
Primary Playground 
Development
Children spend up to a quarter of their school day in the playground.  Making best use of play 
times can help tackle the inactivity, boredom and poor behaviour that can intimidate children 
and affect lessons. Improving the play time environment can impact significantly on school life.

This booklet describes how playground development has achieved benefits for primary school 
pupils and the practical steps that schools can take to maximise the use of their playgrounds.

In 2000 the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) funded 13 pilot projects to transform 
traditionally uninspiring playgrounds in urban primary schools into vibrant, exciting and 
welcoming spaces for all children. These schools used the Zoneparc model developed in 
partnership with the Youth Sport Trust and Nike.

The DfES has since invested £10 million to develop a further 600 primary school playgrounds in 
27 target areas to increase physical activity and improve behaviour. Around 320 of these schools 
chose the preferred Zoneparc model and were supported throughout their development by 
the Youth Sport Trust, again with support from Nike. In 2006, an additional £2 million from the 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport will benefit more schools which have been identified 
according to greatest need.

The programme forms part of the national Physical Education, School Sport and Club Links 
(PESSCL)  strategy to ensure that three quarters of 5-16 year olds spend a minimum of two hours 
each week on high quality PE and school sport by 2006, increasing to 85% by 2008.  The long-
term ambition is to offer children at least four hours of sport a week by 2010. 
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3.  Training Play Leaders and Lunchtime Supervisors

To maximise the impact of physical changes, a team of pupils and lunchtime supervisors receive training to take 
on new roles to support and encourage activity. 

The children, drawn from Year 5-6, act as play leaders and wear distinctive clothing that identifies them. They:

• organise the loan and return of equipment;
• support all other children in taking part in activities regardless of ability; and
• work with lunchtime supervisors to keep activities working and enjoyable. 

Giving children these roles of responsibility can improve their leadership and citizenship skills as well as 
behaviour. Often children with a history of poor behaviour can become effective play leaders and form a central 
element of behaviour improvement in schools.

The role of lunchtime supervisors also changes to: 

• supervise and guide activities to include all the children;
• explain how the resources can be used;
• keep the equipment and resources accessible and safe; and
• keep staff and the headteacher informed about successes and suggestions for improvements.

A greater involvement of staff in play time activities and decision making leads to greater job 
satisfaction in many cases.

4.       Activity Resources 

Activity cards and handbooks provided to each Zoneparc 
school give suggestions for a range of ideas and games to 
encourage activities in the different zones. They include 
information on organising games, basic safety considerations 
and tips on tailoring the games for children of different 
ability levels.

There are also fitness cards with ideas on mobility 
exercises (e.g. star jumps), stretching and 
cardiovascular fitness (e.g. skipping) and 
resource cards that children can use to design 
and lead their own games.

“I used to spend most of my time breaking up squabbles. Things are 
better now because I can get involved in helping the kids to set up 
different activities that everyone can play.” 
(Lunchtime Supervisor, Birmingham)
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These practical and simple steps can be used to improve your playground using the Zoneparc concept at minimal cost.  You may choose to implement all or some of the ideas to meet the needs of your school.       

10 Top Tips to Make Practical Improvements to Your Playground and Play Times
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1.  Consult with the people who spend time in the 
playground

• Find out what your pupils enjoy doing and what they would like 
to have or do in the playground, to help decide your priorities. 
What existing activities, markings or equipment are popular? 

• You can conduct an audit of pupils’ views, talk to the children 
through your school council or set up a playground council. 
Putting some of these ideas into practice will ensure greater 
ownership of the playground.

• Find out what lunchtime supervisors feel the issues are at play 
times. Encourage them to become involved in decision making 
and structuring activities.  
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7.   Provide challenges  and 
competitions

• Set regular challenges for children that 
promote co-operation, problem solving 
and teamwork.

• Set clear targets for physical activity (e.g. 
number of minutes spent exercising at 
lunchtime).         

• Reward commitment and participation in 
activities, not only for the best results but 
also for progress and eff ort (e.g. present 
stickers, certifi cates and prizes).

• Consider running competitions to 
maintain pupils’ interest and excitement 
(e.g. a competition to design an activity 
card and introduce the game to the other 
children). 

8.   Use of rotas 

• Consider organising a rota to off er children a variety of activities 
while allowing enough time for them to learn and develop their 
skills.

• Rotating the roles of mentors and play leaders helps them to 
learn diff erent organisational and leadership skills and keeps 
them from losing interest. (e.g. distributing and collecting 
equipment one day and leading a new activity another).

