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To: Members of the Environment and Sustainability Community Advisory Committee (ESCAC)

Committee Name: ESCAC
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Time: 6:00 p.m. Refreshments
           6:30 p.m. Meeting
Location: Central Technical School, Room 208

Committee Co-Chairs: Sheila Cary-Meagher, Jessie Sawyers and Trustee Jennifer Story 
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AGENDA
	
	Item
	Facilitator/Presenter
	Timeline
	Attachments

	1.
	Land Acknowledgement
	Co-Chairs
	1 minute
	

	2.
	Welcome/Introductions
	Co-Chairs
	5 minutes 
	

	3.
	Approval of June 4 minutes
	Co-Chairs
	1 minute 
	

	4. 
	Single-Use Plastics
	Kristen Evers
	30 minutes
	

	5.
	Climate Change:
a) TDSB EcoSchools/OISE Conference – Oct. 26
b) Evening Session with ESCAC and Elin Kelsey – Oct. 24
c) Elementary Kick-off
d) Youth Leadership Conference 
e) TDSB Energy Conservation and Demand Management Plan 
f) Climate Change Summit
g) Next steps 
	
Hilary Inwood

Jenn Vetter





Stefan Sommer



Richard Christie
	40 minutes
	

	6. 
	Update on Play Policy Recommendation
	Brenda Simon
	20 minutes
	


	7.
	ArtsJunktion 
	Richard Christie
	10 minutes
	

	8.
	ESCAC’s 2018/19 End-of-Year Survey Results
	Co-Chairs
	5 minutes
	


	9.
	ESCAC Energy Generation Sub-Committee
	Bob Spencer
	2 minutes
	

	10. 
	New Business
	Co-Chairs
	5 minutes
	

	11.
	Adjournment
	Co-Chairs
	1 minute
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Recommendations for a Policy Supporting Unstructured Outdoor Play 





1. Executive Summary

The Environmental Sustainability Community Advisory Committee (ESCAC) recommends that the TDSB adopt a policy to support unstructured outdoor play and recognize its connection to healthy child development and the TDSB’s Vision for Learning.  This recommendation is an evidence-based response to the documented childhood health crisis, which in turn affects student wellbeing and learning.  Obesity, sedentary behaviours, and anxiety are a growing concern.  Insufficient time, space and permission for unstructured play outdoors have been broadly identified as primary causative factors.  Schools are ideally positioned to address the play deficit, while enhancing student wellbeing, equity, inclusion and achievement through play.



The International Play Association (IPA) defines play as freely chosen, intrinsically motivated and personally directed.[footnoteRef:1] This definition has been adopted by the U.N. and is generally accepted worldwide by play advocates.[footnoteRef:2]  While the definition does not distinguish between indoor and outdoor play, these recommendations and this report are exclusively focused on outdoor play and the challenges associated with supervising unstructured play in the outdoors.  [1:  International Play Association, 2013]  [2:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013] 




All schools need a policy that protects and enhances students’ time for outdoor play through proactive measures. Some schools at the TDSB are successfully piloting new initiatives to address student wellbeing and learning through outdoor play and are working to create play-rich environments that support all students with a rich variety of play affordances necessary for child development.  TDSB schools, staff and parents would benefit from a Board policy supporting these initiatives and clarifying the pathway forward. 



ESCAC recommends that the TDSB: 



· Affirm the importance of outdoor unstructured play and its alignment with the TDSB’s Vision for Learning

· Establish that every student gets one hour of time for outdoor play per day, as an aspirational goal.

· Allay fears around professional liability, by clarifying the framework for appropriate supervision 

· Endorse Dynamic Risk Benefit Assessment (DRBA) as an essential component of play-positive supervision and professional excellence. 

· Identify the key features of play-rich school environments

· Provide guidance to support the efforts of school-based play champions, administrators, teachers, ECE’s and parents/guardians to create play-rich environments.

· Commit TDSB resources, where possible to support unstructured outdoor play, e.g. sheds for loose parts, supply release for professional development, educational resources.



[bookmark: _53vhu2j9d7dh]

[bookmark: _syxfjhz2gmpf]2. Background

[bookmark: _8gcqpb41vsbp]

[bookmark: _v3cfwokxdzn9]Most adults over the age of 40 can easily recall the excitement of their play during recess, after school and on weekends, in their schoolyards and neighbourhoods.  They most often remember this time as joyously free of the requirements of the adult world; it was their time to investigate the world on their own terms, organizing skipping challenges, elaborate games, building forts, digging for treasure, creating adventures for themselves during long meandering walks in the neighbourhood.  It was an unregulated and largely unsupervised environment, in which children were assumed to be safe enough and competent enough to manage themselves.  

[bookmark: _l0ky723ookwz]

[bookmark: _i2np86dd9x77]The last two decades have seen a radical decline in the quality and quantity of time that children have for self-directed play. The reasons for the decline in free play are manifold; parental attitudes, social factors, urban intensification, economic uncertainty and education reform have contributed to increasing performance pressures and reducing children’s time to “just be kids”. Although surrounded by social opportunity in school and child-care settings, many children are tantalizingly unable to engage fully and freely with each other as support for the self-directed free-range nature of play has diminished.  Most extra-curricular as well as in-school experiences are mediated by adults in an instructional environment. The anxiety crisis among every younger children is indicating the negative impact of constant performance pressure in combination with self-directed play deprivation.

[bookmark: _oy59494gcvn9]

Play, as an essential component of healthy child development is becoming recognized across Canada and internationally in multiple sectors, including education, recreation, childcare, and at home. This awareness has emerged primarily from data showing alarmingly low levels of physical activity and engagement with the outdoors among children, ages 5 - 17.  The 2018 ParticipACTION Report card revealed that 65% of Canadian children are not meeting the minimum standard of one hour of physical activity daily.[footnoteRef:3]   These are the formative years of childhood, during which the foundations of physical literacy, health and wellness should be established.  Yet, it appears that the school day is not achieving even one hour of active time for 65% of students.  Activity levels have direct impact on physical growth and health, cognition and mental wellbeing.[footnoteRef:4] Obesity rates among children and youth in Canada have nearly tripled in the last 30 years.[footnoteRef:5] Sedentary behaviour among growing children is a serious health challenge, yet evidence of rising mental health issues such as anxiety, low resilience and poor self-regulation indicate a systemic problem with how today’s children are experiencing their childhood. [footnoteRef:6]  [3:   ParticipACTION, 2018]  [4:   ParticipACTION, 2018]  [5:   UNICEF Canada, 2017]  [6:   Toronto District School Board, 2018] 




In 2015, a collective of 17 advocacy organizations under the leadership of the Children’s Hospital of Eastern Ontario and ParticipACTION put out a Position Statement (Statement) calling for more self-directed outdoor play in all settings where children spend their time. The 

Statement identified the “protection paradox”, in which the desire to safeguard children stands in the way of their healthy physical and emotional development.[footnoteRef:7]  The Statement was based on two systematic reviews to examine the net effect (i.e., balance of benefits v. harms) of outdoor and active risky play.  It cited studies showing that children are more active when outdoors and less active when they feel watched by parents or teachers.   The Statement identified “risky play” as the types of activities that children see as thrilling and exciting, where children can recognize and evaluate challenges according to their own ability.[footnoteRef:8]   It referenced situations where children climb, explore, get dirty, play hide ’n seek, wander, balance, tumble, and rough-house as opportunities to be active, build confidence, autonomy, resilience, develop skills, solve problems and learn their own limits.[footnoteRef:9] [7:   ParticipACTION, 2015; Tremblay et al., 2015]  [8:   ParticipACTION, 2015]  [9:   ParticipACTION, 2015] 




“Risky play” is a term that play advocates are working to popularize.  It does not mean “courting danger”.  It refers to the intrinsic nature of play as an encounter with uncertainty, unknown elements and factors and often, an intentional search for excitement.  The term risky play also implies that children are capable and intuitively build risk assessment skills through their play. 



