3 

Source: McKendrick (2005) 
Notes: (i) Asterisk denotes less than 1%; (ii) (ii) the modal opinion is highlighted for 
each area type 

Playground features 
Scotland’s school grounds are not only reasonably diverse in terms of area type; 
they are also reasonably diverse in terms of the features that might be found in 
them.  When presented with a list of 24 features commonly found in school 
grounds, it was reported that, on average, between five and six features were found 
in nursery and secondary school grounds, and between six and seven features 
were found in primary and special school grounds. Table 4 summarises the 
prevalence of playground features by school type. 

The SSGS found some features were particularly characteristic of some types 
of school ground; thus, two thirds of nursery school grounds had non-fixed play 
equipment (64%) and almost as many had an equipment storage facility (59%); 
bins were commonplace in both primary and secondary school grounds (89% and 
85%, respectively), painted playground markings were prevalent in primary 
schools (78%), and bike racks were common in secondary schools (55%). Trees 
and seating areas were also more likely to be present than absent in primary, 
secondary and special schools.  On the other hand, many features that might 
encourage a more playful and creative use of school grounds were only present in 
a small minority of schools, e.g. sculptures, artwork, temporary playground 
markings and fixed play equipment.    
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TABLE 4: FEATURES PRESENT IN SCHOOL GROUNDS, BY SCHOOL TYPE 
 Column Percentages (% have feature) 
 School Type 
 Nursery Primary Secondary Special 
Features % % % % 
Bins 34 89 85 62 
Painted playground markings 23 78 21 50 
Tree/s 48 61 67 61 
Seating areas 33 55 57 55 
Picnic area/tables 30 51 37 55 
Non-fixed play equipment 64 47 7 36 
Bird box/table 45 39 10 38 
Outdoor shelter 13 34 16 23 
Equipment store facility 59 31 25 38 
Murals 11 25 23 14 
Bike racks 4 24 55 7 
Fixed play equipment 39 22 11 43 
Wildlife habitats 19 21 12 25 
Wildflower area 22 20 7 24 
Temporary playground markings 29 17 2 13 
Compost heap 9 14 4 8 
Other recycling facility 3 9 8 6 
Sandpit 33 9 20 9 
Pond/water feature 5 8 14 9 
Parent waiting area 12 7 24 5 
Weather station 3 7 17 4 
Other artwork  7 7 20 13 
Sculptures 3 4 14 14 
Nature trail 5 3 3 6 
Other 3 3 2 2 

N 508 1145 206 88 
Source: McKendrick (2005) 
Note: Features that are present in the majority of schools (by school type) are highlighted.  

As for area types, the vast majority of schools expressed a desire for additional 
features in their school grounds, or a desire for more of features that they already 
have (95%), with an average of seven more features being requested. There was 
some divergence across school types in terms of the features they desired.  For 
example, more seating was wanted in 37% of nursery schools, 60% of primary 
schools, 69% of secondary schools and 47% of special schools. More demand was 
expressed in primary schools than secondary schools for fixed play equipment 
(e.g. 50% of primary schools, compared to 21% of secondary schools), painted 
playground markings (44% and 15%, respectively), and nature-related features, 
such as wildflower areas (28% and 8%, respectively). It was atypical for higher 
demand for any feature to be expressed in secondary schools, compared to 
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primary schools, with the exception being that more bins were sought in secondary 
schools (31%), than primary schools (20%). 

TABLE 5: POSSESSION AND DESIRE FOR FEATURES, BY FEATURES 
 Row Percentages  
 Possession and Desire for Feature 
 Have 

feature, 
Do not 
have 
feature, 

Have 
feature, 

Do not 
have 
feature, 

 Do not 
want more 

Do not 
want 
feature 

Want more 
of it 

Want 
feature 

Feature % % % % 
Outdoor shelter 20 31 5 43 
Fixed play equipment 18 38 8 36 
Seating areas 28 17 21 34 
Picnic area/tables 32 25 12 31 
Weather station 7 68 * 25 
Parent waiting area 9 66 * 24 
Wildflower area 17 57 1 24 
Murals 17 57 3 23 
Sculptures 5 72 1 23 
Bird box/table 35 40 3 22 
Equipment store facility 30 43 7 21 
Wildlife habitats 17 60 2 21 
Painted playground markings 39 24 17 20 
Bike racks 19 60 3 19 
Other recycling facility 7 76 1 16 
Nature trail 3 84 * 13 
Sandpit 16 71 1 13 
Tree/s 51 31 7 11 
Pond/water feature 8 82 * 10 
Bins 59 21 13 8 
Compost heap 11 80 * 8 
Temporary playground 
markings 

18 79 * 3 

Source: McKendrick (2005) 
Notes: (i) Asterisk denotes less than 1%; (ii) the modal opinion is highlighted for each 
feature 