9.   Budget

• Use devolved capital or fund raising events to provide a budget 
for your playground.

• You can adapt these principles to suit your budget, but to 
ensure changes are sustainable include them in future develop-
ment and maintenance budgets.

• Build in the cost of replacing lost or damaged equipment and 
worn markings, which will be well used in an active playground.  

10.  Contractors/Materials

• Before you contact a contractor to do any works in your school, 
decide what you want to achieve to improve play times. 

• Assess the playground surface - do not apply permanent mark-
ings to broken surfaces and expect longevity. Work with your 
contractor to make sure your project takes any issues such as 
poor drainage or patchy surfaces into account. 

• Get a range of the markings and equipment they off er and ask 
your playground council or pupils which they prefer.

• Take account of materials each contractor uses when deciding 
upon a design - chalk or spray painted markings are cheaper 
than thermoplastic markings but are less durable and will need 
replacing more often. Ask a contractor which materials are ap-
propriate to suit your budget and needs.

2.  Zone your playground for 
diff erent activities

• To prevent specifi c activities dominating 
the entire playground, zone diff erent 
areas for: sports (e.g. football, cricket, 
hockey), multi-skill or free play (e.g. 
skipping, passing and catching, 
dancing) and quiet play (e.g. board 
games, word games, playtime theatre). 

• Create specifi c markings within each 
zone that children want and will use for 
games and activities. Brightly coloured 
areas often inspire children to be more 
active and make zoning clearer. Make 
sure that the children know how to use 
the zones and markings. 

• Allocate play leaders and lunch time 
supervisors to each area.
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3.  Off er a range of activities

• Provide a range of 3-5 alternative activities in each zone.
• Off er activities that encourage children to mix and work 

together (e.g. parachute or relay games).
• Consider innovative activities, such as circus skills and 

cheerleading that often appeal to pupils who feel excluded by 
many traditional games and activities.

• Consider setting up a dance or theatre area with music.
• Use indoor spaces like the gym or hall as play zones during wet 

weather for activities such as quiet play or skipping.  

4.  Provide enough equipment

• Introduce bright, safe, durable equipment specifi cally for 
playground activities.

• Make sure that there is enough equipment available for all 
children to be active.

• Establish a fair, effi  cient system for borrowing and returning 
playground equipment, for example, a key-ring or booking 
system or a rota for classes and zones to have diff erent sets of 
equipment. 

• Provide storage for equipment, taking into consideration 
accessibility, safety, and security against damage and theft.

5.  Train staff  to assist activities

• Train teachers, midday supervisors and/or classroom assistants 
as mentors to supervise and explain how to organise activities. 
Make sure they have the resources they need.

• Off er whole-school playground training or fi nd out about 
courses in your area. Contact your LEA to fi nd out what training 
might be available.

• Give opportunities to work towards qualifi cations in play 
management or sports leadership. Encourage feedback about 
staff  roles and potential improvements.  

• Assign leaders to diff erent zones based on their skills. Some may 
feel confi dent leading certain traditional sports or ask parents 
with the relevant skills to run activities.

• Consider appointing an activity manager to oversee the running 
of playground activities.
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• Train children as play leaders with responsibility for organising 
activities, guiding younger children and distributing and 
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• Recruit them through nomination and election, or through 
application and interview. 

• Give play leaders desirable clothing, bibs or bands to identify 
them as mentors in the playground.

• Consider enlisting junior sports leaders from your local 
secondary school to run activities. 
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To date over 330 schools have implemented the Zoneparc concept in their playgrounds.  Independent 
monitoring of 13 Zoneparc pilots and research by the Institute of Youth Sport into other case studies have 
highlighted the effects in schools.

Results from a survey completed by staff from the 13 pilots showed that:

• 97% felt that the overall impact of Zoneparc had been positive or very positive;

• 87% felt that their children’s overall enjoyment of the playground and playtimes had increased or greatly 
increased;

• 83% reported that their pupils’ activity levels had increased or greatly increased;

• 85% felt that the range and number of activities available to children at playtimes had increased or greatly 
increased;

• 85% felt that opportunities for girls to take part in and be involved in playground activities had increased; 
33% believed they had greatly increased. 

