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Play and Risk Management Policy


Our commitment 

Children have rights enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Those rights are concerned with freedom and protection to access and do the things that make life worth living. Article 31 of the UN Convention acknowledges that all children have a right to play. At St. Peter’s School we support this right and recognise that play is an essential part of a happy and healthy childhood. We aim to provide high quality, fulfilling play experiences for all children across school. We will do this by providing carefully considered outdoor spaces, with play structures and resources that offer a rich choice of accessible play experiences for every child. We are also committed to providing the strategic and operational leadership needed to provide and maintain quality play provision for all our children. In doing so, we will refer to our school’s vision and this play policy in all decisions that affect our children's play.

To support the development of high-quality play times our school has invested in the OPAL programme, providing us with a tried and tested framework for improving children’s opportunities for play. We will be following the principles and practices recommended by OPAL, as we seek to ensure every child in our school has an amazing play time every day. 


Definition and value of play

The United Nation’s Committee on the Rights of the Child defines play as: ‘any behaviour, activity or process initiated, controlled and structured by children themselves; it takes place whenever and wherever opportunities arise. Caregivers may contribute to the creation of environments in which play takes place, but play itself is non-compulsory, driven by intrinsic motivation and undertaken for its own sake, rather than as a means to an end’[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (2013) General Comment 17 on the Right of the Child to Rest, Leisure, Play, Recreational Activities, Cultural Life and the Arts (art. 31), Geneva: United Nations] 


Children are playful. As young human beings they embody a playful deposition to their environments. It helps to think about play as an approach to action rather than a separate and distinct activity itself. Playing is how children experience their lives and how they express themselves in whatever context they may be. Children’s opportunities for play will therefore affect how they feel about themselves, the places where they spend their time, and the people they spend time with.

Furthermore, play has unique behavioural characteristics that make it different to other forms of behaviour. This includes control by the players (i.e. children), an open-ended structure, intrinsic motivation, diversity of forms, imagination and pretence, and the creation of uncertainty. These characteristics of play enable children to create experiences that are essential to the development of brain-body systems associated with emotion regulation, stress response, peer and place attachment, openness to learning and creativity, and positive affect[footnoteRef:2]. These are the same adaptive systems that support people to be and feel well, and to cope with uncertainties in their lives (i.e. to be resilient)[footnoteRef:3]. [2:  Lester, S. and Russell, W. (2008) Play For a Change: Play Policy and Practice. A review of contemporary perspectives. London: Play England.]  [3:  Masten, A (2001) Ordinary Magic: Resilience processes in development, American Psychologist, 56 (3): 227-238] 


This means that where given the opportunity children can support their own well-being and development by playing, and opportunities for play can therefore be considered as assets that support good health. However, whilst children are capable of being highly competent players they will struggle to play where conditions are not supportive[footnoteRef:4]. Given the benefits of play, it follows that not playing could lead to some dire consequences, including an inability to regulate emotions, cope with stress, form attachments, adapt to change, feel good and so on[footnoteRef:5]. [4:  Lester, S. & Russell, W. (2010) Children’s Right to Play: An Examination of the Importance of Play in the Lives of Children Worldwide. Working Papers in Early Childhood Development, The Hague: Bernard van Leer Foundation.]  [5:  Gray, P. (2011) The Decline of Play and the Rise of Psychopathology in Children and Adolescents. American Journal of Play, 3(4), pp.443 – 463.] 

There is great value to be gained from improving conditions for play in schools. Furthermore, research evidencing the benefits of play is sufficient for more playing to be considered as an outcome in its own right[footnoteRef:6]; rather than having to measure the outcomes from playing, we should concern ourselves with whether children are playing enough and given the broad benefits of play this is a priority for our school.  [6:  Gill, T. (2014) The play return. In London: Children’s Play Policy Forum] 


Better quality play times lead to happier children and happier, more relaxed staff.  With better quality play opportunities there are fewer behaviour problems, a more positive attitude to school and improved skills development and learning. As children experience more enriching play times, there are fewer accidents and classroom learning is enhanced as the children come in from play times happy and ready to learn[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Ardelean, A., Smith, K. and Russell, W. (2021) The Case for Play in Schools: A review of the literature, Bristol: Outdoor Play and Learning.] 


Providing for play

We believe that all children need opportunities to play which allow them to explore, manipulate, experience and affect their environment. We believe play provision should be welcoming and accessible to every child, irrespective of gender, sexual orientation, economic or social circumstances, ethnic or cultural background, religion, or individual abilities.