Table 5 inter-relates possession of features in school grounds and desire for 
(more of) them.  As for area types (Table 3), the dominant opinion tends to be that 
schools do not have and do not want the feature; this was the finding for for sixteen 
features, e.g. 79% of schools do not have and do not want temporary playground 
markings and 38% of schools do not have and do not want fixed play equipment.  
For four other features (picnic areas/tables, painted playground markings, trees 
and bins), the dominant opinion is that schools have this, but do not want more of 



52 
 

it.  Demand for more playground features is low with seating areas being the only 
feature of which the majority of schools want more (21% of schools have these, 
but want more of them and a further 34% of schools do not have them, but want 
them).  Close to one half of schools of want/want more outdoor shelters, fixed play 
equipment and picnic area/tables. Thus, there is moderate demand for more 
playground features that would facilitate non-active school grounds activity, i.e. 
seating areas, outdoor shelters and picnic areas/tables. 

FALLING SHORT? – PLAYFULNESS IN SCOTTISH SCHOOL GROUNDS  
The Scottish School Grounds Survey (SSGS) was not designed to explore the 
extent to which playfulness was evident in Scotland’s school grounds; an 
ethnographic or an observational study would be better placed to examine this 
issue.  However, the SSGS provides insight into the extent to which Scottish school 
grounds facilitate playfulness, by examining the extent to which it is a regulated 
environment.  The position taken here is not to suggest that rules, boundary-setting 
and behaviour monitoring are without value or are incompatible with the creation 
of an environment in which playfulness can flourish; indeed, it might be argued that 
finding ways in which the former can achieve the latter is the art of the skilled 
playworker.  Furthermore, there is a legal obligation for schools of more than fifty 
pupils in Scotland to ensure that there is adult monitoring of their school grounds 
at break and lunch times. However, in a social environment, such as the school, 
where the primary objective is not to facilitate play for its own sake, it is reasonable 
to assert that an overly regulated and heavily monitored space is one that curtails 
playfulness.   

Segregation in school grounds 
Age differentiation is taken-for-granted in schools and is central to how schools 
function. Children progress through year groups with peers of the same age, and 
school management in Scotland often differentiates primary schools into the lower 
school (P1-P3) and upper school (P4-P7); in the school ground, this can manifest 
itself into separate playgrounds or the “wee end” and “big end” in common 
parlance.   

The SSGS found that one-half of Scotland’s primary schools segregated their 
school grounds by age, effectively restricting the range of children with whom they 
might play, but also restricting the area types and playground features, which they 
could utilise where these features were not common to all playgrounds in the 
school.  Interestingly, the likelihood of segregation in primary schools is strongly 
influenced by school size (Figure 1) with larger schools much more likely to 
segregate by age. 
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FIGURE 1: SEGREGATED SCHOOL GROUNDS, BY SCHOOL ROLL (PRIMARY 
SCHOOLS) 

 
Source: McKendrick (2005) 

While it might be argued that differentiating playground play by age group in 
Scotland’s primary schools ensures that smaller children are not overwhelmed by 
older peers and that the transition from “wee end” to “big end” is one of those 
cherished transitions in a child’s development, it might equally be argued that this 
curbs children’s autonomy, frames the playground as a adult-controlled and 
regulated space, and restricts playful possibilities. It is also significant to observe 
that age-segregation is only influenced and not determined by school size; in one-
quarter of the largest primary schools (300 plus children) there is no age 
segregation, while in one quarter of the smallest primary schools (less than 100 
children), there is age segregation.   

Monitoring behaviour in school grounds 
While research suggests that children are re-assured by, or express a desire for, 
adult supervision in places where children congregate (Ward-Thompson 1995: 
138), it might equally be argued that where those monitoring behaviour are not 
attuned to the affordances of play, there is a possibility that the potential for the 
benefits of play and playful learning will not be fully realised.  Adult monitoring of 
school grounds during break time was virtually universal across Scotland’s 
schools. Table 6 describes who is responsible for such monitoring across school 
types.   

Classroom/nursery assistants (58%), janitors (46%), playground supervisors 
(43%) and teachers/nursery teachers (37%) are particularly prevalent among those 
monitoring break time play.  However, there are significant variations across age-
stages.  Specialist playground supervisors are only prevalent in primary schools 
(61% of primary schools), with the majority of break time supervision being 
provided by those who are extending their professional duties (e.g. 53% of 
secondary schools are monitored by teachers). Formal peer monitoring is evident 
in a significant minority of primary and secondary schools.  Interestingly, CCTV 
was widely used to monitor break time behaviours in secondary schools.   
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TABLE 6: MONITORS OF SCHOOL GROUNDS DURING BREAK TIME, BY SCHOOL 
TYPE 

 
Source: McKendrick (2005) 
Notes: (i) Descriptors for ‘assistants’ and ‘teachers’ varied across school types, e.g. 
Nursery Assistants (nursery schools) and Classroom Assistants (primary schools); (ii) 
Monitors that operate in the majority of schools (by school type) are highlighted.  