Further support for the play agenda is emerging from neuroscience, kinesiology, genetics, evolutionary biology, paleo-anthropology and interdisciplinary research into the brain-body connection.   Dr. Stuart Brown, psychiatrist and founder of the National Play Institute (California) has described the epigenetic effects of play, whereby experience is needed to unlock genetic potential.   “In this sense, culture creates nature.” [footnoteRef:10]  The ancient pedagogy of “healthy mind in healthy body” is proving to be true, as researchers decode the biochemical relationship between the human body, the way it is designed to move and brain development, cognition and mental health.[footnoteRef:11]  Movement stimulates the production of a protein called brain-derived neurotrophic factor” (BDNF), which neuro-psychiatrists have dubbed “Miracle Gro” for the brain.[footnoteRef:12]  Studies show that areas of the brain tied to coordination and movement are also responsible for key cognitive functions, such as attention, language, and musicality.[footnoteRef:13]  The complexity of the human brain with its enfolded layers of synaptic connections is directly linked to the complex abilities of the human body and regular experience of its diverse capacities.[footnoteRef:14]   [10:  Brown & Vaughan, 2010]  [11:  Ratey & Hagerman, 2013]  [12:  Ratey & Hagerman, 2013]  [13:  Ratey & Hagerman, 2013]  [14:  Ratey & Hagerman, 2013] 




While the physical activity of play works to stimulate intellectual and physical growth, the creative, social, and emotional aspects of unstructured play have been credited with a long list of psychological benefits. Dr. Peter Gray has written about the intrinsic nature of motivation in play, where developing minds have only to please themselves.[footnoteRef:15]  Play provides the “as if” world where children can engage in many forms of experimentation penalty-free, discover patterns of social behaviour, unlock their creativity, discover their pleasures and learn to self-regulate through highs and lows.[footnoteRef:16]   Extrinsically motivated activities that involve pleasing a coach or a teacher are associated with increasing anxiety.[footnoteRef:17]  Too many performance requirements over the day deprive children of their “as if” world and the “joie de vivre” of discovering self and others through play. [15:  Gray, 2015]  [16:  Lester and Russell, 2010]  [17:  Gray, 2015] 




In 2013, UNICEF issued a General Comment on Article 31 of the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child, citing mounting evidence in developed and developing nations of play deprivation among children and calling on all nations to protect the child’s right play and leisure.



2.1. The Play Deficit in Schools

Why is play and play-based learning missing from schools when they are built with playgrounds intended for play?  



Regulations for recess and lunch guarantee time outdoors.[footnoteRef:18]   The Ontario kindergarten curriculum mandates outdoor play and puts ECE’s, who are trained in play-based learning, in our schools.  Despite these demonstrated intentions, there is a growing body of evidence that students of all grades are not getting outdoors as much as they should be and that their time outdoors may not be very playful. The ParticipACTION 2018 study revealed that the minimum activity level of 1 hour is not being reached by 65% of our children and youth, even with recess and lunch hour.[footnoteRef:19] Other research suggests that even where outdoor time is provided, enriched and diverse play offerings are not normally part of recess.[footnoteRef:20]   [18:  Education Act, R.S.O. 1990 c. E.2 (298. S.3.8)]  [19:  ParticipACTION, 2018, citing research showing that play promotes physical activity as much as sports and more than active transportation or curriculum-based activities]  [20:  McNamara (cite a Recess Project paper)] 




Risk aversion, lack of time, and deprived playgrounds are three key factors that contribute to the deficit and must be addressed by the policy.



2.1.1. Risk aversion 

Risk aversion among parents, institutions and professionals responsible for children’s care has been repeatedly cited as a major contributing factor to the play deficit [footnoteRef:21]. Schools and school boards are ensnared in the “protection paradox”, where fear of injury actually deprives children of the opportunity to develop their strength, agility and risk assessment skills.    Fear of liability has created an ad hoc set of playground prohibitions, which may be different from school to school. Many of these rules contradict children’s natural developmental drive, putting them at odds with adult expectations. Dedicated teachers, principals and other school staff may be putting their reputation and careers at risk if they let children “just play”.    [21:  Position statement] 




Risk aversion is endemic despite the fact that injuries arising from schoolyard playgrounds are rarely serious, and are less frequent than sports-related injuries.[footnoteRef:22]  While schools and parents accept the risk involved in sports activities because they recognize the benefits, much play in schoolyards is pre-emptively prohibited for fear of that “something might happen”, despite a lack of evidence that this works to either prevent injuries or keep children safe.  The child’s capacities are not considered when prohibitions are enforced.   Risk aversion deprives children of opportunities to test out their inherent capacities, self-regulate through highs and lows, and discover their resilience.    [22:  See note] 




As a supervisory practice, risk aversion puts stress on the relationship between supervisors and children.  It generates a relentless and ever-changing series of prohibitions that must be enforced.  The environment may become charged with negativity.  Students will inevitably break the rules.  Supervisors must enforce them and this power struggle goes on every day for 8 to 10 years.  It is understandable that children are having self-regulation problems and losing interest in the outdoors, preferring the freedom of online gaming and sedentary play.  Risk aversion has contributed to the current malaise infecting childhood.



2.1.2. Lack of time 

Lack of unstructured time to play freely outdoors has been cited as a primary causative factor for the play deficit and the anxiety crisis.[footnoteRef:23] [footnoteRef:24] Students may lose recess for academic or disciplinary reasons or “adverse” weather conditions. Protocols for getting dressed quickly and easily are often not worked out.  Competing instructional activities often take over lunchtime breaks, despite the guarantee of non-instructional time provided by regulation under the Education Act.   [23:  UNICEF Canada, 2017]  [24:  International Play Association, 2013
] 




A movement is building to make sure children get more time for self-directed play, where their discovery and learning is neither measured nor praised. 



The challenge facing so many parents and educators looking to provide time for unstructured play is the lack of “play-rich” environments to receive their lively, novelty-seeking, socially  eager children.



2.1.3. Deprived Playgrounds

In these recommendations, we have adopted the term “play-rich” to refer to a matrix of factors that contribute to an exciting play environment that will attract children and promote hours of outdoor play.  A play-rich environment is, above all, a place of choice with respect to relationships, activities, and place.  It offers a community of diverse playmates, not segregated by age, ability, or familiar social networks.  It provides diverse opportunities, beyond sports and fixed play structures, that appeal to different abilities, learning styles, developmental stages, interests, self-regulation needs and social capacities. It would include opportunities for imaginative, creative, inventive and quiet play as well as physically challenging play.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  For a comprehensive list of play-type see Scot-McKie & Casey, 2017] 




Deprived schoolyard environments may explain why the time accorded to play in school grounds may not be very playful, particularly for children with differing levels of physical competence, social needs and interests.  Recess may instead be a source of stress for as many as 20% of TDSB students.[footnoteRef:26]  The solution is not, however, to go indoors, but rather to work towards creating play-rich environments that meet the needs of all children to self-direct a portion of their day.  Many parents and educators mistakenly believe a new play structure will create a play-rich environment.  Play structures may enhance a portion of the playground but they are not a panacea (see S.3.4. below). Play-rich environments emerge in a matrix of social and physical opportunities; some provided by adults, some by the children themselves and some by the materials and physical environment. [26:  Mitra et al., 2017] 






3. Rationale for a Play Policy

“Play lies at the core of innovation and creativity.  It provides opportunities for learning in a context in which children are at their most receptive.” [footnoteRef:27] [27:  Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016] 




The evidence indicates that more and better play will promote the TDSB’s Vision for student wellbeing, inclusion, and achievement. A policy clarifying the TDSB’s commitment to outdoor self-directed play would broadly address the various contexts in which play enhances school life and students’ experience of school.  It would position play as a value to be protected and enhanced, because foundational to the TDSB Vision.  At its most basic, it would:



· provide guidance on how to comfortably be in the outdoors, playfully, with students, using dynamic risk-benefit assessment to supervise them, rather than prohibitions,

· protect students’ leisure time for recess and lunch hour through proactive measures.  

· recommend minimum standards for play provision, so that recess hours are inclusive and playful for all students.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  ] 


· endorse play provision as a form of teaching excellence for all grades, in which students’ intrinsic motivation to learn is captured through play-based inquiry, environmental inquiry outdoors and ongoing playful engagement in the classroom.



	Guidelines accompanying the policy would outline:

· the nine (9) key components of play provision

· guidelines for implementing play provision, so that school communities, including administrators, all school staff, parents and guardians learn how to create and sustain play-rich environments

· indications for how play-based inquiry and learning can meet curriculum goals and can be assessed by teachers without compromising the self-directed nature of play.



A play policy with guidelines for play provision would remove significant stressors for both teachers and students, enhancing all relationships, indoors and outdoors, and making schools happier places to work and to learn. 





