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Part 4 - Encouraging sports and PE across all ages
In our last guide we talked about all of the funding available, to schools, to support the development of outdoor space
used for physical activity. But, we know, from over 20 years as the UK’s leading play and outdoor space experts, that it
isn’t as simple as having a big pot of money to spend on equipment. Your outdoor space needs to earn its keep, and that
usually means working for a variety of age groups and abilities.
In this guide we look at physical literacy, set against the National Curriculum, and consider the things you need to
consider to design the very best, most flexible age-appropriate outdoor activity space.

What about physical activity?
Why do children specifically need access to sports
and active play facilities?
We’ve long campaigned for play as a solution to the
childhood obesity epidemic. We think getting children
active has obvious benefits. Our top reasons for including
sports, PE and active play equipment in your scheme are:
1. It improves physical health - Well this one is a bit
of a ‘no-brainer’ to us. With recent reports stating
that almost a third of children aged between two and
fifteen are overweight or obese getting children active
has to be a key priority. Sitting behind a desk isn’t
the answer.
2. It improves social skills - We’re not just talking
about team sports here. Learning to share and take
turns, as well as working together to assess risk, find
solutions, and listen to others. The opportunities for
social development are huge with outdoor activity.
3. It improves mental well-being - According to the
NSPCC children as young as eight are reporting
anxiety issues, stress and tension. Getting active can
help to decrease this. In fact our own impact evidence
reserach showed that 85% of Playforce customers
saw improved health and wellbeing in their pupils
following their outdoor project.			
4. It builds confidence - Receiving praise from a parent
or parent, for doing a good job is one of the ways
outdoor activity can be used to build confidence. But
it goes further. Learning to manage and assess risk
is important for a child’s development. Confidence
comes from knowing they’ve assessed things right
and been able to do something well.
5. It helps children understand friendly competition
- Learning to work as a team to achieve a ‘team
objective’ is a useful skill for adult life (and later in
school). But learning how to treat an opponent is also

a skill we all need. Outdoor activity gives children a
chance to learn how to focus on a collective goal, as
well collaborating to overcome challenges.
6. It teaches them about making friends - It’s not just
a case of encouraging interaction and collaboration,
as we’ve already mentioned. Sporting activity gives
children a common interest, from which to build
friendships. Once again, this develops valuable
skills in terms of learning how friends are made and
understanding the various challenges that go along
with this (like handling criticism from friends, or being
on opposing teams).
7. It gives opportunity for engagement outside of
your school - Whether you’re hosting a sports day
or having a ‘friendly’ against a local school it does
children good to have to learn to interact with new
bodies of children, often with different cultures and
ways of working. Sport is a wonderfully accessible
way of introducing this to children.
8. It teaches them to ‘stick at it’ - Sports and outdoor
activities are fairly simple in terms of life skills. They’re
a great way to teach a child that working hard … and,
of course, learning to ‘stick at it’... result in outcomes
that merit reward.
9. It helps with classroom learning - Sport isn’t just
an attractive alternative activity. Studies have proven
that sport gives children energy, throughout the
day, which results in higher performance levels in
classroom subjects.
10. It gives opportunities to support classroom
learning - It’s not just sport for sport’s sake. There are
plenty of learning opportunities that support classroom
learning, whether that’s understanding distance and
measuring, counting and maths, using a stopwatch
or using role play to support literacy. Helping to
demonstrate how sports and outdoor activity is relevant
to everything in life is a really big ‘win’ in our book.
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Working out how to introduce physical literacy at your
school				
So, we understand (and agree) that sports and physical
activity are an essential part of any school day, and any
outdoor space. But before we get onto designing a play or
sports area we need to work out what you’re planning to
deliver, by way of physical literacy.
Thankfully, the hard thinking has been done for us. When
planning a playground or outdoor grounds development,
focused on PE and sports, the first place to start has to
be the National Curriculum for Physical Education. This
sets out the requirements for physical education (including
swimming, which we haven’t included here).
Key stage 1 - Pupils should develop fundamental
movement skills, become increasingly competent and
confident and access a broad range of opportunities
to extend their agility, balance and coordination,
individually and with others. They should be able to
engage in competitive (both against self and against
others) and co-operative physical activities, in a range
of increasingly challenging situations. Pupils should be
taught to:
•

master basic movements including running, jumping,
throwing and catching, as well as developing balance,
agility and co-ordination, and begin to apply these in a
range of activities