The character of playground monitoring was also shaped by school size, with 
CCTV in particular being closely related to school size in both primary and 
secondary schools (19% and 1% of the largest and smallest primary schools 
respectively, and 66% and 18% of the largest and smallest secondary schools, 
respectively).  Interestingly, there was less monitoring in smaller primary schools, 
e.g. janitors monitor in 6% of the smallest playgrounds, but 60% of the largest ones. 
In contrast, monitoring was no less prevalent in the smallest, compared to the 
largest secondary schools.  There were also variations in who was monitoring, with 
teachers almost twice as likely to be monitoring in the smallest schools (e.g. 36% 
in those with 1-35 pupils, compared to 19% of those with between 100-199 pupils) 
and classroom assistants almost thrice as likely to be monitoring in the smallest 
secondary schools (36% in those with 1-200 pupils, compared to 13% of those with 
more than 1000 pupils).  

The key issue here is the extent to which these monitors have the training, 
inclination and skills to facilitate play and playful learning.   If not, they are likely to 
default to a priority with risk-aversion, inadvertently curbing play and playfulness, 
rather than being benign to it or actively facilitating it. 

Preventing access to school grounds 
Adverse weather can present problems in school grounds (e.g. danger posed by 
blowing debris in strong winds) or exacerbate existing problems (e.g. waterlogging 
of pitches on grounds which already have poor drainage). Restricting pupils’ 
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access to school grounds might be valued as a way of keeping them dry in wet 
weather and avoiding damage to grass pitches. On the other hand, opportunities 
for play are shaped by weather and what some view as ‘adverse’ conditions, might 
be viewed by others as opening up new opportunities for play. 

There is significant variation across age stages and sectors in restrictions on 
school grounds use in inclement weather.  Virtually all primary schools place 
restrictions on pupils (97%), as do a large majority of special schools (82%). 
However, 37% of nursery schools place no restrictions on school grounds use in 
inclement weather and only one in four of secondary schools have restrictions 
(24%). Significantly, the age group for which play and playful learning are often 
targeted (primary school aged children) is also the age group which seems most 
likely to be restricted in adverse weather. 

Playful potential not realised?  
Notwithstanding the need for observation-based research to appraise the extent to 
which Scotland’s school grounds are platforms for playful behaviour and learning, 
the SSGS is suggestive of an environment that it not realising its play potential; 
access to Scotland’s school grounds are restricted (by weather and according to 
age) and there is much adult monitoring. 

CONTEMPORARY DEVELOPMENTS IN SCOTLAND’S SCHOOL ESTATE  
In the absence of a systematic survey that replicates the SSGS of 2003/04, it is 
not possible to confidently assert the extent to which the portrayal of play-fullness 
and playfulness of Scotland’s school grounds in this paper reflects contemporary 
realities. Further complicating the matter is that recent trends have both worked 
toward and against the enrichment of school grounds in Scotland 

It might be expected that school grounds would be richer environments to 
facilitate play and playful learning, given the ready available of accessible advice 
on how to enrich school grounds.  For example, Play Scotland has published a 
guide for schools outlining the reasons why, and the ways through which, a wider 
range of play experiences can be infused in the school day (Scott-McKie and 
Casey 2017), while Learning Through Landscapes has generated a wide portfolio 
of resources that provides advice to facilitate play-based outdoor learning for 
different age-stages (Robinson 2014a), subject areas (Richardson no date) and 
parts of the school day (Learning Through Landscapes no dateA). It also reports 
teacher opinion (Robinson 2014b) and facilitates school grounds audit (Learning 
Through Landscapes no dateB), culminating in their ‘good school playground 
guide’ (Learning Through Landscapes no dateC). 

Curriculum for Excellence has given impetus to outdoor learning, bringing a 
sharper focus on the school ground environment and its affordances for learning.  
This might be expected to be a driver for school grounds improvement. Indeed, 
and although small-scale in scope, Mannion et al. (2015) have evidenced 
increased use of school grounds for outdoor learning in Scotland in pre-school and 
primary education between 2006 and 2014.  On the other hand, they also draw 
attention to a reduction in the use of school grounds in secondary schools over the 
same period. 
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Scotland also has a school estate strategy (COSLA and Scottish Government 
2009), and over time has used a range of finance instruments to improve the fabric 
of Scotland’s schools (Yaya 2017).  Although this strategy acknowledges the 
existence of playgrounds, the value of school grounds as a learning resource, and 
factors in the quality of school grounds quality when appraising the overall 
suitability of schools, there is very little reference to school grounds in the original 
strategy, the appraisal of it and the refreshed Schools for the Future Programme 
(Scottish Futures Trust 2018). Indeed, it is perhaps instructive that in the weighting 
of the factors used to appraise the ‘suitability’ of schools, the indoor weightings are 
greater than the outdoor weightings (15% versus 10%) for both social spaces and 
facilities in both primary and secondary schools.  Furthermore, the management 
arrangements under which some PFI schemes operate actively mitigate against 
the enrichment of school grounds for which the leaseholder (private financier) 
retains control.  Thus, despite the motivations and encouragement to make greater 
use of school grounds for playful learning in Scotland, it is not at all clear that the 
situation has improved since the SSGS was administered. 

