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Why are school grounds important?  We want our pupils to be: successful 

learners, confident individuals, 

effective contributors and 

responsible citizens.  

 

ñschool grounds can play a 

significant role in delivering these 

outcomes, providing safe, 

stimulating environments where 

children and young people can learn, 

explore, play and grow, regardless of 

their educational needs.ò 
Schools for the Future: Designing School 

Grounds 

ñEducation Scotland, The Scottish 

Government and the General 

Teaching Council of Scotland have 

identified Outdoor Learning as an 

essential element of a young 

personôs development and as an 

entitlement of curriculum for 

excellence and learning for 

sustainabilityò 
CEC Outdoor Learning Strategy  

2016 ­ 2020 

 ñschool grounds are a vital resource 

for learningò 
Schools for the Future: Designing School 

Grounds 

ñall schools have a óhidden 

curriculumô ï all those messages 

given out by the feel of a place where 

children grow and develop. This is 

their environmentò 
Schools for the Future: Designing School 

Grounds 

 ñcapital projects [should] 

devote as much attention to the 

óoutdoor classroomô 

as to the innovative design of 

buildings and indoor spaceò 
Schools for the Future: Designing School 

Grounds 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Good Quality Outdoor 

Spaces 

There are compelling reasons 

that make school grounds 

important to our pupils, staff 

and communities.  

 

Most pupils will spend around 

1500 hours of their life in their 

school playground. By 

providing quality school 

grounds children can have 

access to good outdoor space 

that they may not have at 

home.  

 

Children can be actively 

involved in the management 

of their school grounds 

creating a sense of 

responsibility and the outdoor 

space can become a valuable 

community asset. 

Instead of thinking about what children WANT 

TO HAVE in their school grounds, we should 

think about what children are GOING TO DO in 

their school grounds? 

Wellbeing 

Research suggests that a well-

designed school ground creates a 

positive improvement in pupil and 

teacher wellbeing. School grounds 

are the most easily accessible 

outdoor area for teachers to bring 

outdoor learning into their lessons 

and being outdoors in nature can 

improve feelings of wellbeing and 

motivation.  

HGIOS 4 states that Outdoor spaces 

should be used effectively to promote 

positive relationships and wellbeing 

and that schools take account of the 

beneficial link between outdoor 

learning and green space with 

wellbeing. 

Articles 31, 12 and 15 of the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of 

the Child should be considered when 

exploring the importance of our 

school grounds. 

31: Children have the right to relax 

and play and to join in a wide range of 

cultural, artistic and other recreational 

activities.  

12: When adults are making 

decisions that affect children, children 

have the right to say what they think 

should happen and have their 

opinions taken into account. 

15: Children have the right of freedom 

to associate with each other. 

 

ñNatural spaces are essential for 

human development and wellbeing, 

and none more so than those we set aside 

for the use of our childrenò  
Conserving Wonder with Sir David Attenborough 
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This document says what we think our school grounds should aspire to be. Every school and its community is unique and will need to decide how this 

vision needs to be tailored to reflect its needs, priorities and concerns.  

 

 

 

 

We want our school grounds to be inspiring spaces that are safe and inclusive and improve wellbeing. They should 

provide diversity in learning experiences and play opportunities and promote social and environmental responsibility. 

Our Vision  

ñif children donôt grow up 

knowing about nature 

and appreciating it, they 

will not understand it, and 

if they donôt understand 

it, they wonôt protect it, 

and if they donôt protect it, 

WHO WILL?ò  
Conserving Wonder with Sir 

David Attenborough 

 ñSchools are well 

designed, accessible, 

inclusive learning 

environments that inspire 

and drive new thinking 

and change and which 

support the delivery of 

high quality educational 

experiences 

through Curriculum for 

Excellence;ò  
Building better schools: investing 

in Scotland's future 2009 

ñResearch supports the 

many health benefits of 

contact with nature, 

including reducing stress, 

decreasing symptoms of 

ADHDò 
Nature Play and Learning Spaces 

 

INSPIRATIONAL 

WE WANT to create 

school grounds that 

stimulate creativity, 

where nature can 

thrive, and learners 

have the opportunity 

to develop curiosity, 

be active and learn in 

a meaningful context. 

 

SOCIAL 

WE WANT to provide 
spaces that encourage 
social activities and 
different types of 
interaction. We want 
them to become a 
valuable community 
asset and a place 
people want to be. 

 

MAINTAINABLE 

WE WANT to achieve a 
natural and beautiful 
space that minimises 
maintenance and 
repairs through good 
design. We would like 
schools to embed the 
responsible use of the 
school grounds through 
learning experiences 
and community 
engagement 

INCLUSIVE 

WE WANT to have 
easy access to the 
outdoors for all with 
free flow between 
inside and out. We 
want all users of our 
school grounds to 
have a sense of 
ownership. 

 

AGILE 

WE WANT our school 

grounds to provide a 

variety of behavioural 

settings so pupils can 

freely engage in 

different activities. 

