Situated in the London Borough of Richmond Darell Primary School is a Victorian (built
1905) school with central buildings surrounded by asphalt surfacing. It is located within
a pleasant residential area and most pupils come from the surrounding area. Pupils
come from a great mixture of ethnic backgrounds with many different first languages
spoken in the school.

The visit took place on 9" February 2009 on a wet day so no pupils were observed
playing or learning outdoors.

A series of meetings took place with groups of parents, teaching staff and members of
the school council. The first meeting included a tour around the grounds of the school.

The grounds have previously had some development to them and the foundation stage
areas are obviously very imaginatively and regularly used. The grounds have a series of
mature trees around the boundary, with railing fences outside them. The trees are a
mixture of London Plane, Lime and cherry with one willow and one Ginko. They have
been recently inspected by the local authority and some crown thinning and lifting, and
general tidying up, have been recommended. These trees bring some shade to the site
in the summer and are valued by the school.
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There are planters around the boundaries at various points, however, these have not
generally been successful — this one mainly because of the school sign which has been
‘planted” in it, thus ensuring a lack of depth of soil.
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There are a number of art works on the building — commemorating different historical
and recent events.
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There are separate junior and infant playgrounds with problems of access between the
two — one possible access route being filled by the foundation stage area and one by
the main entrance to the school, thus having security issues.

The entrance is not very clear — with signage from Darell Road confusing ie no
indication to where the main entrance may be. There are welcoming signs and notices
at the entrance but it then is a bit confusing when you enter the school building.

There are two main playground areas — the infant playground and the junior playground.

Both are quite similar with tree roots lifting areas of the tarmac making an uneven
surface throughout. This does mean that water does settle across the area but does not
appear to be dangerous — although ball sports may prove erratic!

There are some pieces of adventure-style equipment — more in the infant than the junior
playground, and these generally appear popular.
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There are interesting features in the foundation stage spaces — with a large shelter
which is obviously creatively used. The limited space is also well used with boards
along one fence line that provide brain-teasing activities as well as somewhere to store
thin equipment behind.
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A further old piece of play equipment and shelters were also seen as past their best,
although still serving a purpose at present.

There was a variety of thermo-plastic playground markings from footprints to hopscotch
around the site.

There were two storage sheds near to the main entrance of the school. There is also a
lack of storage for bikes.
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Learning through Landscapes (LTL) advocates the use of a tried and trusted process of
change. The driving force behind successful outdoor play projects is a combination of
teaching and non-teaching staff, governors/management committee, children and
parents. Learning through Landscapes believes that co-operation and involvement lies
at the heart of the success of any plan to improve the outdoor environment. The project
(both the process and the outcomes) should be as participative as possible, involve all
the different stakeholders and be looked on as a valuable learning experience.

The next section of the report is structured around a staged process that LTL's
experience of working with schools and early years settings throughout the country has
shown is necessary to maximise the chances of success. This process was referred to
in the meeting with parents and staff.

Remember that both LTL membership schemes (Schoolgrounds UK and Early Years
Outdoors) can provide ongoing advice and support to take you through the Process of
Change, while also providing you with ideas for using the outdoors for teaching and
learning.
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Where Are We Now?

When looking at improving the area getting the whole school community
enthusiastic and committed to the project is a very valuable first step. It is at this
stage that you can begin to identify those people who may be able to help. It is
important in any project to develop the outdoor space, at whatever stage a setting is at,
that everyone is involved, in order to ensure its success. Try and include teaching and
non-teaching staff, parents and children to ensure that the responsibility for the project
does not fall solely on a few individuals.

The school has already made a good start getting different groups involved in their
grounds project — with parents, staff and pupils all being involved already.

During the meeting with staff and parents LTL's recommended process of change as
shown above was introduced. The three overriding principles were also looked at —
these are outlined below.

Holistic means involving the whole site, the whole school community, the whole
curriculum (i.e. the formal, informal and hidden) and the development of the whole
child

Participation means active involvement in decision making by children, staff and
parents, as well as helping with practical projects, and longer term maintenance and
evaluation

Sustainable means that, as well as trying to use sustainable principles and
practices, the project is financially viable and practical in the longer term.