•

participate in team games, developing simple tactics
for attacking and defending

•

perform dances using simple movement pattern

Key stage 2 - Pupils should continue to apply and
develop a broader range of skills, learning how to use
them in different ways and to link them to make actions
and sequences of movement. They should enjoy
communicating, collaborating and competing with each
other. They should develop an understanding of how to
improve in different physical activities and sports and learn
how to evaluate and recognise their own success. Pupils
should be taught to:
•

use running, jumping, throwing and catching in
isolation and in combination

•

play competitive games, modified where appropriate
[for example, badminton, basketball, cricket, football,
hockey, netball, rounders and tennis], and apply basic
principles suitable for attacking and defending

•

develop flexibility, strength, technique, control
and balance [for example, through athletics and
gymnastics]

•

perform dances using a range of movement patterns

•

take part in outdoor and adventurous activity
challenges both individually and within a team

•

compare their performances with previous ones and
demonstrate improvement to achieve their personal
best

But we don’t know about you… this is all great but it
doesn’t really help us understand exactly what we might
do, and the facilities we’ll need to do it.
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Don’t worry. The Primary School Physical Literacy Framework has been developed by Youth Sport Trust (YST) in
partnership with Sport England, County Sport Partnership Network, Association of Physical Education, sports coach
UK and Community of Providers of Physical Activity and Sports. They’ve also consulted dozens of National Governing
Bodies of Sport and Membership Organisations. The framework has been designed to support those working in primary
schools to consider how best they can structure their PE and school sport provision to ensure maximum opportunity is
provided to develop the physical literacy of all their pupils.

They say: “In a school context developing physical
literacy is the foundation of PE and school sport. Physical
literacy is not a programme, rather it is an outcome of
any structured PE and school sport provision, which is
achieved more readily if learners encounter a range of
age and stage appropriate opportunities. This framework
will help you to consider what those age and stage
appropriate opportunities need to focus on to maximise
the potential to develop the physical literacy of all pupils
through PE and school sport.”

2. Extra-curricular School Sport (breakfast, lunchtime or
after-school programmes)

It provides a handy guide to three areas of focus:

And, of course, if you’re using your Sports & PE
Premium funding it’s important that you approach this
methodically, setting out a strategy and deciding how
you’re going to measure impact and return on investment.

1. Physical Education Curriculum

3. Competitive School Sport (a year round programme)
Each of these is broken down by the age of the children,
from EYFS through to upper KS2 and including those
with special needs. It might not give you everything you
need but it is a really good place to start working out your
objectives.
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Ok, you’ve worked out what you want to do.
Let’s get designing this ourdoor space!

•

Risk is good – nobody wants to put children at risk
but reasonable, measured and controlled risk is
central to learning and development. Once again,
our experts can help you to identify equipment that
will challenge children (and keep them interested) in a
controlled way.

•

Don’t forget the surfacing – it’s easy to get carried
away thinking about equipment but, when you’re
planning your budget, surfacing needs to be an
important factor. Our experts can give you guidance
on exactly the right surfacing to suit the outcomes you
want to achieve, and for sports areas which sports or
activities you want to offer.

•

Always ask the children – when you’ve spent
time thinking about surfacing, equipment, design
and budgets it can be easy to forget fun. The most
important part. It’s always a good idea to involve
children in the design process for every playground.
They will be your toughest critics and help you make
sure it’s not only current but great fun!

•

Build an expert team – we’ve spent decades
creating the very best outdoor spaces across the
UK and further afield. What makes us stand out,
however, is that we understand how to design for
schools and our team of designers and regional
consultants spend every single day living and
breathing it.