3.1. Piloting Play at the TDSB

The TDSB is already on the vanguard of improving play in our schools.  A pilot program to train schools in play provision, called Outdoor Play and Learning (OPAL) has been rolling out at the TDSB since 2015 in collaboration with the TDSB’s Sustainability Office.  Now in its 5th year, it has reached 25 schools and is scheduled to expand to 36 schools by the academic year 2019 -2020.  There is a waiting list for access to the program, which is provided by Earth Day Canada, funded by the Ontario Trillium Foundation, the Lawson, Gilgan and TD Friends of the Environment Foundations.  



A commissioned study of the OPAL pilot conducted by Professor Raktim Mitra, Ryerson University, garnered international attention.  It concluded that student perceptions of wellbeing improve when they have regular access to play-rich environments created through play provision.  There is evidence that teacher stress is reduced as well.  In schools where permission has replaced prohibitions and policing, supervisors and students collaborate in “dynamic risk-benefit assessment” as they use their knowledge of each other and the environment to make educated decisions about what is safe enough and when adult intervention is not needed. Replacing fear-based approaches with child-supportive conversations creates trust. Supervisors and teachers enjoy observing the creativity released by children free to play.  The pilot has demonstrated that students are able and eager to co-create and sustain the program; teachers claim that many students bring a new set of collaboration and negotiation skills into the classroom.[footnoteRef:29] Principals and teachers at OPAL schools in the TDSB report that visits to the office almost disappear, once play provision is implemented.  Minor injuries are almost absent; no serious injuries have occurred.  The study of play-rich environments is demonstrating that enriched play promotes learning and is experienced as a valuable school experience.  [29:  Mitra et al., 2017] 




Professor Mitra will conduct a two-year follow-up returning to the original OPAL pilot of 6 TDSB schools in the spring of 2019.  In addition, a second qualitative study of OPAL schools is currently underway, conducted by Professor Lauren McNamara, the Recess Project [footnoteRef:30]. There are other recess pilot programs at the TDSB with studies attached to them, such as PALS and The Recess Project that have relevant insights into how to improve students’ self-directed time at school.  Initiatives like these highlight the need for a board-wide play policy that encourages the provision of inclusive, diverse and enriched play environments for leisure time and for play-based inquiry. [30:  McNamara (cite a Recess Project paper)] 




3.2. What is Play Provision?

Professional development in the area of play provision is growing in Canada. Schools bring a high degree of learning-readiness to this new area of endeavour.  Educators are invested in the wellbeing of children and motivated to support their development.  Schools have playgrounds.  What is needed is a policy, with guidelines and professional development opportunities to leverage these assets into more and better play for all students. 



Play provision is a comprehensive model that engages all school staff, teachers, students and parent/guardians in the collaborative process of creating socially positive play-rich environments.  It is a paradoxical process of planning and providing so that children feel that they are independent, unwatched and engaged in a “first time ever awesome discovery of the world and its properties!!” - on their own.  Playing rests on the foundation of “a necessary illusion” as described by the founding father of play theory, Dr. D.W.Winnicott, an illusion that the mother [or caring adult] does not challenge, but actually supports, so that developing children can discover their capacity to be a creative agent in their experience of the world and how to mediate between their inner life and the world “out there”. [footnoteRef:31]   [31:  Winnicott, 1971, 2005] 




Play-rich environments are: 

· play-positive, replacing blanket prohibitions and policing with permission and dynamic risk benefit assessment;

· risky enough to be interesting, fun and creative for children, 

· safe enough to prevent hazards, that are unforeseeable by a child

· thoughtfully planned and managed so that supervisors are able to fulfill their responsibility to oversee the play

· diverse enough to address children’s different interests and needs

· inclusive of all ages and abilities

· comfortable with nature play, such as tree-climbing, digging in the dirt, playing with puddles or throwing snowballs.  

· provisioned with materials, natural and manufactured, to nurture the desire for change and invention

· supported by classroom discussions that balance permission with responsibility.  



For details of the nine (9) key components of play provision, summarized above, see Appendix C.



3.3 Supporting Play through Loose Parts

The provision of materials known as loose parts is gaining traction at the TDSB and other school boards.  Loose parts are mostly up-cycled materials that provide children with the “furniture” they need to build, adapt and change their environment.  They can be natural or manufactured.  They are low value items, that can be deconstructed or destroyed during play.  Loose parts provide endless variety for invention and adaptation; they support diverse learning styles and mitigate the potential boredom of the same playground from kindergarten to grade 6 or even grade 8.    Loose parts provision, with appropriate supervision and management, is an affordable way to move schools closer to being play-rich.



3.4. Playground Design and Maintenance

New playground structures or demands for them are mistakenly seen as the solution to play deprived schools grounds.  While many schools cannot afford these structures, those that can are often disappointed with the outcome of an expensive purchase. Canadian Standards Association (CSA) requirements have taken the promise of safety to new levels of boredom.  Structures approved for children in the 8 to 12 age group are easily mastered and the novelty wears off quickly. Subversive adaptation of these structures to find novelty begins almost immediately and will inevitably attract more prohibitions, particularly for those children who are physically agile and seeking challenge.  Some children will never find their best play at the monkey bars.  They seek out imaginative, inventive, transformative, small world, and solitary play.  Despite the fundraising and expensive purchase, the school ground will remain play-poor for these types of play.  



The TDSB has been on the vanguard of naturalizing playgrounds, increasing students’ access to nearby nature. A comprehensive play policy will support and enhance these efforts.



3.5.  Play and Inclusion: a proactive response to bullying 

A permissive play environment does not mean “laissez-faire” with respect to negative social behaviour in the school ground.  



The experience of OPAL in the U.K. and more recently in Canada indicates that diverse and enriched play environments promote inclusion across perceived barriers such as age, gender, ability, language and ethnicity.[footnoteRef:32]  ESCAC’s experience with OPAL has produced touching moments of inclusion reported by teachers; the immigrant child who speaks for the first time in English on an OPAL play-day;  the special needs child who found playmates for the first time constructing a time-machine out of milk crates and cardboard tubes. [32:  Lester et al., 2011] 




Over the past 20 years, efforts to address unhappiness in the playground have focused on instructive socio-emotional learning in the classroom.  Programs to increase empathy are important, but do not address the underlying boredom, frustration and stress-related motivations that contribute to bullying in play-poor environments. When students are restricted by age and grade into zones of the playground, they are actually prevented from leaving a stressful situation within a peer group. They cannot seek out the comfort of an older friend or sibling or the ease of playing with a younger child.   Attachment psychologist, Gordon Neufeld, refers to the “caring” instinct that is triggered when mixed ages play together.[footnoteRef:33]   While play provision does not prevent experiments in power dynamics or the pain of losing, it does create a stronger “as-if” world for these experiments, thus avoiding the stigmatization of children into various roles. Play-rich environments open up the potential for dynamic change, and if properly managed, improve playground behaviours. [33:  The Neufeld Institute] 




Like anti-bullying, play provision also requires in-class time to support play literacy outdoors, while removing some of the underlying causes for poor behaviour.  It stands to reason that diverse and enriched play environments will provide more opportunities to create and shine.  The Mitra study has shown that student perceptions of wellbeing go up, when students have regular access to their choice of playmates and places to play, materials that invite creativity and supervisors who enjoy their inventions and support their personal risk assessment.[footnoteRef:34]  Engaging students at the level of intrinsic motivation and personal choice are key; Moment-to-moment self-regulation becomes possible.  Play provision contributes to a more dynamic social environment that “auto-corrects” much anti-social behaviour.   [34:  Mitra et al., 2017] 




4.  Recommendations for a Play Policy

A TDSB play policy would serve the following goals and objectives.  It would:



1. Affirm the importance of outdoor unstructured play as an essential feature of school life and learning and its alignment with the TDSB’s Vision for student wellbeing, inclusion, and achievement. 



2. Clarify expectations for outdoor active time during the school day and after-school:



a. no less than one hour of outdoor time per day for enriched and diverse play as an aspirational standard for all schools and students, kindergarten to Grade 8.



b. no less than one hour per school day of active recreational opportunities for highschool students as an aspirational standard, to be achieved through a variety of programmatic offerings.



3. Clarify access issues with respect to time, place and social inclusion:



a. all-weather play to be embraced, barring extreme conditions



b. students at play to have access to all places in the school yard 



c. all grades, after Grade 1, to have free access to one another 



d. outdoor play after-school care to be encouraged.