Setting up a management group (your School Grounds Project Team) is vital and will
help you ensure the success of your improvement project. It also means that the
responsibility for the project does not fall on the shoulders of just one or two people. The
group should consider both adult-directed and child-initiated experiences, as well as the
hidden curriculum (i.e. the messages and meanings about the ethos of the setting,
which the design and management of the outdoor space convey to the children and
influence their attitude and behaviour), when considering how to develop the whole
area.

Darell Primary School already has a keen group of parents working on this project — the
PTA is very supportive. This driving team could benefit from developing a more formal
structure and inviting other people to join it — including staff and pupils. The school
council has already been involved in looking at ideas for the grounds and it might be
possible that they could be represented on the school grounds management group.
They may not be able to attend all meetings because of their timing but should be given
opportunities to feed into the group and share their thoughts.

Tasks should be delegated to team members so each has a specific role and
responsibility for action and feedback. One key task to remember is the recording of the
involvement of the children throughout the process, which is important for a number of
funding applications.
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By the end of this stage you should have the answers to three key questions:

1. What do we have at the moment?
2. How do we use the grounds at the moment?
3. How do we feel about the grounds at the moment?

You should be able to do this by carrying out a detailed survey of the site and by
involving all the stakeholders (teaching and non-teaching staff, governors, parents and

pupils).

Obtaining a base plan of the external area  will be very useful in planning the
improvements the school is looking to achieve and can be used to map what exists on
the site at present (including what features are to be kept and those that are to be
removed). Plans may be drafted by the school or obtained from your LEA. If detailed
landscaping changes are going to be made in the longer term, more information about
levels, drainage and services will be required for planning.

The children should be encouraged to carry out elem ents of the survey (e.g.
measuring, plotting health and safety hazards, microclimate assessment, shadows and
tree identification). Consider a photographic survey (or video) with pupils, resulting in a
display showing their most and least favourite areas of the school grounds. Allowing the
children to incorporate their own captions can be very illuminating. If a plan of the site
was displayed in school then this would give other pupils a chance to use stickers to
vote on areas in the same way. Discussion groups may also prove a suitable medium
for extracting information, as will involving the School Council.

Even better is to construct 3-dimensional models of the site to display all of the survey
information, and to place ideas for development. The school could run a competition for
the best model, and display the winner in the main entrance, so that visitors to the
school can add their comments to the model, and be involved in the consultation
process.
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Now is the time to ascertain how the grounds are used at present, and how the
staff would like to use them in the future, for cur riculum development and to
complement the informal curriculum (for example social interaction and physical
play). At this stage it is also useful to create an annual planner showing what lessons
are taught outdoors, when and where. If the outdoor space is not currently used in this
way, ask them what changes would help their outdoor teaching, or what is currently
preventing them from teaching outdoors. This will help in raising ideas about potential
use, or lack of use. ldentify these areas on the base plan for reference when planning
your improvements in the later stages of the process.

The first step towards curriculum development is an audit of the existing possibilities

for learning . By taking stock of everything that exists in the outdoor space, including
fixtures such as plants, surfaces, walls and raised areas, staff will have a clearer
awareness of the existing potential for supporting children’s learning. Further discussion
amongst representatives on the management group may prove a successful catalyst for
development, however you may consider that more specialised input is necessary.

How do all the children feel about the outdoor space at the school and how do they use
it at present? Use this stage to collect information on what types of things the children
do whilst outside at the moment, how they use the existing space, where they go and
how all these play activities interact with each other.

How do all the children feel about the outdoor space at the school and how do they
use it at present? Use this stage to collect information on what types of things the
children do whilst outside at the moment, how they use the existing space, where they
go and how all these play activities interact with each other.

