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Oh, I thought we agreed, it’s got to be good for you: Nature, Health, Learning, 
Play and Social Development 

 
 
A PLAYLINK Discussion Paper prompted by Scottish National HeritagŜΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ 
conference Ψ{ƘŀǊƛƴƎ DƻƻŘ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ School Grounds for Nature, Health, Learning, 
tƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩ ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Judi Legg, PLAYLINK Associate, showcased 
her work at Riverside Primary School, Stirling. 
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We believe 
that learning 
and play 
environments 
 should be 
beautiful, 
individually 
designed, 
should please 
and stimulate 
the senses, 
and be 
sources of 
delight and 
surprise. 
Nothing less 
will do. 

Scheme by Coombes School  
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Oh, I thought we agreed, it’s got to be good for you:  
Nature, Health, Learning, Play and Social Development 

A discussion paper  
 

 
One of PLAYLINK activities is work with schools.  We work with schools to change for 
the better the school outdoors.   Put another way, we work with schools so that 
children can release for themselves the possibilities that the outdoors can prompt, 
allow and encourage.  

 
²Ŝ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎƻƴŦerence is about.   
 
Precisely because we support the broad aspirations of the 
conference, this brief paper spends a moment taking a look at 
some of the inhibitors to securing our goals. 
 

Oh, I thought we agreed; or, partnerships and the perils of superficial agreement 
 
Lƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŜΩΣ ΨƘŜŀƭǘƘΩΣ ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩΣ ΨǇƭŀȅΩΣ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩ ƘŀǾŜ 
different meanings, or at least there are differences of emphasis, depending in part on 
the organisation its values and objectives. 
 
¢Ƙǳǎ ΨǇƭŀȅΩ Ƴŀȅ ƳŜŀƴ one thing to a teacher in the context 
ƻŦ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ ƻŦ ΨŦǊŜŜ 
ǇƭŀȅΩΦ  Lƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ means schools need to think 
ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŜŀƴ ōȅ ΨǇƭŀȅΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ƭŜǎǎƻƴ-
ǘƛƳŜΤ ŀƴŘ ΨǇƭŀȅΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ōǊŜŀƪǘƛƳe.   Some thinking 
on this can be found at:  
http://www.freeplaynetwork.org.uk/schools/index.html 
 
{ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ΨƘŜŀƭǘƘΩ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ 
ambiguous category. Is ƛǘ ΨƘŜŀƭǘƘȅΩ ǘƻ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊΣ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ Ŏǳǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀȊŜǎΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ 

secure a broken arm or leg?  If the answer is simply an 
unqualified ΨƴƻΩΣ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ misunderstandings weaken 
the connection between stated commitment and actual 
practice. 
 
ΨbŀǘǳǊŜΩ ƛǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ  .ǳǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
engagement with it may be constrained by institutional and 

individual anxieties about everything from children getting dirty, to fears of 
contamination and disease. Some concerns will be legitimate and necessary, but in 
other cases anxiety ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ ΨǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ƻǊŘŜǊ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅΩ ς not 
ΨŀƴȄƛŜǘȅΩ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΣ ōǳǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ , parents, regulators, 

http://www.freeplaynetwork.org.uk/schools/index.html
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the health and safety adviser,  will respond tƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƳŜǎǎy, 
unpredictable, sometimes Ǌƛǎƪȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŜΩΦ  
 

There is always the danger that in the eagerness to embrace the 
language of partnership, significant differences of objectives, values 
and consequential practice within and between institutions become 
masked.  Collaborative endeavour ς and the potential for 
meaningful partnership ς requires as a pre-requisite clarity about 
the meaning and responses to our common terms.   
 
Risk, anxiety, protecting the institution, not the child 
 
Risk-taking is a condition of life. It is unavoidable. It is also, on many 
ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴǎΣ ŀ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŜƴƧƻȅŀōƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻƴŜǎŜƭŦ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩΦ ¢Ƙis is 

one of reasons people choose to go skiing and surfing; and children generally like to 
climb trees, or swing higher that those of an anxious disposition think they should.   
 