 

4. Establish that student leisure time is a protected right, not to be taken away for academic or disciplinary reasons, barring extreme circumstances where student or teacher safety may be at issue.[footnoteRef:35]  [35:  UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013; UN OHCHR, 1989] 




5. Validate the outdoors and school grounds as important environments for teaching and learning.



6. Clarify professional responsibility for play supervision and address fears around liability, providing a framework for play-positive supervision.



7. Endorse Dynamic Risk Benefit Assessment (DRBA) as an essential skill for play-supportive supervision and professional excellence. 



DRBA is a rational practice to evaluate risk specifically within a given situation, based on specific knowledge of the place and people involved.  It empowers caregivers who are on-the-ground to make case by case judgments rather than requiring them to enforce blanket prohibitions.  It provides a rational approach to supervision, as opposed to a fear-based approach.   Carried out properly, it provides a reasonable framework for distinguishing risk from hazards and protecting children’s risky play.  It may provide a defense against claims of negligence.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  CPHA; See Definitions, Appendix A] 




8. Inform and educate parents and guardians on an ongoing basis about the importance of outdoor play to their children’s education and wellbeing, securing their support for enriched outdoor play at school.



9. Endorse play provision as a form of teaching excellence to be integrated into school improvement planning, play-based inquiry, integrated unit and lesson planning. 



10. Support the efforts of administrators, teachers, ECE’s or parents to improve play and play-based instructional time in their schools.



11. Provide a framework and professional development for achieving play-rich environments, by identifying its key features and ensuring that time outdoors is playful for all children and their diverse playing needs. 



12. Provide clarity for facilities management and playground renovations, so that play value and provision inform operations and renovations.   The policy would recognize that the playground is an important space for education and student wellbeing.



13. Commit TDSB resources, where possible to support this policy; e.g. sheds for loose parts, supply release for professional development, education resources, communications collateral for parents and guardians, design interventions.  For example,

· An outline of the 9 key components of play provision (See Appendix C) 

· Additional resources explaining the 9 components

· A Step by Step Plan to implement change and build play literacy

· A Dynamic Risk Benefit Assessment framework

· A framework for measuring play improvements

· Communications resources for students, parents and teachers



Appendix A: Definitions



The Outdoor Play Glossary of Terms, attached, has been developed by the Lawson Outdoor Play Strategy cohort, in consultation with a team of national and international advisors with expertise in play provision, policy and research.











Appendix B: Dynamic Risk Benefit Assessment 



The Canadian Public Health Association has published a series of resources to assist organizations seeking to develop and implement outdoor play strategies.   The attached document, Risk, Hazard and Play:  What are Risks and Hazards, is taken from the rich collection of resources recently published on line to facilitate play policy development and toolkits for implementation.  It sets out the fundamental concepts that would form the basis of a benefit/risk approach to play. 







Appendix C

Recommended Guidelines for Play Provision 

Nine (9) Key Components 



There are 9 key elements for providing enriched and diversified play environments.  These include:



1. Time 

Minimize incursions into playtime

Recess and lunchtime leisure will not be withheld.

Play-based inquiry outdoors

Allow after-school and weekend play

2. Access 

All places for all abilities; all peers, Grades 1 and up

All weather

Appropriate outerwear 

3. Permission: Playground rules supports choice 

Whole school Vision Statement

Children are competent and should be allowed to risk assess during play

Supervision should be low intervention, high response 

4. Dynamic Benefit Risk Assessment

What is safe enough?

DRBA, Appendix B

Responsibilities of school staff

5.  Rights and Responsibilities of Students

Time is taken in the classroom to discuss new playground elements, such as shovels or snow, and to develop playground rules through discussion

Students are introduced to playground permissions slowly, to allow them to develop play literacy and risk assessment judgement

An inquiry approach is taken in the playground as well as the classroom to empower students to develop and enforce their own rules

Students participate in developing enriched and inclusive play

6.  Planning for play

School Improvement Plans include intentions around play

7. Loose Parts 

Loose parts, such as tires, milk crates, rope, dress-ups and natural materials support the creation of enriched and diversified play environments

Students and parents participate in collecting and curating loose parts

Loose parts should be low value items, which may be damaged or destroyed during play without consequence.

8.  Purpose of School grounds 

Playgrounds for relaxation, recreation, self-regulation, sense of place, inquiry-based education, and environment as teacher

Facilities: operations and renovations should align with educational purpose of playgrounds and play policy 

Shade

9. Ongoing community collaboration 

Board Resources 









1.  Time

· The TDSB endorses 15 minutes for recess twice a day, as permitted by the Education Act, (Regulation 298, Operation of Schools) and a minimum of 30 minutes of continuous outdoor playtime during lunch, excluding time to eat.



· Schools are encouraged to develop protocols that minimize transition time and maximize time for playing outdoors.



· Recess and lunchtime play will not be withheld for academic or disciplinary reasons, unless the safety of teachers or students is at risk.



· Teachers are encouraged to increase time for playing outdoors through appropriate curriculum extensions, such as DPA, STEAM and inquiry-based learning.



· Students will be encouraged to use school grounds for play after-school and on weekends.



2.  Access

· Schools support students’ right to choose where they play and with whom, from Grade 1 up.  Free roaming is an integral part of free play as are mixed age groupings. The TDSB will discourage zoning playgrounds for different grades.  



· Access to unstructured play outdoors includes going out in all weather, barring extreme conditions of cold, rain or heat.  



· Schools will promote the use of appropriate outerwear so that students come to school prepared.  Schools are encouraged to create an all weather outerwear library, so that students may borrow appropriate gear.



3. Permission: Playground rules supports choice 

· Playground rules begin with permission and the definition of unstructured play as freely chosen, intrinsically motivated and personally directed.  Out of that foundation, rules and boundaries may be co-created in conversation with students, school administration and staff, so that boundaries make sense to the students and they can self-direct compliance as part of their play.



· Schools are encouraged to develop and agree on their own Vision Statement for play, outlining in brief the importance and responsibilities of play.  Students should be engaged in developing and upholding an inclusive Vision that protects their freedoms and outlines the responsibilities of all.  



· Supervisors are encouraged to take a “low intervention, high response” approach.  When students ask for help or intervention proves necessary, supervisors are encouraged to cultivate dialogue that promotes problem solving and self-responsibility.  



4. Dynamic Risk Benefit Assessment (DRBA)

· DRBA empowers students and teachers to judge situations specifically, based on their personal knowledge of the relevant factors, the students involved and the environment.  It allows for risky play and judgments about what is safe enough in situations where students are clearly exercising their capacities to risk assess. 



· The risks of climbing trees, throwing snowballs, digging in dirt and exploring puddles are may be assessed by students, with some scaffolding by teachers through classroom discussions.   Students should be encouraged to think for themselves, risk assess for themselves, develop their own rules with peers and negotiate inclusive solutions.  



· Supervisors are encouraged to “wait and watch” before intervening and to cultivate dialogue with students around safety and risk-taking.



· Resources for the development of a Dynamic Risk-Benefit Assessment Framework may be found through the Canadian Public Health Association. 



· All supervisors remain responsible to identify hazards and practice due diligence, with the support of this play policy and the DRBA.  



5.  Rights and Responsibilities of Students

· School communities should teach all students that the right to unstructured play outdoors comes with the responsibilities to collaboratively create an environment that is respectful, inclusive and safe enough.



· Teachers are encouraged to take time in the classroom to discuss new playground elements, such as shovels or snow, and to develop playground rules through discussion



· Students should be introduced to playground permissions in a graduated fashion, to allow them to develop play literacy, pro-social and risk assessment skills. 





· An inquiry approach is taken in the playground as well as the classroom to empower students to develop and enforce their own rules



· Students can participate in developing enriched and inclusive play, by taking on assigned roles as play rangers, loose parts curators, play facilitatiors.



6.  Planning for play

· Schools are encouraged to introduce outdoor unstructured play and play provision into their school improvement plan.  



· Schools are encouraged to form a play committee to plan for play and to support students and school staff in the creation of a sustainable, enriched and diverse play program.



7. Loose Parts 

· Enriched and diversified play requires more than play structures and sports equipment. Loose parts, such as tires, milk crates, rope, dress-ups and natural materials support the creation of enriched and diversified play environments



· Schools are encouraged to collect and provide materials or “loose parts”, both natural and up-cycled manufactured items, to enrich and diversify play opportunities in school grounds. 