Getting the opinions of parents and governors is very important and may highlight
both positive and negative aspects which might otherwise be overlooked. It may also be
useful to conduct a skills audit  at this stage to ascertain who might be able to do what
and to encourage as many people as possible to get involved with the new project. The
audit may help you to discover unknown fundraisers, designers, gardeners, builders,
etc. while helping you to recruit potential members of the School Grounds Project Team
or a volunteer “Ground Force” team.

Some of this work has already been done but it is key to get this right in order to ensure
the next stages in the process give you the best possible solutions to any issues
identified or ways of developing and using your grounds. All this information can be
captured in plans and models as described above.

At the meeting pupils identified some of the things they liked about their grounds and
some of the things they didn’t like. These are listed below:

Good things:
- They liked playing football in the junior playground

They liked the quiet area so that they could be alone or talk with their friends.
They like the climbing frames in junior and infant playgrounds — although they
wanted more challenge.
They liked having walls separating the climbing frame from the football as it
stopped them from being hit by the balls.
They thought the patterns on the ground were good as they helped children learn
and they also liked the colours.
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Bad th

ings:

They wanted more climbing opportunities — especially when they moved up to
the junior playground.

There are not proper nets in the football goals.

There are two outside toilets and these were seen as smelly and too small.

The climbing frame was not altogether safe — although this was more to the
playing of ‘squashed bananas’ (pushing each other off to see who could stay on
the longest) rather than the design of the frame itself!

The playground was too hard.

There was no focal point in the infant playground — there was a request for
something (a tree was mentioned) that could be multi-functional. It would provide
shade, a meeting point, somewhere to run around and a homey base.

There was a thought that they could do with more trees as some of the smaller
trees didn’t appear very healthy.

Where Do We Want To Be?

By the

end of this stage, you should have the answer to the following key question:

1. What would we like to be able to do in the schoo | grounds?

The lis
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t below is a summary of the priorities raised during the site visit:

The first impression the school gives to the surrounding community was seen as
highly important. With two new local schools the visual impact of the grounds and
buildings becomes even more important that with most schools.

It was felt that the grounds needed some ‘softening up’ and making more
welcoming.

The school is a very creative school and the moment you step inside you face
amazing images and models. Whilst there is some art work outside it was felt
that this aspect of the school could be highlighted more through the grounds.
Staff and parents were also interested in looking at sustainability as an issue.
Teachers also wanted to be able to teach outside more but felt there was a lack
of spaces to bring a class together.

Whilst there was shade on the site a hot summer still created a hot playground.
In the winter it was felt that more shelter might encourage more use of the
grounds more often.

Pupils were really keen to be challenged more — whether through more
adventure trails or obstacle course or a wider range of games and sports.

They also liked the idea of growing things — in and out of school times — with
maybe a greenhouse being built.

Pupils also felt that more creative activities could take place outside including
more art works and places for drama.

Having spaces to make their own was also important to pupils — places to hide in
and get away from everyone or to talk to friends. Ideas of what these spaces
could be like included dens, caves and tree-houses.

A need for some softer surfacing was also identified — for the wider variety of
sports.
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2. Developing a vision for your school grounds

Before creating your vision plan it is useful to summarise the information you have
received so far. This should include:
The audit of the physical environment and the existing features
The responses from children including information about their current use of the
space and their ideas for the future
Input from all staff including the analysis of the outdoor curriculum plans and
identification of any gaps in the existing provision
Information received from grounds maintenance personnel

Much of this information has already been collected but do make sure you fill the gaps
too.

Creating a vision statement will help you all decide where you are going. It can be quite
general for example:

‘We would like our school grounds to become a better place for learning and play’ .

You could be more specific if you have found particular needs but don't restrict
yourselves too much by being too detailed.

A vision plan is an overall plan of how the school would like the grounds to be organised
and what activities are to take place where. Take account of the whole site and consider
everyone’s needs together. Work out the most appropriate place(s) to locate different
activities and / or features.

The diagram below gives an example of the various ways in which a space, or areas
within the playground, might be divided up, based on their different uses. The transition
zone refers to the area through which the children enter the external space from the
school buildings before deciding what activity they are going to undertake next and,
therefore, which space they will move in to.

