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ABSTRACT

Using data from the British Children's Play Survey, we aimed to characterise parents’ perception of play in school and to examine
to what extent perceptions were accounted for by socio-demographic factors, geographic factors, and parents’ attitudes towards
risk in play and protection from injury. Participants were 1919 parents (54% female) of children aged 5-11 years living in Britain.

Overall, parents had positive perceptions about the need for outdoor play space in schools and viewed playtime as a vital part of

the school day. There was more variability inparents’ responses to questions around the level of independence and risk that
parents believed was appropriate in children's play. This variability was accounted for, in part, by socio-demographic factors and
parents’ attitudes towards risk in play and protection from injury. We discuss findings in relation to policy around play in schools
and public health messaging about the benefits of play for child development, specifically independent, risky play.

1 | Introduction

Play is fundamental to childhood. A growing body of evidence
points to myriad benefits of play for healthy childhood develop-
ment. Play supports cognitive development such as problem solving
and decision-making (Ramstetter et al. 2010), and is associated with
both learning behaviours and learning readiness (Barros et al. 2009).
Outdoor play in particular offers a range of benefits for children's
physical (Brussoni et al. 2015; Janssen 2014; Sallis et al. 2000), and
mental health (Piccininni et al. 2018; Tillmann et al. 2018). Drawing
on evidence regarding the importance of outdoor play for children’s
health, in 2015, a diverse, cross-sectorial group published a position
statement on outdoor play which called for increased opportunities
for self-directed play outdoors across all settings, including schools
(Tremblay et al. 2015).

Play in schools typically happens during defined periods such as a
morning break or before/after lunch. These breaks in the day might

be referred to as breaktime, playtime or recess. In this paper we use
the term breaktime to refer to any time during the day when
children are typically outside and are generally free to choose what
they want to do, away from formal learning. In Britain, the amount
of time children are given for breaktimes across the school day has
decreased significantly over the past three decades (Baines and
Blatchford 2019). Data from the Breaktime and Social Life in
Schools (BaSiS) study showed that breaktimes have reduced on
average by 45 min for the youngest children and 65 min for older
children since 1995 (Baines and Blatchford 2019). This decrease in
time given for play results from increased curriculum demands
placed on schools (Baines and Blatchford 2019). Further, the
withdrawal of breaktimes are often used as a sanction for poor
behaviour or incomplete work, with 60% of primary and secondary
schools in Britain having a policy that allows teachers to withhold
breaktime. Compounding this decrease in time for play is risk
aversion and tight control over children's activities during break-
times. For example, recent research shows that staff involved with
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Summary

« The majority of parents in Britain perceive school
playtimes as a vital part of the school day that should be
prioritised for all children and that outdoor play space at
school is essential.

» Most parents in Britain value opportunities for their
child to have independence during their play and
believe risk and challenge during play is acceptable in
schools.

» Parent socio-demographic factors and attitudes towards
risk and protection impact their perception towards
children'’s play in school.

internal school policies related to play predominantly hold negative
views around risk and were concerned about adverse outcomes,
both for schools and children (Jerebine et al. 2024a). Parents,
schools staff and intitutions responses to risk in play are influenced
by concerns about physical safety, and fear of blame and liability
(Jerebine et al. 2022).

This decline in opportunities for play inside of schools is mir-
rored by opportunities outside of school where there is growing
and convincing evidence that children's opportunities for out-
door play and especially play where children are able to take
risks and play adventurously, is declining. Risky play, synony-
mous with adventurous play, can be defined as exciting, thril-
ling play, where children are able to take age-appropriate risks
(Dodd et al. 2021). Clements (2004) reported that 60% of
mothers surveyed reported playing adventurously as a child,
whereas only 22% of their children were reported to play in an
adventurous way. This aligns with data on children’s outdoor
play and independent mobility. Children play less outside than
in previous generations and are not allowed out alone until they
are almost two years older than their parents were (Dodd
et al. 2021). The decline in opportunities for risky play is
important because this type of play has been proposed to pro-
vide a positive context where children can learn about risk
judgement, coping, fear, and uncertainty, and where they can
be physically active. As such, it has been theorised to reduce
children's risk for anxiety symptoms (Dodd and Lester 2021).
Indeed, recently, researchers have provided evidence of small
but significant associations between children's time spent
playing adventurously and internalising symptoms; children
who spend more time playing adventurously had fewer inter-
nalising problems (Dodd et al. 2023). Furthermore, Jerebine
et al. (2024b) found that when parents were less risk and injury
tolerant in the context of their child's play, their children had
lower levels of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity.