· Loose parts are the tools, which enable students to create a different playground every day through creative adaptation, invention, transformation and fantasy play.



· Loose parts support the TDSB’s equity goals.  These inexpensive materials enrich and diversify play opportunities.



· Loose parts should be up-cycled as much as possible.  These low value items may be manipulated, changed, deconstructed or even destroyed during play without consequence.

· Schools are encouraged to engage students and parents to participate in collecting and curating loose parts





8.  Purpose of School grounds 

· This policy acknowledges the important role that environment plays in learning, self-regulation, and wellbeing by providing exciting places, such as sports fields, as well as quiet places, social spaces, adaptable environments that can be changed and open sports fields.



· The primary purpose of school grounds is to serve students’ healthy development, wellbeing and learning through outdoor experiences such as unstructured play, play-based inquiry, sports and game activities.  



· Policies and practices related to operations and renovations should align with the health, educational and social purpose of playgrounds and schools.



· On-site caretaking, facilities management, enhancements, naturalizations, equipment purchases and design decisions should reference this play policy and align with its goals.



· This policy recognizes that children are particularly sensitive to UV radiation.  Shade provision is integral to play.  Tree planting, shade structures, loose parts and choice of where to be are all environmental means to provide for UV protection.  



9. Ongoing community collaboration 

· Administration, school staff, students and guardians are all responsible for co-creating and sustaining a vibrant and inclusive playground.



· The TDSB will assist schools in accessing resources and professional development opportunities related to play provision.

 



Appendix D

Early Years Community Advisory Committee (EYCAC) Consultation



In March 2019, ESCAC presented its draft play policy recommendations to the Early Years Community Advisory Committee in order to solicit input and feedback on the intersection of daycare and aftercare with school play in TDSB playgrounds.  



A subcommittee of EYCAC, Pam McArthur (Community Co-Chair, EYCAC) and Patricia Chorney Rubin (George Brown College, EYCAC member) met on two further occasions, June XX and August 12, 2019 to identify the issues that would have to be addressed in a comprehensive play policy, addressing all ages and care settings on TDSB playgrounds.



The subcommittee asked that there be an intentional and in-depth consultation with EYCAC networks early in the policy development process led by TDSB staff.  

 

Licensing and Inspection Standards

The consultation identified the need to connect with 3rd party inspectors to identify any potential conflicts that may be raised by a play policy and look for opportunities to harmonize child-care practices and standards with those of schools.  These include:



· City licensing and standards officials with particular attention to the City’s AQ1 standard

· Ministry of Education program directors and policy advisors



Third party playground inspections relate to the physical plant for outdoor play. The subcommittee pointed to the problematic nature of shared space where loose parts such as tires or ropes are available to preschoolers as well as children, ages 4 – 12.   Where supervision ratios are shifting rapidly as children are picked up and ECE’s leave for the day, loose parts may present potentially hazardous situations.  On the other hand, an unintended consequence of inflexible outdoor supervision ratios may be that children are kept indoors, unnecessarily, simply because staff are leaving.  There must be some flexibility for on-the-ground staff discretion and reasonable assessment of the circumstances.



As support for outdoor play builds and agencies such as the Canadian Public Health Association (CPHA) provide templates for play policy development, EYCAC hopes that the TDSB will meet with the City and Ministry of Education officials to advocate for harmonization of the child’s day between school and daycare. Practices arising out of the play policy should not threaten daycare licensing, where 3rd party inspectors apply different standards than the policy itself.  While play advocacy has gained ground for play provision among parents and educators, daycare inspectors continue to hold sway over licensing that make benefit/risk assessment a potentially risky business for daycare operators.



Supervision Ratios 

Where daycare may provide a supervision ration of 1:16 during aftercare, schools may be providing a ratio of 1:100 during recess.  How will this be managed if loose parts are provided?  Will there be systemic PD to allow play literacy to develop among the children and play supervision literacy to develop among school staff?



Sharing Loose Parts

This is potentially a point of tension.  Who has invested in collecting and who will take responsibility for replenishing, when loose parts are provided?  Will the presence of tires alarm daycare inspectors?  There must be a harmonized approach to the care, management and replenishment of loose parts.  Will the policy provide for focused collaboration between schools and on-site daycares?



Design Process

Participation and/or consultation as early as possible in the design process that will impact children in after-school care, as well as toddlers and preschoolers using the daycare during the day.  Can there be a systemic process for ensuring that design discussions include consideration of infants, toddlers, preschoolers as well as school-age children in after-care?



The subcommittee emphasized the importance of providing:

· Adequate shade for all 12 months of the year

· Adequate nature/natural elements

· Accessible storage for all

· Exclusive playground space for kindergarten 



Professional Development for Play Provision

How will PD be factored into achieving the goals of the play policy?



The aspirational goals of the play policy should be clarified.  Some aspects of play provision fall into curriculum goals, where play-based learning is recognized – at least in the early years.  EYCAC would like to see outdoor play supported as play-based inquiry beyond the early years.  The play policy should support existing and aspiring educators and schools seeking to create more opportunities for play-based learning, using the language of enrichment. 



Some questions to consider:

How would a play policy intersect with supervision ratios of 1:90 when the school has not had the benefit of play provision training, such as OPAL, the Recess Project, Pals, etc.

How will Risk/Benefit be embedded in the policy?

How will educators get professional development in risk/benefit and supervision practices appropriate to play?

How will outdoor play be characterized by the play policy – as recreation, learning, both?

Will the play policy and/or the TDSB provide support for ongoing observation and pedagogical documentation of play as learning?

How will parents and other adults be educated about play?
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Risk, Hazard, and Play: What Are Risks and Hazards? 
 
Play is essential for children to develop resiliency and risk management skills that support them in 
adulthood.  The challenge is to recognize the balance between children’s engagement in beneficial risk 
coupled with avoidance of hazards and danger.1 In this briefing, risks and hazards are defined, strategies 
to balance risks and hazards are identified, and the need for risky but hazardless playgrounds is 
discussed.  
 
Defining risks and hazards 
Risk is “the possibility that something bad or unpleasant (such as injury or a loss) will happen”.2 A hazard 
is “a potential source of harm or danger”3 where danger is “something that may cause injury or harm”.4 
From these definitions it is posited that hazards are dangers in our environment,5 and risk is the 
probability of encountering those dangers.6 Risk management, then, is a systematic approach to 
engaging in activities that seeks to reduce or nullify hazards while permitting risks to be present in a 
given environment.7 These definitions provide a basic understanding of risks and hazards, but a more 
detailed discussion is required to develop approaches to managing risks and hazards in children’s play. 
 
Play scholars and activists define a hazard as a danger in the environment that could seriously injure or 
endanger a child and is beyond the child’s capacity to recognize.8,9,10,11,12  Risk is then defined as the 
challenges and uncertainties within the environment that a child can recognize and learn to manage by 
choosing to encounter them while determining their own limits.6,8,9,12,13 A classic example is that of tree 
climbing. The height of the tree climbed provides a risk that can be managed by the child (e.g., the child 
can decide how high they climb).1,6,9 A potential hazard would be an unidentified rotted tree branch that 
the child does not yet have the capability to identify.9 Thus, play should take place in a space that has 
hazards managed by adults, but with risks, or challenges, managed by children during play.1,9,13 A more 
quantitative expression of how risks and hazards relate to one another uses Kaplan and Garrick’s (1981) 
equation:14 



 
 
By combining this equation with the definitions of risk and hazard, it is reasonable that adults should 
reduce the number and magnitude of hazards of which a child might be unaware by creating safeguards; 
while leaving elements of risk or challenge for the child to navigate.1,5,9,13,15 Continuing with the tree 
analogy, adults are responsible for the health of the tree by removing any rotting branches and/or 
teaching the children to identify rotting branches,9,16 while children are responsible for how high they 
climb, and which route they take to the top.  
 
Balancing risks and hazards 
Establishing a play space that manages hazards and provides beneficial risks or challenges begins with 
conceptualizing the goal of children’s engagement with the play space (e.g., an adventure playground 
for challenge and thrill, or a playground created for very young children, aged 0 – 5). Hazard mitigation 
may include compliance with the CSA Standard for children’s playspaces and equipment (CAN/CSZ 











CANADIAN PUBLIC HEALTH ASSOCIATION  RISK, HAZARD, AND PLAY 
MARCH 2019 
 



2 
 



Z614);17 completing an environmental assessment; public signage instructing how to report a playspace 
hazard; regular playground inspections; and having a maintenance plan that provides for the regular 
maintenance and monitoring of playground equipment and the surrounding area. These steps can help 
reduce the number of hazards without negating the potential for challenging play that fosters growth 
and imagination.  
 