Let’s start with the nuts and bolts of design
There’s a big difference between equipment for Early
Years and what a thirteen year-old will want. But there are
a number of things to consider that are applicable to every
age and every playground or outdoor sports area:
•

•

•

•

Think about the space around it – we call this
‘transitional’ space but considering access points,
drainage and other surrounding spaces is important.
And don’t forget to consider whether you need bike
and scooter ‘parks’ as well to encourage active travel
to school.
Consider your surroundings – it’s important that
your playground fits in with the wider scheme you’re
developing. Playgrounds don’t have to be all bright
colours – some are entirely wooden and natural in
style. When you’re selecting your equipment and
planning the space, talk to a specialist in designing for
education to make sure the overall look and feel fits
in with your other plans and the practicalities of the
school day.
Nothing is the same, twice over – in the same way
no two children are the same, neither are two outdoor
spaces. It’s important you consider the different
groups that will be using the space, when and how.
It’s not just a case of thinking about how old the
children are but whether it will be used after school
or in the holidays, with lots of adult supervision (or
limited), and the overall tone you want to set.
Children like to explore – we think that outdoor
activity is one of the best ways of learning. When
you’re creating your design consider installing
equipment that children can use in different ways.
Our experts can help you understand the different
opportunities each element of a design offers.

Now we’ve got the basics of playground design covered,
it’s time to consider how you can integrate play and sport
in the same space. Because we’re talking about sports
and physical literacy, we’re not going to cover EYFS in
any detail here. We wrote a handy guide about designing
the perfect playground for Early Years on our blog and
the Physical Literacy Framework (previously mentioned)
includes some suggestions.
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What we’re going to talk about here is how to develop
outdoor space that will support physical activities, allowing
children aged between six and twelve to move from
‘active play’ to ‘sports participation’, and even encourage
teenagers to carry on playing outdoors.
Six to twelve: forming physical literacy habits
Designed appropriately, playgrounds are a great place for
primary school children to develop skills such as running,
jumping, balancing, throwing, rolling, climbing, catching
and crawling - in short, agility, balance and coordination.
But the benefits don’t stop there. Not only are physical
skills learnt during this primary school period, play is also
fundamental to encouraging enthusiasm about physical
activity, for the future.
And we haven’t even mentioned the skills development
across understanding feelings, reactions and motives, as
well as expanding vocabulary and communication, and
the development of a better understanding of rules.
The key areas to consider, when designing your play
space, for this age group are:
1. ABC: That means agility, balance and coordination.
2. Rules: Creating areas of play that require rules and
measurements, allowing children to benchmark
themselves against others and extend their comfort
zones.
3. Engagement: Environments with measurable
challenges, difference paces of activity and areas
where small groups can work together, help to
develop engagement and communication skills.
The Physical Literacy Framework mentioned previously
gives a good place to start, up to KS2. But after this point
it’s important to increase the opportunities for fitness
and activities. KS2 is the point at which we can start to

introduce sports in a more traditional format, alongside
play. Active trails are a great way to do this - encouraging
children to engage in a mixture of upper and lower body
exercises, as well as testing their fitness, balance and
agility. By introducing physical activity, at this age, in this
focused way, alongside play, it helps to establish ‘exercise’
as a positive thing, encouraging children to carry on as
they get older.
Some ideas:
•

Lots of variety is key for short attention spans and
skills development.

•

Different levels of challenge is also important, for
different age groups.

•

Don’t forget: hard surfaces for ball games and maybe
even shady spots for cooling down.
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Safety first
As children get older they crave more independence,
as well as space away from adults. This means, when
designing your playground, that you need to combine a
perceived level of freedom, as well as opportunities for
supervision.
Similarly, whilst children like higher degrees of risk, as
they get older, it’s essential that safety comes first. That
means making sure equipment is of the right size and type
to meet the objectives you have, as well as using safety
surfacing that is fit for purpose.
Other things to consider might be access routes,
perimeter fencing and ensuring members of staff are up to
date on risk assessments… and of course, that your play
and outdoor space is properly maintained.

We’re here to help
Our consultants are trained to support you in getting the best outdoor and play space for all of your
children, across the ages. You can book a consultation here. Our consultants are trained to support
you in getting the best outdoor and play space for all of your children, across the ages. You can book a
consultation here.