Although children's opportunities for play in school are declining
on average, some schools actively promote and protect children's
play, including risk-taking in play. One example is a New Zeal-
and school that reduced adult influence and rules on the play-
ground, gave permission for children to use previously off-limit
areas of the playground and introduced loose parts such as pipes,
and tyres. As a result, the school reported improvements in pupil
engagement and learning readiness, as well as less bullying,
conflict and accidents on the playground (McLachlan 2014).

Similarly, Outdoor Play and Learning (OPAL) in the UK provides
a similar approach to playtimes through a mentor-supported
school improvement approach. Evaluation of their programme
shows that children are happier and quicker to settle following
playtime (Lester et al. 2011). As well as impacts on children's
learning readiness and engagement, Lavrysen et al. (2015)
demonstrated that teachers reported improvements in self-
esteem, conflict sensitivity, and concentration after young chil-
dren were provided with an intensive package of risky-play
activities, including play with height and speed.

Given the positive outcomes reported by schools, there is
increasing interest in how to develop programmes to effectively
support schools to improve their play offer (Dodd et al. 2024).
Taking an Intervention Mapping (IM; Eldredge et al. 2016)
approach, the first step in intervention development is to ana-
lyse the problem and need, identifying what needs to change
and for whom. Qualitative research with schools provides some
insights that are relevant to this stage of IM (Jerebine
et al. 2024a). School staff, including school leaders, commonly
cite parents as barriers to improving playtimes, particularly
with reference to giving children more freedom to explore risk
taking in their play, and the potential for injury (Nesbit
et al. 2021). Before an effective intervention can be developed,
this needs to be explored further to ascertain what needs to
change and for whom. For example, should an intervention
focus on changing the attitudes and beliefs of parents, to make
it easier for schools to make changes to their approach to play?
There is evidence that this can be done (Brussoni et al. 2021).
Or, alternatively, are schools misrepresenting parent's views
such that an intervention would need to focus on dispelling this
belief that parents are a barrier? A clear understanding of what
parents think and feel about play in schools is therefore a
crucial. The Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen 1991) is rel-
evant to this issue because it argues that behaviour (in this case,
a parent trying to prevent a school from providing more diverse
play experiences) is driven by intention, with intention driven
by attitude (knowledge and beliefs about the the behaviour and
expected outcome), subjective norms (perceptions of what other
people think), as well as perceived behaviour control (how easy
it is to engage in the behaviour). Thus, understanding the at-
titudes and beliefs of a large sample of parents will provide
important information about whether parents are likely to act
as barriers to schools changing playtimes. In turn, this will
inform intervention development.