An example of a tool used in play spaces to identify risks and their associated benefits is the Risk-Benefit 
Assessment from Play England.6 The purpose of this tool is to ask, “What are the possible benefits of this 
risk? What are the possible consequences?” Beneficial risks can be the lifeblood of a community 
playground. The excitement children experience from engaging with challenging playground equipment, 
and the development of their physical and mental skill to navigate dynamic play structures, are key 
elements that keep children and families returning to a play space.18  A good playground should provide 
beneficial challenges in play for multiple stages of development, ensuring that children will be motivated 
to return to a specific play space to master new skills.  
 
The need for risky but hazardless playgrounds 
Allowing children to experience the uncertainty that comes with engaging in challenging play positively 
influences their emotional reactions, physical capabilities, coping skills, and capacity to manage 
adversity.5,10,13 As they grow older, children who can master risky situations are less dependent on adults 
to manage hazards for them,16 and help them safely and confidently navigate the world around them as 
they transition into adulthood.1 



 
In addition, a thoughtful justification for why some risks are acceptable can be the foundation of a legal 
defense, should injury occur.6 Canadian courts understand that children are developing their 
responsibility to be aware of their surroundings, and that there is a difference between hidden risks (i.e., 
hazards) and visible risks that children can and should identify on their own. The legal system allows for 
a differentiation between an unkempt playspace that results in injury, and collisions and falls that are 
the result of enthusiastic children engaging in challenging play. The reality of a reasonable court system 
runs counter to the fears of schools and municipalities and should reduce the worry of lawsuits.18 The 
attitude of Canadian courts also suggests that there is room for encouraging beneficial risk or challenge 
in play spaces. While the legal system has yet to explicitly codify the developmental benefits of risks or 
challenges, the common-sense practice of ‘kids will be kids, and accidents happen’ still seems to be 
present.19 
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OUTDOOR PLAY GLOSSARY OF TERMS   
 



This document provides a compilation of terminology and concepts integral to outdoor play. The purpose is to 
be consistent in our use of terms and build a shared understanding of language used in dialogue on outdoor 
play across Canada. These are working definitions developed by Outdoor Play Canada founding members, 
the Lawson Foundation Outdoor Play Strategy cohort and a team of national and international advisors with 
expertise in play-based practice, policy and research. 
 
The process of compiling and defining these concepts included a review of commonly understood definitions 
derived from the Oxford Dictionary and the Merriam Webster Dictionary as well as the glossary definitions 
from existing resource documents identified in the key document section. 
 
Our goal is to clarify commonly used terminology associated with outdoor play, provide consensus definitions, 
illustrate context and demonstrate the relationships between terms. 
 
The terms and resources in this glossary are sorted by category as follows:  
 
 



PLAY 



RISK 



LEGAL 



EDUCATION 



GENERAL TERMS 



KEY DOCUMENTS 



LINKS 
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PLAY 
Play is a universal, developmentally appropriate, culturally relevant expression of childhood, and can be 
viewed in a multitude of ways and within the context of many settings. It occurs sporadically during children’s 
free time and is broadly identified as unstructured, though can also include child-directed symbolic activities 
or games with rules.  



Adjectives frequently used to describe play include: freely chosen, personally directed, intrinsically motivated, 
spontaneous, and fun.1 Play provides unique physical, mental, emotional, social and cognitive health benefits 
through physical activity, problem solving, conflict resolution, social skill development, and overcoming 
fears.2,3 A lack of engaging spaces suitable for outdoor play in addition to both perceived and real social 
constraints and parent’s ever increasing control over children’s free time have greatly contributed to children 
spending less time engaged in outdoor play compared to previous generations.4  



Play is an essential part of every child’s healthy development and is embedded as a child’s right in Article 31 
in the Convention on the Rights of a Child. Children and youth need the time, appropriate space and 
affordance to engage in quality play. 



Play is what children and youth do when they follow their own instincts, ideas and interests, in their own way, 
and for their own reasons.6 Play is freely chosen (a child chooses when, if and how to play), intrinsically 
motivated (a child plays because they are motivated internally to do so), and personally-directed (a child 
individually and/or collectively directs their own play). 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Under the rubric of play, there are several subcategories.  



 



Outdoor Play is play that takes place outside and includes concepts of risky play and nature play. Outdoor 



play is the umbrella term that assumes the above definition of play and takes place in a very broad continuum 



of spaces that include urban, rural, suburban, and wilderness settings. 



 



Active Play is play that includes light, moderate, and/or vigorous physical activity.  
 



Nature Play is play that happens primarily outside in a natural environment and/or involves play with natural 
elements and features, such as water and mud, rocks, hills, forests, and natural loose parts, such as sticks, 
pine cones, leaves, grass etc.  



 



Risky Play is thrilling and exciting forms of play that involve uncertainty and a risk of physical injury. Risky 
play provides opportunities for challenge, testing limits, exploring boundaries and learning about injury risk.7,8 
Risky play is subjective and changes for each child. 
 
Risky play can be categorized as: 1. play with great heights, 2. play with high speed, 3. play with dangerous 
tools, 4. play near dangerous elements, 5. rough-and-tumble play, and 6. play where the children can 
“disappear”/get lost.9  



 
OTHER PLAY DEFINITIONS 



 



Free Play is used interchangeably with unstructured play. Consistent with the broad definition of play, it is 



International Play Association Declaration on the Importance of Play:  “IPA promotes the 
right of all children and young people to time, freedom and space to play in their own way.”  
http://ipaworld.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/IPA_Declaration-FINAL.pdf 
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child directed, intrinsically motivated, freely chosen and is a goal in itself without external rules and structure. 
Activities such as organized sports are not considered free play.10 Free play can happen within an organized 
program when it is child-directed and freely chosen. 



 



Unstructured Play is play that is not initiated in an organized, planned or formal way. It emphasizes self-
directed, emergent aspects of play and is not externally directed by adults. It is aligned, but distinct from play-
based learning, which uses play concepts for educator-directed learning (see definition below). It is important 
to note that play often becomes more structured when children are given time and repeated experiences in 
the same space. 



 
Structured Play is distinctly different from the definition of play understood in this context. This concept 
includes games when they are adult directed, e.g.: tag, kick the can, soccer, grounders and sport related 
activities.  
 
Street Play is a concept and practice that occurs when children, their families and neighbours can safely 
access public streets and spaces to play in their own neighbourhood. It is also identified as ‘playing out’ 
where children can play in a social and physical space where the whole community can interact.11,12 



 
Recreation is the experience that results from freely chosen participation in physical, social, intellectual, 



creative and spiritual pursuits that enhance individual and community wellbeing. 



 



Child-directed is used as a qualifier to emphasize the principle component of play in which the child leads 
and directs how they choose. The child’s central role is in determining their play.   
 



Playwork is the theory and practice that recognises supervised children's play should nevertheless remain 
'freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated.  
 
Playwork principles establish the professional and ethical framework for playwork and need to be regarded 
as a whole. They describe what is unique about play and playwork, and provide the playwork perspective for 
working with children and young people. They are based on the recognition that children and young people’s 
capacity for positive development will be enhanced if given access to the broadest range of environments 
and play opportunities.13  



 



 



 



 
  
 
 
Playworker is a skilled professional role that enriches and enhances children’s play. A playworker role is to 
support all children and youth to create and use a space to play by providing a rich environment that children 
and youth can manipulate to meet their play needs. Their role is to observe and document what they see in 
order to enhance the child’s opportunities for play and to advance their own playwork practice. A playworker 
is an emerging profession in some parts of the world, but has been in existence for decades in other parts of 
the world. 
 
Play value is a value placed on the environment and/or objects that exist for the purposes of play with a 
focus on healthy child development. When applied to play spaces, value includes the design, support and 
content of a place.14 Loose parts offer a certain play value to the player. A loose part with high play value is 
an object that can be incorporated into a multitude of different play scenarios. E.g.: a stick can be an airplane, 
a shovel, a telescope, a sword, a hammer, a saw etc. i.e. whatever the playing child needs it to be in the play 
world they have created. Pine needles and pinecones can create a kitchen, fort or imaginary place that a 
child chooses. 
 