When creating a vision plan incorporating the whole of the outside space do not be
afraid to change the use of existing areas if the current use is not working as effectively
as it could.

Start by creating a zoning plan (as shown below) — you can then gradually work on the
structure of your plans to develop your vision plan. Even at this stage you do not need
detailed designs — just an ideas of where things could go. And do try out several
different arrangements to see what works best.
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The following information on zoning can be applied to whole spaces or areas within
spaces.

Challenge

Sensory
area

Sport and active Storaoe
play — hard
surface

Currently the two playgrounds are used by different age-groups of children — an infant
playground and a junior playground. This may be the best way for the school but they
should also consider different options. This could include changing over the two
designations to make the designated spaces easier to access, changing over location of
classrooms for the same reason, or designating the areas by activity, rather than age.
This latter option could provide for a wider range of activities and is already somewhat
in place as football is only allowed in the junior playground. One of the difficulties with
this option is the problem of access around the whole site outside. Before dismissing
this as an option, however, different approaches should be considered and ideas about
how to solve the issues brainstormed — it may be that the pupils will come up with the
best solutions!

Once the different types of activity have been identified — eg growing, playing active
games, sitting quietly — then the zoning plan can be created. Use very simple shapes to
decide where things could go in relation to each other. Mark these on an overlay (eg
tracing paper) over the top of the largest base-plan you can get hold of. Experiment with
a number of different layouts and see what the issues are with each before trying one
out. Try out different zones patterns on a temporary basis and give them a good trial
period to ensure you get realistic results. Consider the use of ropes or chalk to define
the different zones, and experimentation with cones, barriers and temporary staging.

It is possible to create outdoor play zones in imaginative ways, allowing for visual links
between the spaces without impeding supervision (see below).
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Some questions you might ask:

What is the best possible location for a specific use?

Where else could it be sited?

What can we shift or change to reduce conflict or improve use?
Is the space large enough for its purpose?

Does its location conflict with any of the surrounding uses?
Does the space have two major uses which will affect its siting?
Does it need to be near the buildings?

How will its location affect its maintenance and management?
Does the orientation of the area affect it?

Even a vision plan does not need to be drawn by a professional designer — but this may
be something they can help with. Always remember that the more you can prepare
yourselves the less you need to spend on the designer! Any information and ideas you
can give them to work with will help them come up with a design that is best for your
own needs. The most important information you can give a desig ner is how you
want to be able to use the space , not just the ideas for things you would like to see
there, although theses can be useful too.

Page 12 *eekkk School Site Visit Report (Date?)




Once the school has produced its own vision plan you can start to prioritise the
changes. It is important to consider which are the most urgent for the school’s current
needs and implement these first. This will demonstrate successful progress to all
involved and encourage further fundraising towards the longer term goals. This will also
help you get funding.

How Can We Get There?

1. Developing detailed design

At this stage, it may be necessary to ask a Landscape Architect to produce a master
plan and/or details for key areas. If you use a Landscape Architect it is important that
they are briefed very clearly using the information you have gathered during your
consultations. Alternatively, you may be able to implement most of your ideas through
direct contact with suppliers and contractors or use the skills of your own school
community to plan specific changes.

See the Groundnotes on working with Landscape Archi tects in the appendices of
this report for further advice.
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2. Solving problems

Looking at the issues and ideas you have already identified here are some ideas from
other schools and how they have tackled them. Remember these are just ideas to
inspire you and your solutions may be completely different!

a) Firstimpressions

First impressions are important for the pupils, the staff and the local community. Inside
the school the walls are filled with bright and colourful works by children and artists —
this could be reflected more in the grounds. There are some lovely art works outside but
are not all immediately visible to the community — the creative aspects of the school
could be celebrated more outside. There does, however, need to be care of the
building, as the age and importance of the building could restrict the scope of some
projects.

Some very simple features can make quite an impact on visitors.
b) Softening up the edges

This is key for the school — currently it has quite a hard feel to the grounds — with little
greening or other elements softening up the edges.