At St. Peter’s School we seek to attain the highest standards for all our children, in all aspects of school life. With children spending up to 20% of their time in school at play, it is imperative that this time is carefully considered and well thought out. Current societal conditions, for example, heavier traffic, busier lifestyles, fewer spaces for play, and heightened concerns for children’s safety, have eroded children’s time, space and permission for play in the wider public realm. This makes their opportunities for play in school even more vital. 

So far as is reasonably practicable, we want children in our school to have freedom of movement across the whole school grounds, making the most of the opportunities for play the environment affords. We also recognise the value of different ages and abilities of children mixing and the importance of promoting children’s self-regulation of their play. This includes children being allowed to be out of sight for short periods of time enabling them to make dens, play hide and seek type games, and enjoy a degree of privacy in their play. Importantly there will always be an adult on hand to check in on children and offer help or guidance should they need it.

Again, so far as is reasonably practicable, children should be enabled to control what, where, with whom and how they play. To support this, we will use the principle of ‘everyone has a right to play’, meaning that children have freedom to play in ways that are of value to them so long as this does not prevent others from doing the same.

To enable full site access, it is also essential that children have access to a change of footwear/wellies and appropriate warm and waterproof clothing to enable them to play out in most weathers and continue accessing the field when wet and muddy. To support this wellies and coats will be made part of the school uniform and we will be providing suitable storage and other facilities to enable more playing throughout the year. 

To further enhance and extend children’s opportunities for play we will develop and maintain our school grounds in ways that maximise its play value. This includes providing children with easy access to a large amount and wide variety of loose parts - junk materials and natural resources that children can use creatively in their play. Enhancing children’s opportunities for play in these ways will support children’s enjoyment of school, their learning and creativity, the development of friendships, and in turn their sense of well-being and resilience. These benefits of quality play time experiences are also key to the realisation of our school core values – Community, Curiosity, Confidence.

Given the importance of play to children and the school’s commitment to upholding children’s right to play, children’s access to play times will only be restricted if their behaviours present an unreasonable risk to themselves or others. Such action will only be taken when necessary and careful consideration will be given to how these children can be supported to return to play times. 


4. A risk-benefit approach 

Running, jumping, climbing, balancing, swinging, hanging upside down, playing rough and tumble, and silly nonsense games, are all typical and important aspects of childhood play. In general children’s play is a low-risk activity, however children will also seek out the fun to be found in experiencing some physical and emotional risks in their play. This is again essential to children’s health, well-being and holistic development. 

At St. Peter’s School, we recognise our duty to support and protect the well-being of children in our care and are committed to maintaining the safety of children, so far as is reasonably practicable. However, this safety must not be sought at the expense of children also having freedom to experience the benefits of play to the full; to do so may do more harm than good.

We are therefore committed to providing children with freedom to play, including opportunities to encounter reasonable levels of risk as part of a stimulating, challenging and well managed play environment. In the words of the Health and Safety Executive:

‘Play is great for children’s well-being and development. When planning and providing play opportunities, the goal is not to eliminate risk, but to weigh up the risks and benefits. No child will learn about risk if they are wrapped in cotton wool’. 

We will use the Health and Safety Executive’s guidance ‘Children’s Play and Leisure – Promoting a Balanced Approach’ (see appendix 2) as the principal document informing our approach to managing risk in children’s play. In doing so, we will follow OPAL’s risk management guidance to developing a ‘risk-benefit’ approach, ensuring we have robust systems in place to support good decision making and the ongoing maintenance of a ‘safe enough’ environment for play.

This play policy provides our first level of risk-benefit assessment, setting out how we will manage the majority of that which is likely to take place during play times. When necessary, we will produce further written risk-benefit assessments, identifying how we intend to manage particular risks. In addition to these written risk-benefit assessments, our staff will be supported to practice dynamic risk management, meaning that they will work with children to identify, discuss and manage risks as they emerge within the play environment. 

Supervision of playtimes

At St. Peter’s School we understand the importance of suitable and sufficient supervision during play times. The law requires that children in school are supervised, but for primary school play times there are no stated adult to child ratios, only that there should be one or more adults present when children are playing outdoors. 

At St. Peter’s School we will use OPAL’s three models of supervision: direct, remote and ranging. In order to allow children to make full use of our school grounds, direct supervision is not always possible or beneficial. Whilst direct supervision may be used for our youngest children starting school, the majority of our playtime supervision will take remote and ranging models. This will mean that children can quickly find an adult, and adults can patrol large areas of the site to gain an awareness of the types of play and levels of risk emerging.

Our school grounds will be divided into supervision zones with an adult patrolling each area. An additional ‘floating’ member of staff will be present during each playtime to have an overview of the whole site and to offer support in specific areas as necessary. Adults within each zone with communicate via walkie-talkies and a fixed first aid point will be used for any significant accidents.