These settings should 

be linked by pathways 

to promote wayfinding 

and free flow movement 

between activities. Our 

work in agile 

classrooms should 

extend to the outdoor 

environment allowing 

flexibility to 

accommodate growth 

made by pupils and 

teachers. 

 

SUSTAINABLE 

WE WANT our school 

grounds to be embraced 

as an extension of the 

classroom and for 

outdoor learning to be 

embedded into the 

schoolôs curriculum. 

 

SAFE 

WE WANT learners to 
feel and to be safe 
and secure in our 
school grounds. We 
want our pupils to be 
involved in assessing 
risk and identifying 
ways of mitigating it. 

 

Base camp at the Forest Kindergarten, Lauriston Castle 
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Key components for our school grounds  

Learning  

Play  Community  

Diversity  

Environments that have educational value  

Schoolõs Quality Improvement Plan 

Whole school approach  

Environmental learning  

Collaborative learning  

Experiential learning  

Physical education  

Informal learning  

Outdoor learning  

Formal learning   

Physical activity  

 

 

 

Childõs right to play (UN Convention on the Rights of the Child ) 

Develops  physical, cognitive, emotional and social skills  

Behaviour that is intrinsically motivated  

The universal language of childhood  

Behaviour that is personally directed  

A fundamental part of childhood  

Essential to childrenõs wellbeing 

Behaviour that is freely chosen  

Healthy development  

School play policy  

Physical activity  

 

Lets and events  

Community links  

Community access  

Organisation involvement  

Inclusive and accessible design  

School community: peer interaction  

School community: parent and child  

 

 

Changes in height  

Diverse range of plantings  

Flexibility and v ariety in the  spaces and uses 

Providing  a variety of learning and play experiences  

Sensory elements: variety of textures, scents, things to see and hear  

 

SAFE 
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Research suggests that a good outdoor learning environment is designed as a combination of behaviour settings linked by an open yard or a 

continuous pathway. Similar behaviour settings should be adjacent to each other to stimulate free flow movement between the settings. The size 

of these and the elements within them will depend on the size of the school ground and availability of different elements locally. 

 

  

Diversity  
Referring to pupil feedback 

during a pilot study at 

Sighthill Primary School: 

 ñThe children asked for 

more well-defined settings 

so that they could be 

engaged in different 

activities without getting in 

the way of others.ò 
Khan, M. (2017) Environment, 

engagement and education 

 ñThe characteristics of 

savannas that people prefer 

include depth, openness, 

uniform grassy coverings, 

and scattered trees, as 

opposed to obstructed 

views, disordered high 

complexity, and rough 

textures. The preference is 

found across all age ranges 

and cultures, though it is 

strongest in children and 

grows weaker with age.ò 

Universal Principles of Design: 

Savanna Preference 

ñSchools may want to use 

maintenance of part of the 

grounds as a learning 

experience for pupils. This 

can be made easier by 

careful positioning of 

outdoor taps, for example, or 

creating raised beds for easy 

access for all.ò 
Schools for the Future: Designing 

School Grounds 

Variety is a key principle in 
designing a quality outdoor 
learning environment. Any 
outdoor space will have 
learning opportunities but a 
more varied space will 
present a wider range of 
options. 

Grounds for Learning/ Learning through 

landscapes: the good school playground 

guide 

 

A DIVERSE SPACE 

WE WANT a variety of 

behavioural settings 

which should be linked 

by pathways to 

encourage free flowing 

movement. Closely 

positioned settings will 

offer seamless natural 

territorial expansion as 

children discover new 

and exciting activities. 

 

AN AGILE SPACE 

WE WANT a flexible 

school ground that can 

continuously be used 

to its full potential as it 

changes with the 

seasons, over time and 

a space that can 

change with the needs 

and priorities of the 

school and community. 

 

A NECESSARY SPACE  

WE WANT pupils to 

have the freedom to 

experience low risk 

natural settings to help 

them learn to risk 

assess and develop 

resilience. Providing 

them with the 

environment and 

associated learning 

opportunities they may 

not encounter at home. 

 

 

AN INSPIRING SPACE 

WE WANT to provide 

diverse environments 

that create 

opportunities for a 

variety of activities 

which are enhanced by 

different textures, 

smells, tastes, sights 

and sounds. 

 

A PLAYFUL SPACE 

WE WANT planting 

schemes to add to the 

biodiversity of the area. 

For the school grounds 

to be playful 

landscapes, where 

simple features lend 

themselves to whatever 

the children want to use 

them for. Providing 

year-round interest for 

all ages and abilities. 

 

 AN INCLUSIVE SPACE 

WE WANT to minimise 

hard boundaries using 

planting to make school 

grounds feel more 

accessible and natural. 

For children with 

additional support 

needs, natural play 

environments provide 

play opportunities and 

diversity that other play 

spaces may not offer. 

 

 

The Secret Garden outdoor learning space at Trinity Primary School 