This can be addressed in a number of ways — some ‘quick fixes’ some that will take
longer to apply and to maintain. Below are some ideas from other schools.
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Growing fruit and vegetables is something the school wished to consider anyway —
using these to break up the hard setting would address two issues.

The simplest items can make instant planters — making sure there is good drainage so
that plants don’t get waterlogged.

Fencing can be used as a background for creating art-works — again creativity being
one of the things the school wants to emphasise outside. These are just temporary
features but regular changes also mean that more children are involved and interest is
maintained. It provides something new for neighbours to look at.
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With the existing trees on site more wildlife could also be encouraged which would add
to the more natural feel of the site.

c) Reflecting creativity.

Creativity is one of the strengths of the school and could be developed further outdoors
— it would add to all the welcoming impression of the school and show the local
community what its children are all about.

Both these features were designed by children working with artists. They are very
secure but also reflect features of the school grounds and the schools’ ethos. These will
be more costly than standard fencing but it is often possible to get grants for working
with artists therefore balancing off the extra costs. Whilst the current fencing is
adequate it may be one area that creativity could add to the feel of the school.
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Visitors to the site can become inspiration for art works!

The trees can be a beautiful setting to display works.
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If a garden area is created this can also become the setting for art by pupils.

A poetry wall can also bring creativity into the grounds, or the trees become ‘poet —
trees’ — spaces to display poems.

d) Sustainability

This should be about all aspects of the project — be they sourcing of materials, what is
grown but also making sure the project will last. This could be getting the management
of the grounds right, making sure the grounds are written into the school development
plan and ensuring schemes of work include teaching outside.

The sustainable schools programme has a series of ‘doorways’ — themes that the

school can look at. The building and grounds is the most obvious but in reality all the
doorways can be addressed outdoors.
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One aspect the school might consider if
thinking about growing is making its own
compost, thought a compost heap or a
wormery — which might include scraps
from snacks and lunches.

e) Creating more spaces for teaching outside.

There is already a structure that could be considered an ‘outdoor classroom’. This idea
means that a class can gather together and can use the space outside in a wider range
of weather conditions. Current seating outside is mainly benches which are not useful
for getting a whole class together — or for children to socialise at playtime. The design
and layout of seating needs to be considered carefully to ensure it serves it purpose(s).
A further benefit could be that this may also provide a space for parents to wait in at the
end of the day. One way of finding out the best layout is for children to take chairs
outside and experiment with different formats — to see what will work best and draw this
up. This could then inform a designer or seating manufacturer.
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The layout of seating helps support its desired function.

f) Shelter around the site.
Whilst the mature trees do provide some shade on the site there was thought to be a
need for shelter too — so that the site could be used more all year round.

Shade sales are becoming very popular and provide some shelter from the rain as well
as the sun. More solid structures — such as pergolas — could also be created although
planning permission may be required.
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g) Challenge, in different ways, was something the older children in particular wanted
outside. This can be looked at in a number of ways and it is vital for children to learn
where their boundaries are.

Challenge can be through the provision of games or equipment. This can also be

through using more natural materials too. A traversing wall was mentioned a the

meeting, this would require some investigation into the suitability of a wall — and a
location that would not provide access to other parts of the building.

h) Growing. There are many resources to help schools with growing projects. A
Goundnotes on growing in school ground is enclosed. The following websites
provide information about a range of initiatives:

www.rhs.org.uk
www.growingschools.org.uk
WWW.groworganic.org.uk

i) Places for drama
Enclosed is a Groundnotes on Performance Arts Spaces which will give you some more

ideas on how this could be done in your grounds.
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J) Special spaces.

Pupils and staff felt it was important for pupils to have special spaces, for pupils to get
away to — pupils suggested dens, caves and even a tree-house. Below are some
images of spaces other schools, and children, have created.
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k) Softer surfacing

Currently the playground surfacing is completely asphalt. Pupils in particular were keen
to have some grass, or similar surfacing. Grass for a large area here would be
impractical — it would be very expensive, difficult to maintain and would not be hard-
wearing enough for the amount of use it would have to get through. There are
alternative options — the best is likely to be artificial grass which is a bit like Astroturf but
is designed more for play. This would be an expensive option and so the added value of
this type of surface would need serious consideration before being developed. Other
alternatives, such as wet pour surfacing, are even more costly and are controversial
options when not used under specific equipment — there is some research suggesting
more accidents with this type of surface than without.