Risk-taking is also highly functional: it is the vehicle for learning through experience 
what cannot be learnt by any other means.  Thus the qualities of self-confidence, 
motivation, resilience are in part dŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
autonomous choice-making about what they want, and think themselves able, to do. 
 
Thus, learning institutions that are committed as 
ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ΨǊƛǎƪ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩ ƻǊ ΨǊƛǎƪ ŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀǊŜ 
perhaps undermining their broader educative purpose 
and, paradoxically perhaps, countering efforts to ensure 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ς social, emotional and physical ς 
development.  
 
There is in fact no reason in law that children should not have access to beneficial risk-
taking oppoǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ   !ƴŘ ƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǊƛǎƪ-ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΩ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜŘ ōȅ 
ǘƘŜ I{9Σ ŀƴŘ [ƻǊŘ ¸ƻǳƴƎΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ to Government Ψ/ƻƳƳƻƴ {ŜƴǎŜΣ /ƻƳƳƻƴ 
{ŀŦŜǘȅΩΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƭŜǎǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ for schools and local authorities to constrain 
ǳƴƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ life-enhancing, risk-taking outdoor activities. 
 
The question to be addressed is: in any particular case, what is an acceptable level of 
risk in relation to the benefits that might flow from the activity being assessed?    
 
For more on risk-benefit go to: 
http://www.playlink.org/services/risk_and_play/risk_assessment_workshop.html 
 
Maintenance 
 
Good maintenance is a vital component of any sustainable attempt to enhance the 
school outdoors.  The former head of Stirling Play Services, now a PLAYLINK Associate, 
Ƙŀǎ ǊƛƎƘǘƭȅ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨƎƻƻŘ ƎŀǊŘŜƴƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 
maintenance with its connotations of stasis, in contrast to those of development and 
growth.  !ǘ ƛǘǎ ōŜǎǘ ΨƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΩ όǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳύ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŜǎ ƻŦ 

http://www.playlink.org/services/risk_and_play/risk_assessment_workshop.html


©PLAYLINK2010  4 

custodianship, trusteeship ς the care, now and for the future, ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΩ 
surroundings. 

 
Maintenance, however, is too often imbued with negative 
connotations, too often seemingly locked into standardised cost 
ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ƻƴƭȅ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛǎŜŘΣ ΨƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭƛǎŜŘΩ 
maintenance regimes that to be thought efficient have to be 
indifferent to the genius loci of individual places. 
 
But maintenance understood as creative, nurturing acts, is the 
cornerstone of any attempt to work within the grain of nature and 
to lend it sympathetic assistance.  Thus simple changes to 

maintenance regimes Ŏŀƴ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘΣ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 
them.  Amending mowing regimes, creating access to wilder shrub areas, and 
accommodating loose parts are but three examples. 
 
A whole school approach 
 
This brief discussion paper suggested some of the issues that need 
ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƛŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ to 
ǊŜƳŀƛƴΣ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜΣ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΩ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 
children and staff who will inhabit them.   In this context, 
subservience to simplistic notions of ΨƎƻƻŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΩ can limit a 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭǎ.  These fundamentals 
primarily revolve around attitudes, understandings, and the search 
for shared meanings of commonly used ǘŜǊƳǎΦ  t[!¸[LbYΩǎ 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨŘŜŜǇΩ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜǎǘ ōŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǿƘƻƭŜ 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩ approach, accepting that this is not a bland, contention-free exercise.  It is, 
however, perhaps a necessary one. 
 
t[!¸[LbYΩǎ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ƘŜǊŜΣ ōƻǘƘ ŀǘ 
the policy level, and on the frontline, getting our hands dirty. 
 
Bernard Spiegal 
PLAYLINK 
 
 

 
 