The staff involved in supervising playtimes are called our Play Team. The Play Team’s role is to facilitate and enhance children’s play, enabling all children to play in ways that are of value to them, and encouraging children to assess the risks and benefits of their play behaviours. We will help children maximize the benefits they can gain from playing by training our Play Team to work in accordance with the Playwork Principles (see appendix 3). These principles will help to guide the ways in which supervising staff interact and intervene in children’s play. 


Ultimately, we strive to facilitate an environment which nurtures children’s self-directed play. However, children’s play is complex and allowing children freedom is not always an easy thing for adults to do. The Play Team will therefore be provided with regular opportunities to reflect on and develop their practice, as well as what is available in the play environment.

6. A whole school approach 

At St. Peter’s School we, as an entire staff team, are fully committed to working with children to provide the play experiences that they want and need in their school. We will maintain an open dialogue with children about our play provision, with the aim of further developing their playtime experiences using their voice and ideas as guidance.

As a school we will also maintain an OPAL working group, who will oversee the implementation of the OPAL programme, ensuring that all aspects of school life that influence our play times are aligned with the aims and aspirations of this policy. 

7. Children’s play charter

This play charter has been developed in partnership with children. It summarises key aspects of our play policy, setting out the responsibilities of both adults and children in maintaining an equitable and inclusive environment for play.  

At St. Peter’s School we recognise that everyone has a right to play. Our school is committed to upholding that right by making sure that every child in our school has access to good quality play times every day. This means that as a school we provide and protect children's time and space for play, we create many different opportunities for play, and we allow children plenty of freedom to play.

To ensure that everyone can enjoy their right to play, children also have responsibilities to each other. This includes:
· Taking care of ourselves and each other
· Sharing equipment and resources fairly
· Helping to tidy up and look after the play environment
· Asking adults for help when needed

This play charter will be shared and explained to all children regularly as part of ongoing assemblies and other discussions around play times.

8. The adult’s role in play 

The school will help children maximise the benefits they can gain from play by the provision of trained staff who are informed by and work in accordance with the Playwork Principles. Staff will use and refer to these principles when appropriate interventions are needed and ultimately will strive for facilitating an environment that nurtures children’s self-directed play.

The playworker’s core function is to create an environment that will stimulate children’s play and maximise their opportunities for a wide range of play experiences. A skilled and experienced playworker is capable of enriching the child’s play experience both in terms of the design and resources of the physical environment and in terms of the attitudes and culture fostered within the play setting. Playworkers are a channel of access to new materials and tools and they can act as a stimulus to children to explore and learn. They are also available to participate in the play if invited.

9. The Playwork Principles

We are guided by the Playwork Principles, which recognise play as a fundamental and freely chosen activity that is essential to children’s health, wellbeing and development. We value children’s right to play and aim to create a safe, inclusive and stimulating environment where they can explore, take appropriate risks, develop independence and follow their own ideas and interests. Adults support play by observing, facilitating and responding sensitively when needed, while avoiding unnecessary interruption or direction. Through this approach, we respect each child as an individual and ensure play remains child‑led, enjoyable and meaningful (see appendix 3).

10. Support and modelling

Adults support children’s play by adopting a positive, respectful and observant approach that reflects the Playwork Principles. Staff model appropriate behaviour, language and attitudes, helping to promote cooperation, kindness, inclusion and respect for others. Support is offered sensitively and only when needed, for example to help children resolve conflicts, ensure safety, or extend play where invited. Adults avoid unnecessary direction or control, allowing play to remain child‑led while providing reassurance and encouragement. Through effective modelling and support, we help children develop confidence, social skills and independence within a safe and nurturing play environment.

11. Playground checks

Regular playground checks are carried out to ensure that all outdoor play areas and equipment are safe, clean and fit for use. A visual inspection of the playground is undertaken daily before children access the area to identify any immediate hazards such as damage to equipment, litter, sharps, animal fouling or unsafe surfaces. More thorough termly checks are completed to monitor wear and tear and to ensure equipment remains compliant with safety requirements. Any hazards identified are reported immediately, recorded, and appropriate action is taken, including removing equipment from use where necessary. All checks form part of our ongoing commitment to providing a safe environment that supports children’s right to positive, high‑quality play.





































Appendix 1

Staffing structure to support play times:




Appendix 2

Health & Safety Executive: Children’s Play and Leisure – Promoting A Balanced Approach


Appendix 3

The Playwork Principles 





Play Team
(facilitates play times)


Curriculam Lead for Play
(oversees development of play times)


OPAL Working Group
(maintains a whole school approach to play times)


Play Coordinator
(oversees delivery of play times)
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