CONCLUSION: PROSPECTS FOR PLAY-FULL AND PLAYFUL SCHOOL 
GROUNDS IN SCOTLAND  
It has been shown that the Scottish School Grounds Survey of 2003/04 confirms 
that school grounds in Scotland are not bereft of play potential and that bleak 
deserts of hard surface playgrounds do not prevail.  On the other hand, although 
most school grounds exhibit a range of area types and features that would facilitate 
play, there are more absences than presences across the elements surveyed.  
Furthermore, while there is demand among head teachers to add to their school 
grounds resource, those elements most in demand do not always afford the 
greatest play potential.  Although perhaps a little uncharitable, it is not 
unreasonable to conclude that Scotland’s school leaders were satisfied with what 
was not enough to achieve play-full school grounds back in 2003/04.  The extent 
to which pupils’ freedom to utilise their school grounds is restricted by school rules 
is suggestive that school grounds were unlikely to be playful environments.  
Developments over the last decade would suggest that while the reach of outdoor 
learning in Scottish school grounds has been extended, there are counter-
balancing forces that might be restricting their play potential. 

It was not the aim of this paper to draw definitive conclusions about whether 
Scotland’s school grounds were play-full or playful as we approach 2020.  
However, it is clear that the useful research and monitoring that has been 
conducted since the SSGS was published has not focused on profiling school 
grounds’ play potential to the same extent.  Given the recent developments in 
Scotland’s school estate, we are now less well placed to reach conclusions on the 
play potential of Scotland’s school grounds than we were back in 2005. 

On the other hand, the paper aimed to progress our understanding of what might 
constitute a play-full school ground and playful learning environment.  The SSGS 
provides a useful starting point to consider what this might comprise in terms of 
area types and features.  Recent research, which has focused on play and learning 
in Scotland’s school grounds adds to our understanding of what this might 
comprise.  We may be less well informed that in 2005, but we are better placed to 
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reach these conclusions should further research be administered, given the 
advancement in thinking over the last decade. 

Outdoor learning in Scotland’s school grounds has extended in recent years, 
although research indicates that its development is uneven.   Even so, the growing 
sense of purpose that school grounds are a learning space raises interesting 
questions that should be considered with regards to its traditional status as a 
playground.  Does the drive to increase the learning potential of school grounds 
lead to an enhancement or impoverishment of its play potential?  Is school grounds 
investment now skewed toward learning goals?  Where outdoor learning is 
embedded in the school, does this lead to children and teachers being less likely 
to view it as a play space? Alternatively, does children’s understanding of their 
school grounds as a play space lead them to be more playful in their approach to 
learning that takes places in their school grounds?  There is a rich research agenda 
to be met, which must aim to understand the relational dynamics of learning and 
play in school grounds. 

These relational dynamics extend beyond the playground.  Increasingly, as 
children are less inclined toward outdoor play in the wider neighbourhood, the 
school playground becomes an atypical environment in children’s leisure lives, 
affording opportunities for play experiences that are not being met elsewhere.  At 
the same time, children’s interests outside school grounds shape playground play.  
Our appraisal of children’s playground play should extend beyond an attempt to 
monitor the endurance of traditional playground play and should seek to 
understand the particular contribution that school grounds play can make to the 
well-being and development of contemporary children. 

There is also now much greater consideration given to canvassing the voice of 
the child, as is their right.  Further work in this field must follow the pathfinders of 
the excellent work that has not only ‘given voice’ to children, but has placed them 
at the heart of research in matters that pertain to them.  This is not to suggest that 
the opinions and experiences of teachers and other play professionals are of lesser 
importance than those of children; rather, the challenge is to rebalance the basis 
of school grounds play research to be equally well informed by all key stakeholders.  
By extension, there is also a need for a sharper focus on school grounds as a play 
space in educational policy.  Until such times as the strategic commitment to play 
extends beyond a token acknowledgment, there is only a remote prospect of 
Scotland’s school grounds becoming play-full in character and realising their 
potential as domains for playful being and learning. 
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