Interviews with staff, lunchtime supervisors and pupils also found that the introduction of Zoneparc:

• significantly increased the number of children taking part in physical activity in the playground, leading to 
less boredom and an increase in young peoples’ overall enjoyment of their playground;

• helped to reduce the number of incidents of poor behaviour; levels of bullying and fighting decreased 
considerably leading to less disruption to lesson time;

• increased opportunities for young people to 
improve their physical skills and try a wider range 
of new activities;

• improved girls’ views on the quality and range of 
opportunities available to them at playtime;

• reduced the dominance of 
football and the number of 
injuries and accidents during 
playtime;

• improved citizenship and 
leadership skills, with pupils 
playing better together and 
sharing equipment. There 
was a 13% increase in the 
proportion of pupils playing 
with younger children.

The Impact of Zoneparc

“Children are more active, have an increased awareness of how exercise affects the body and the benefits 
of exercise. Children come back rejuvenated after play and it has raised their skill levels in games within PE 
lessons.”  (Teacher, Preston)

“They [girls] use skipping a lot; they like that and the 
basketballs. They use the net catchers and play ball 
games; so yes, much more active and involved than 
before.”  (Lunchtime supervisor, Liverpool)

“...There have been fewer injuries 
as a result of children being hit by 
footballs and other equipment 
during playtime.”  (Teacher, 
Liverpool)

“You rarely see a child standing around doing nothing. I love to see a 
game involving children from Year 1 up to Year 6, and this happens 
regularly.”   (Classroom assistant, Enfield)
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Case Studies
Ebor Gardens Primary School 

The school is located near the centre of Leeds and, 
with few safe places for children to play, playtimes are 
extremely important. The school was also concerned 
about incidents of unacceptable behaviour which 
were also spilling into class time, and the domination 
of boys’ football in the playground to the detriment of 
other children.  

After the introduction of Zoneparc facilities, 
equipment and practice, research has shown that:

• 96% of children reported being more active in 
the playground;

• 83% of staff said that incidents of unacceptable 
behaviour had either decreased or decreased 
greatly; 

• 78% of pupils said there are now more activities 
at playtime; 

• 91% of children said they had more fun in the 
playground.  

These findings were supported by the Head Teacher 
- “It has cut down on unacceptable behaviour .... some 
days before, you’d spend at least the first half hour of 
class time sorting out issues...now, generally speaking, 
the whistle blows and it’s straight down to work.”

By investing time and effort in the management and 
operation of their new playground, Ebor Gardens has 
increased children’s physical activity levels. They have 
also begun to successfully address issues of boredom 
and lack of stimulation that were contributing to 
behavioural problems. 

Deepdale Primary School 

In this inner-city Preston infants school, where the 
vast majority of children have English as an additional 
language, incidents of bad behaviour were common 
and boys playing football dominated the playground. 

With the development of a Zoneparc, the school 
introduced a rota for access to red zone activities and 
children have been encouraged to arrive at school 
on time to sign up for these. A committee of Year 2 
pupils helped organise playground activities, which 
led to higher levels of responsibility and leadership 
throughout the school. The committee created a 
Zoneparc book to show future leaders how to run 
the playground, and resource cards to explain new 
activities. Children are presented with certificates for 
skill improvement.

All 19 members of staff surveyed said that the overall 
impact of the Zoneparc has been positive. They noted 
that there had been an increase in physical activity, 
particularly among girls, and in the range of activities 
and skills. Staff also noted a significant decrease in the 
number of incidents of unacceptable behaviour and 
playground-related injuries.  

Liverpool Sporting Playgrounds Project

The Liverpool Sporting Playgrounds Project (LSPP) is 
a three-year research project, which is investigating 
the physical activity levels and behaviour of children 
during playtime. 20 schools are involved in the 
project, including 17 Zoneparc schools.  The LSPP 
is employing a range of data collection techniques, 
including heart rate (HR) monitoring to measure 
physical activity levels,  observation and interviews 
to detail children’s playtime behaviour.  

Physical activity data has been collected on 118 
children (57 boys and 61 girls).  The LSPP has 
found that the physical activity levels of boys 
and girls increased by 8.9% and 7% respectively 
since the development of their playgrounds.  This 
shows that children spent a greater proportion 
of their playtime engaging in physical activity in 
the redeveloped playgrounds, furthermore the 
playgrounds promoted higher levels of physical 
activity in children.

Interviews with the school children and staff have 
also revealed that there has been a fall in the 
number of behavioural problems seen, particularly 
at lunchtime. 

A much more detailed report on the 3 year study 
can be found on the REACH Group web site 
http://cwis.livjm.ac.uk/psd/reach/  