Playscape is a landscape that is designed to provide the space and affordance for children’s play. 



“playwork enriches a child’s play environment in order to stimulate the 
process of development through spontaneous, child-directed play.”  
- Fraser Brown, playwork professor at Leeds Metropolitan University, UK 
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Playground is a piece of land used for and usually equipped with facilities and/or equipment for outdoor play 
and recreation, especially by children. Equipment can include swings, slides and other play structures  



 
Play space is an area or environment that includes built and natural opportunities for play. It is an inclusive 
and supportive physical and social space designated for children to play. 
 
Play literacy is the knowledge, confidence, skills and attitudes to support and engage in play. 



 
Adventure Playground is as a space that is dedicated solely to children’s play. It includes skilled 
playworkers who facilitate the ownership, development and design of the space physically, socially and 
culturally by the children who are playing in that space.15 



 
Loose parts are materials used in play that can be moved, carried, combined, redesigned, lined up, and 
taken apart and put back together in multiple ways. They are materials with no specific set of directions that 
can be used alone or combined with other materials.16,17 



RISK 
 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



The Canadian Oxford Dictionary defines the term risk as “a chance or possibility of danger, loss, injury, or 



other adverse consequences.” As such, it can be used to denote the probability of a given outcome. Over 



time, this definition has taken on an increasingly negative connotation as it refers to the probability, likelihood 



or chance of an adverse outcome.18 In the context of children’s play, risk can refer to the presence of hazards 



in a play space, which may cause danger and serve no apparent benefit. However, it can also be used to 



describe the thrilling and exciting play that can include the possibility of physical injury (Sandseter) and can 



contribute positively to children’s physical, emotional and psychological development (Brussoni). The term 



risk is not an objective concept and needs to be understood as a variable with inherently subjective value. 



The following definitions provide research-informed, shared understandings of risk within a play context. 



 



Risks are present in all play environments. They are the objects present that could potentially cause harm, 



such as the branch of a tree, a rock coming poking out on a pathway, etc. Some risks found in children's play 



environments may need to be mitigated if they have the potential to cause undo harm. However, in most 



circumstances, they can allow a child to gain skills in recognizing and evaluating a challenge, thereby 



deciding to take an effective and safe course of action. This develops judgement and internal risk 



management skills. Risks can offer the potential of reward i.e. mastery of a skill, such as walking across a log 



or downhill skiing, and are an important part of healthy child development.  



 



Risk is the possibility of gaining or losing something of value, with an intentional interaction with uncertainty 



and probability. Risk is subjective and can vary from person to person. 



 



Hazard is a potential source of harm or danger.  



 



An emphasis on keeping children safe and eliminating the negative consequences of risk has led 
to the development of what may be viewed as a risk-averse society. 
 
In an effort to reverse this trend, Canada’s Active Outdoor Play Position Statement states that 
access to active play in nature and outdoors – with its risks – is essential for healthy child 
development, and that opportunities for self-directed play outdoors should be increased in all 
settings.   
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Hazards can be mitigated or avoided. They are a source of harm that is obvious (e.g.: walking on the railing 



of a bridge) or not obvious, such that the potential for injury is hidden, or where the child does not have the 



competence to manage the hazard, or where there is no obvious benefit to the child in experiencing the 



hazard (e.g.: broken railing, fast moving current in a river).19 



 



Harm is injury, hurt or damage inflicted on a human, object or environment. 



 



Danger is the possibility of suffering harm or injury. 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Safety is a state in which dangers and conditions that could cause physical, psychological or material harm 



are controlled in a manner to preserve the health and well-being of individuals and the community.20 Safe or 



safety are perhaps the most commonly encountered terms in debates about children and risk. e.g.: ‘Is this 



playground, park, tree, public space safe?’ It is important to understand that the word ‘safe’ can mean 



different things to different people.18  



 



Risk management is a systemic rational approach to managing uncertainty within an operating environment. 



 



Risk Benefit is a part of a risk assessment method in which an evaluation of the potential benefits to children 



and others. Play and social value are considered alongside the potential risks associated with the provision. It 



allows providers to satisfy legal obligations, while promoting a balanced approach.21,22 



 



Risk Benefit Analysis is a process where the practitioner or program weighs, with equal consideration, the 



duty to protect children from avoidable, serious harm and the duty to provide them with valuable play 



opportunities. 



 



Risk Benefit Assessment is a practical process and tool for making judgements about the risks and benefits 



associated with an activity and play space. It includes the control measures that are required to manage the 



risks while securing the benefits.  It assumes that caregivers in the place of play are trained and entrusted 



with the capacity to make judgements. 



 



Narrative Risk Benefit Assessment is a narrative form (as opposed to numerical methods) of a risk benefit 



assessment that includes factors considered and judgements made.23 



 
Experience Risk Benefit Assessment includes minute-by-minute observations and potential interventions 
by adults who have duty of care. e.g.: educators, supervisors in school playgrounds, community child and 
youth workers, childcare providers.18 
 



 “in play, risk doesn’t mean courting danger—like skating on a half-frozen lake or 
sending a preschooler to the park alone. It means the types of play children see as 
thrilling and exciting, where the possibility of physical injury may exist, but they can 
recognize and evaluate challenges according to their own ability.1,2 It means giving 
children the freedom to decide how high to climb, to explore the woods, get dirty, play 
hide ’n seek, wander in their neighbourhoods, balance, tumble and rough-house, 
especially outdoors, so they can be active, build confidence, autonomy and 
resilience, develop skills, solve problems and learn their own limits.” 
Position Statement on Active Outdoor Play 
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Site Risk Benefit Assessment is the documented process to evaluate environmental factors that contribute 
to a defined play space. 
 
Dynamic Risk Benefit Assessment is a continuous process of identifying hazards, assessing risk, taking 
action to assess risk benefits, monitoring and reviewing, in rapidly changing circumstances during a child’s 
play. It relies on communication and dialogue with the child, intuition and skilled, experienced and trained 
practitioners or caregivers.24 



 



Risk Aversion defines human behaviours or actions to reduce uncertainty and danger when exposed to 
unknown, potentially negative outcomes.25  



 



Risk Averse Society argues that childhood is being undermined by the growth of risk aversion. This restricts 
children’s play, limits their freedom of movement, corrodes their relationships with adults and constrains their 
exploration of physical, social and natural worlds. 
 
Risk Reframing is a process or “intervention to offer parents and educators a context for building new and 
complex perceptions of risk in children’s outdoor free play”. It considers a balance between the benefits and 
potential harms of everyday risk taking for children.26 
 



Risk Mitigation is an overall approach to reduce the risk, impact severity and/or probability of occurrence. 



 



Injury Prevention is the effort to prevent, ameliorate, treat, and/or reduce injury-related disability and death.  



 



Injury is the damage that results when a human body is suddenly subjected to energy in amounts that 



exceed the threshold of physiological tolerance, or from a lack of one or more vital elements (e.g., oxygen). 



Injuries are usually defined by their intention, including unintentional injuries (e.g., fall, motor vehicle crash), 



and intentional injuries (e.g., assault).27 



 



Injury covers two general categories: general injuries—unintentional (including poisoning, spinal cord and 



traumatic brain injuries, motor vehicle injuries, falls, fires, pedestrian-related injuries, water-related injuries, 



and natural disasters), and violence (child maltreatment, intimate partner violence, sexual violence, suicide, 



youth violence, and terrorism).” 28 



 



Serious Injury indicates an injury that is severe and undesirable, great or intense. It is a term filled with 



subjectivity. Within the context of outdoor play, it is not an acceptable outcome.  



LEGAL 
Duty of Care is a legal obligation (in tort law) that is imposed on an individual requiring adherence to a 



standard of reasonable care while performing any acts that could foreseeably harm others. It is the first 



element that must be established to proceed with an action in negligence. 



 



Due diligence is the level of judgement, care, prudence, determination, and activity that a person would 



reasonably be expected to do under particular circumstances.29  



 



Judgement is our critical faculty, discernment or good sense. 



 



Liability is the state of being responsible for something. 
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Joint and Several Liability involves two or more wrongdoers acting independently so as to cause the same 



damage to a plaintiff. Where two or more persons, acting independently of each other, have by their separate 



wrongful acts brought about a single and specific injury to another person, the law holds them jointly and 



severally liable for the full loss. The law treats each wrongdoer as the effective cause of the plaintiff’s entire 



loss and therefore allows the plaintiff to seek full compensation from any of the defendants found liable.  



