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What is OPAL?

An award winning programme designed to support 
schools to improve the quality of their playtimes
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UK’s Leading Play-in-Schools Organisation Est 2006 

OPAL is a UK and world leader in supporting 
schools to improve the quality of children’s play

Our delivery
✓ 12 Mentors provide advice and support 

across England
✓ Over 500 UK schools and over quarter of a 

million children have benefited
✓ Projects in Canada, New Zealand, Australia, 

France and Poland
✓ International award winning programme
✓ Expansion to many more schools funded by a 

£250,000 grant from Sport England and the 
National Lottery
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Toronto – Great Ape Enclosure



London – Great Ape Enclosure



Policy           Values, Strategy, Leadership

Access          Space, Time, Permissions

Risk               A balanced approach

Cultural Conditions For Play

Knowledge  Playwork, training, reflection

Very few primary schools have the conditions to support play



Knowledge -The Play Types



Play Other

Per Year
231 hours
37 days 
7.4 weeks

Primary Years
1.4 years

Play makes up 20% of school life

Access by Time



Covid-19 Impact

Less
52%

Same
48%

OPAL Twitter Survey asking schools if they have 
reduced outdoor playtimes due to Covid-19

52% of English primary schools have cut the amount of 
outdoor playtimes by 15-30 minutes due to Covid-19



Childhood in 2021

Recommendation

Children should have 
three hours active 
outdoor play a day 
WHO 2019

Reality

Average UK child 
outdoor play 5 hours a 
week
Play England 2017 

Recommendation

Max screen time per 
day for over 2s,  1 Hour 
WHO 2019

Reality

Average  UK child 
screen time 6 hours + 
class time
Childwise 2019

Covid 19     9-12?



New Report 2021

• First ever review concentrating 
on play in UK primaries

• To be launched Spring 2021

• A literary review of all of the 
most up to date research and 
literature on play in primary 
schools 



Report - Health

‘Most vestibular input can be gained through ordinary play 
experiences’

Only 1 in 12 children had the average core strength and balance of children studied 
in 1984, leading to underdeveloped vestibular sense that results in fidgeting, tears, 
falls, aggression, and difficulty maintaining with attention. Hanscom’. (2016)   



Report -Time

“The increase in curriculum support activities during breaktime at primary level is of concern. Pupils 
who attend these activities are missing out on what they themselves see as necessary and enjoyable 
breaks from the intensities of classroom learning, and an inadvertent consequence of this may even 
be they find it harder to focus on their studies later in the school day.” Baines and Blatchford

Organised and curriculum time is replacing active free playing



Report - Time 

This view is based on evidence that break 
times are important for engagement, 
attention and behaviour after the break 
(Barros et al., 2009; Pellegrini et al., 1995; 
Pellegrini, 2005) and the longer that pupils 
are required to concentrate and learn the 
more counterproductive this might be (Jarrett 
et al., 1998; Pellegrini et al., 1995). 

Reduction of playtimes is 
counter-productive



Report - Wellbeing

Play is essential for mental 
wellbeing

“In some cases, the pupils who miss out 
may be those who really need 
opportunities to develop socially. 

There may even be implications for 
children’s mental health and wellbeing 
since it is likely that those who are 
struggling academically or to complete 
homework at home may also be those 
that need social support from friends.”
Baines and Blatchford



Report -Risk

Schools are risk-averse, but learning risky play is valuable

‘A systematic review of 21 research 
studies carried out by Brussoni et al.
(2015) found that overall, the health 
benefits from risky outdoor play were 
greater than those associated with 
avoiding risk.’

‘Fear of litigation has grown in 
proportion to the growth of aggressive 
advertising of compensation businesses, 
leading to an over-zealous approach to 
safety and a desire to eliminate risk 
entirely.’  Lester and Russell 2014



Environments supporting playtypes required by girls, non-
sporty children and creatives are not provided

“When these games (football) dominate, girls and non-footballing boys are pushed to 
the side-lines; however, when open spaces are available, girls do engage in physical 
games” 
Paechter and Clark, 2007.



"Outdoor play uses more calories than clubs or tuition"

Why? Because, when the environment is good enough, children play at a constant level of 
activity for far, far longer than the short bursts of energy punctuated by periods of inactivity 
seen in lessons and club sessions.
Mackett 2004

School environments fail to provide for diverse play opportunities



“Our observations from 
working in hundreds of 
primary schools is that 
the greatest beneficiaries 
of the Sports Premium 
are sporty boys”
OPAL Director Michael Follett

Unequal and unfair

In many school playgrounds, the main open space is dominated 
by boys playing football…
…which is a major signifier of masculinity for boys (Mayeza, 2015; Ndhlovu and Varea, 
2018; Paechter and Clark, 2007).



Policy Shift

You should use the PE and sport premium to secure 
improvements in the following 5 key indicators.
Engagement of all pupils in regular physical activity, for 
example by:
•providing targeted activities or support to involve and 
encourage the least active children
•encouraging active play during break times and 
lunchtimes



£750,000,000 spent on current the poor 
supervision of playtimes

• No leadership
• No training
• No vision
• No planning
• Poor intervention

Schools Playtime Workforce



A typical primary school:

• Use their fields 8-12% of the 
school year

• Let individual children access    
5-15% of useable space

• Has a school grounds asset 
value between £.5 to £2M

School Grounds

£80 Billion space assets currently wasted



In stark contrast to £2 billion on sport and PE, play has had 

virtually no public policy profile or investment since 2011

This £2 billion has produced no sustained improvement in activity

Evidence Based Investment ?



Summary

1. Play is important and probably essential to every aspect of primary pupils 
mental, physical and social health and wellbeing.

2. Most schools invest almost no time, policy, leadership, or training in an
informed approach to sufficient, equal or fair play provision.

3. Hundreds of millions of pounds are being wasted on a playtime workforce 
and play environments in primary schools that are not fit for purpose.



Recommendations

1. Ofsted to put a greater requirement on schools to provide equality and sufficiency  
of quality play opportunities.

2. DFE support schools to provide a playtime workforce fit for purpose, trained in 
playwork skills and wellbeing support.

3. All weather, all season outdoor play in schools must be valued on an equal basis 
to sports and P.E. in policy and funding.



Outdoorplayandlearning.org.uk