Visiting other schools

Ravenstone Primary in Wandsworth is a similar school to Darell Primary and could be
worth a visit. Their contact number is 020 8673 0594 and the head teachers is Alan
Millington.

Funding your school grounds developments

There are several organisations that can be approached for funds. A key factor for
successful funding bids is evidence of the involvement of others, e.g. parents and
children, and the ability to match funds from other sources. Remember that volunteer
labour and donations of materials can be included in applications as evidence of
matched funding. Having a plan of intended changes to the site will help funders see
that you project is well thought out and worthwhile.

See appendices for details of current funding sourc es

Many schools manage extremely successful school grounds projects on very limited
budgets, and instead get much of their support through donations of goods and funding
in kind. There are plenty of volunteer groups who can help with major projects, and local
businesses are often happy to support schools and community groups. Make sure you
reward them by getting the local paper to write an article about how they have helped,
and the wonderful new developments at the school, and you are likely to get continued
support of this kind.

Making the Changes

During this stage of the process, you need not only to implement your plans , but also
to consider the following:

Celebrating your achievements

Maintaining your new grounds and equipment
Using the new facilities

Evaluating the impact of the changes

Being ready to think about future projects!

Once the vision plan has been produced, the uses of each area have been decided
upon and the solutions identified, the implementation plan needs to be developed.

Consider which areas are the most urgent for your school’s needs and implement these
first. Consider the impact these changes will have on the rest of the grounds and
whether you are meeting the needs of as many pupils as possible.

In preparing the implementation plan there are a number of issues to record:

Page 23 *eekkk School Site Visit Report (Date?)



The specific element or phase of the project
Timescale and order of proceeding

Who will do the work?

Do you need specialist advice?

How will the pupils be involved?

Materials required

Technical and legal requirements

Obtain quotations if suppliers and contractors are to be used
Costs

Funding

Completion target date.

Set out a spreadsheet for the whole project with estimated costs. Identify a range of
options, including low costs ideas, which are easy to implement in the early stages, as
well as the long term plans that will need fundraising for.

Fundraising is always a key issue, and coordination of this should be delegated to a
smaller team within the management / project team. Check the members’ pages on
the LTL website for up to date information and new funding sources.

The low cost changes in the early stages demonstrate progress and keep up morale.
Celebrating small beginnings can motivate everyone to see that the whole long-term
scheme can be achieved.

Involve the whole school community in evaluating th e changes that the school
makes to the playground area; have the changes improved the outdoor environment, is
it being used in the way the school intended, if not, why not? Invite parents in to the
school and out into the playground to see the improvements for themselves. Hold
events outside so that everyone gets a chance to utilise the new space and comment
on the developments that have taken place.

Think about maintenance and upkeep of the improved area and include this in the
annual budgets. Discuss roles and responsibilities, who will be responsible for ordering
replacement items or seasonal items? Who will carry out safety checks? Have the
changes outdoors changed or increased the responsibilities of the school grounds
maintenance team? Has this been accounted for in their work schedule? How can the
children be involved in the care and upkeep of the space? How will the codes for
behaviour outdoors be developed and shared amongst staff and children? This needs to
be considered right from the start of any project and whoever undertakes your
maintenance should be consulted before any work is carried out.

And finally, remember to celebrate at all stages of your project once an element of
your plan has been successfully implemented.
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Appendices and Enclosures

LTL Groundnotes
Working with a landscape architect
Working with parents
Shade and Shelter in the school grounds
Seating in the school grounds
Performance Art Spaces
A yea of food in your school grounds
Learning about sustainable development in the school grounds
Teaching with trees
Funding advice sheet

Possible awards are highlighted, although others may also be possible. Check to see
how well you comply with the criteria before applying.
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