 



Joint and several liability only begins to operate once a wrongdoing has been proven by the plaintiff. A 



plaintiff must prove the substantive elements of the tort against a defendant in order for damages to be 



sought against that particular defendant. 



 



Negligence is the failure to exercise the care toward others, which a reasonable or prudent person would do 



in the circumstances, or taking action which such a reasonable person would not. 



 



Occupiers Liability Act defines an “occupier” of premises as a person who either is in physical possession 



of premises or who has responsibility for and control over the condition of the premises, the activities carried 



on there, or the entry of persons onto the premises. The Act outlines the occupier’s duty to ensure that 



persons entering the premises are reasonably safe while on the premises, unless the risks are willingly 



assumed. If risks are willingly assumed, the occupier still has a duty to take all reasonable precautions not to 



cause a situation of potential harm to the person or their property. 



 



Policy is a course or principle of action adopted or proposed by a government, party, business, or individual. 



 



Prudence is caution or circumspection as to danger or risk, the ability to govern and discipline oneself by the 



use of reason or skill and good judgement. 



 



Reasonable is a standard for what is fair and appropriate under usual and ordinary circumstances. 



 



Tort is a wrongful act or an infringement of a right (other than under contract) leading to civil legal liability. 



 



Guideline is advice, direction or procedures developed and used to understand or implement policy, 



regulations or processes. A guideline is a statement or other indication of policy or procedure by which to 



determine a course of action.  By definition, a guideline is not mandatory. It is recommended practice that 



allows some discretion or leeway in its interpretation, implementation, or use.  



 



Principle is a fundamental basis of a system of thought or belief. 



 



Regulation is a principle, rule, law or directive made and maintained by an authority and frequently 



accompanies legislation. 



 



Standard is something considered by authority as a basis for comparison; an approved model; a generally 



accepted level of quality. 



EDUCATION 
Play based learning describes an educational approach that focuses on local human and natural 
environments and includes the role of an educator who supports, and facilitates learning in play through a 
pedagogical process such as inquiry and documentation. There is a particular focus on equity and social 



justice issues as well as environmental content.30,31  
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Co-construction is the philosophy in early childhood education that recognises children as knowledgeable, 



skilful and competent contributors to their own learning. 



 



Democratic learning is children’s right to participation and involvement in decision-making. Children’s 



learning of democratic values is best achieved through informal learning situations, such as those that occur 



in outdoor play. These informal learning situations are associated with the immediate and unplanned, and 



with the resulting interaction, both between adult and child and within the child group.32  



 



Emergent Curriculum is a way of planning curriculum that is based on the children's interest and passion at 
a certain point in time. Children thrive and learn best when their interests are captured. Learning occurs 
naturally. 



 



Forest School is an educational approach that includes regular and repeated access to a natural space and 
child-directed, emergent and inquiry-based learning. Children spend between a half-day to a full day in urban 
or near urban parks, natural spaces adjacent to or on school grounds and outdoor spaces.  



 



Inquiry-based learning is a process where children are invested in the learning process, have been provided 
a key role in directing how and what they learn. It is when children learn from each other and the teacher 
learns from the children. Information is investigated, analysed and discussed between students. Knowledge 
is dynamic, collectively constructed and informed by multiple sources. Children’s natural sense of wonder is 
at the centre of learning and defines direction.33,34 
 



Land-based education is an Indigenous approach to learning that recognizes a deep connection and 



relationship between people and the land. Relationship with the land, community elders and local storytelling 



are important parts of land-based learning. Storytelling is an essential method to teach and learn about 



cultural beliefs, values, customs, ceremony, history, practices, relationships, and ways of life. 



GENERAL TERMS 
Affordance is the quality or property of something or a physical or social environment that defines its 
possible uses or makes clear how it can or should be used. 
 
Access is the freedom or ability to obtain or make use of something. It is the means, permission, ability or 
right to enter, approach or use a place or thing. 



 



Built Environment is part of the physical environment that is human-made or the modified physical 
surroundings in which people live, work, and play. The built environment includes: land use patterns, 
transportation systems, physical infrastructure of roads, trails, sidewalks, bike paths, parks; design of the 
physical elements in a community. 
 
Child Development is the physical, cognitive, social, and emotional maturation of human beings from 
conception to adulthood. It is a process that is influenced by interacting biological, social and environmental 
processes. 
 
Continuum is a series of characteristics that change gradually and exist between two different ends.  
 
Flow is the mental state of operation in which a person performing an activity is fully immersed in a feeling of 
energized focus, full involvement, and enjoyment in the process of the activity. It is completely focused 
motivation, often achieved by children when fully immersed in play. During flow, people typically experience 
deep enjoyment, creativity, and a total engagement.35 
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Natural Environment includes all living and non-living things that are naturally occurring on Earth. It is the 
environment that is not designed by humans. When humans influence an environment, it is defined as the 
built environment or cultural landscape. 
 
Nature Continuum is a series of characteristics that range from space covered with concrete to spaces that 
encompass the natural elements. They are slightly different from each other and exist between two different 
end possibilities. This concept explores how much nature is needed for healthy child development and what 
does that look like? e.g.: concrete space with no visible nature (except the sky, air, wind etc.), a small patch 
of natural space, open green space to explore, diverse natural features, parks with natural elements, native 
species, water features, wilderness. 



 



Opportunity is a set of circumstances and timing that makes it possible to do something. 



 



Outdoor Play Continuum reflects the nature continuum and includes access and opportunities for outdoor 
play culture. e.g.: streetscape, vacant lot, fabricated play structure, natural play structure, natural features, 
open space, forest, stream, pond, wilderness 



 



Physical Activity is any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that requires energy expenditure.36  
 
Physical literacy is the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge, and understanding to 
value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life.37  
 
Practitioner is someone engaged in a skilled profession, job or role. 
 



Sedentary behaviour is any waking behaviour characterized by an energy expenditure ≤ 1.5 metabolic 



equivalents (METs) while in a sitting or reclining posture.38  



 
24 hr movement behaviour involves the combined patterns of sleep, sedentary behaviour and physical 
activity across the whole day. 
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KEY DOCUMENTS 
 



Position Statement on Active Outdoor Play  



http://www.haloresearch.ca/outdoorplay/ 



 



Managing Risk in Play Provision Implementation Guide 



http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/8625/1/00942-2008DOM-EN.pdf 



 



A Framework for Recreation in Canada 



http://lin.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/Framework%20For%20Recreation%20In%20Canada_EN.pdf 



 



Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion 



http://www.who.int/healthpromotion/conferences/previous/ottawa/en/ 



United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child   



https://www.unicef-irc.org/portfolios/crc.html 



Article 31 states that: Parties recognise the right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and 



recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts. 



Parties shall respect and promote the right of the child to participate fully in cultural and artistic life and shall 



encourage the provision of appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural, artistic, recreational and leisure 



activity. 



Canada ratified the United Nations convention on the rights of the child on Dec. 19, 1991. 



 



 



  





http://www.haloresearch.ca/outdoorplay/


http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/8625/1/00942-2008DOM-EN.pdf


http://lin.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/Framework%20For%20Recreation%20In%20Canada_EN.pdf


http://www.who.int/healthpromotion/conferences/previous/ottawa/en/


https://www.unicef-irc.org/portfolios/crc.html
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LINKS 
UN Convention on the Rights of a Child (UNCRC) - https://www.unicef-irc.org/portfolios/crc.html 



 



Canadian Safety Association Playground Standards - http://www.ccohs.ca/products/csa/27019532014 



 



Canadian Playground Safety Institute - https://www.cpsionline.ca/ 



 



“CPSI, through a network of partners, provides education and support in playground safety to industry 



practitioners and associated stakeholders. Our product range is creative, needs driven, user friendly and 



sustainable.” 



 



Canadian Standards Association - http://www.csagroup.org/global/en/services/codes-and-



standards/standards-development 



“Canada’s largest standards development organization. Standards are developed ‘through our balanced, 
consensus-based process.” 
 



Canadian Centre for Occupational Health & Safety - http://www.ccohs.ca/ 
 



Canadian Risk Management Society - https://www.rims.org/education/Pages/CRMdesignation.aspx 
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