11 | Aims

In this exploratory study we aim to examine and describe par-
ents’ perceptions of the importance of play in schools as well as
their views on independence and risk taking during school-based
play. We also aim to evaluate whether parent's perceptions re-
garding play in schools are related to socio-demographic vari-
ables, geographic factors and parents’ attitudes towards risk in
play and protection from injury. The goal is to provide insights
that will inform the development of play interventions for
schools, not to test specific hypotheses. We address these aims we
use data collected as part of the British Children's Play Survey, a
nationally representative survey of parents living in the UK.
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2 | Methods TABLE 1 | Demographic characteristics of full sample.
. . Number of
2.1 | Participants Parent Characteristics participants %
Participants were 1919 respondents who took part in the British Sex 1919
Children's Play Survey (BCPS). The sample were recruited to be Male 881 46%
natior.lally repr.esentative. All part.icipants were parénlts 9r Female 1038 54%
caregivers of primary school aged children (5-11 years), living in
Britain (see Table 1 for demographic details of the sample). Age 1919
Participants were recruited via YouGov, a UK public opinion 18-24 29 2%
research company and were given YouGov reward points for 25-34 370 19%
taking part. YouGov have an online panel of more than one
million adults who live in the UK. To recruit panel members, 35-44 1026 53%
YouGov intentionally use a diverse range of sources which 45-54 427 22%
ensures diversity across their panel. For this study YouGov used 54+ 67 3%
Active Sampling, which means that only panelists who have .. 1
been invited to do so can complete the survey. This approach Ethnicity 1556
allows them to create a sample who are approximately repre- White British 1334 86
sentative of the UK population. Ethical approval was granted by White (other background) 81 5%
the University of Reading School of Psychology and Clinical
. . . Black 24 2%
Language Sciences Ethics Committee (2020-003-HD).
Asian 63 4%
Multi-ethnic 41 3%
2.2 | Measures Other 13 1%
Employment status 1873!
The full BCPS survey, data, and analysis scripts are available via Workine full-i 1014 53%
the UK Data Service [https://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN- orking tufl-time 7
8793-1]. In this paper we focus on the measures that ask Working part-time 418 24%
about parents’ perceptions towards play at school and parental Student 29 2%
at.tltudes towards rlsk in play and Protectlon frorp 1nJu’ry. The Retired 33 2%
wider survey also included questions about children's play,
independent mobility, children's organised activities, screen Unen.lployed or not 295 15%
time, and mental health. Research articles published to date working
using this data set are openly available (see Dodd Other 84 4%
et al.. '2021, 2023; Oliver et al. '2022, 2023). Purmg the surv.ey Education level 1860"
participants completed a series of questions about socio-
demographic and geographic characteristics (see Table 1). Low 492 26%
YouGov provided data on respondent ethnicity as well as dis- Medium 723 39%
abili.ty. or heal.lth p.roblems in the past 12 months and whether High 645 35%
participants lived in an urban, rural or town/fringe area. R
Social class 1919
Middle Class (ABC1) 1135 59%
221 | Play in Schools Working Class (C2DE) 784 41%
Health problem/disability 1592!
Five questions asked parents about play in schools. The first (within previous 12 months)
asked al')Ol'.lt children's access to outdoor space at school (Does Yes, limits a lot 145 9%
your child's school have an outdoor play space?). Parents were o )
then asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with two Yes, limits a little 210 13%
statements, one about outdoor play space (It is essential that No 1237 78%
every chlld ha's an outdoc?r plfzy space at schqol), .and F)ne about Child Characteristics
the prioritisation of playtime in school (Playtime is a vital part of
the school day and should be prioritised for all children). Next, Sex 1919
parents were first asked to what extent they agreed with the Male 982 51%
statement Children should be given .as much independence as Female 937 49%
possible during playtime at school. Finally, parents were asked ) L
how they felt about their child playing in an adventurous way, Birth-order 1917
with some challenge and risk when they play at school, and to First-born 1227 64%
select one statement from the following three options: ‘I feel Second-born 441 23%
children should be kept as safe as possible when they are at
school’, ‘I feel children should be allowed to challenge themselves (Continues)
3 of 14
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TABLE 1 | (Continued)

Number of
Parent Characteristics participants %
Third or more 249 13%
Disability® 1919
Yes 243 13%
No 1597 83%
Prefer not to say 49 3%
Don't know 30 2%
Geographic Variables
Location 1919
Urban 1521 79%
Town or Fringe 206 11%
Rural 192 10%
GB Region 1919
England 1659 85%
North 470 24%
Midlands 338 18%
East 203 11%
London 203 11%
South 445 23%
Wales 86 4%
Scotland 174 9%

!Some data are missing on this variable as participants chose not to provide this
information.

>The Market Research Society uses a demographic classification of social grade,
which classifies families on the basis of the occupation of the head of the
household and is closely associated with household income (National Readership
Survey n.d.). Social grade is typically used as a binary variable that categorises
families as being either middle class or working class. The categorisation should
be considered with relevant caveats in mind (Smith 2019), for example, the
classification does not always reflect people's own self-reported class identiy.
3defined as a ‘diagnosed learning disability, mental health disorder or physical
disability’.

and to take some careful risks during their play but under adult
supervision’ and ‘I feel children can benefit from being allowed to
challenge themselves and take some risks when they play’. These
three responses are coded as ‘No risk’, ‘Supervised risk’ and
‘Risk’ respectively throughout the manuscript.

2.2.2 | Attitudes Towards Risk in Play and Protection
From Injury

2.2.21 | The Risk Engagement and Protection Survey
(REPS). The REPS (Olsen et al. 2018) is a 14-item self-report
measure to assess parent and caregiver attitudes toward pro-
tecting children from injury and allowing them to engage in
risks. Respondents report the extent to which they agree with
statements on a 7-point Likert scale. We computed scores for
the two subscales (Protection from Injury (PfI) and Engagement
with Risk (EwR)) using 12 of the 14 items as described by
(Jelleyman et al. (2019). Both subscales have a minimum score
of six and a maximum score of 42. Higher scores indicate
greater engagement with risk and great protection from injury

respectively. Both scales had good internal consistency in the
BCPS sample (PfI alpha = 0.87; EwR = 0.75).

2.2.2.2 | The Tolerance of Risk in Play Scale (TRiPS).
The TRiPS (Hill and Bundy 2014) is a 32-item self-report
measure designed to assess adults’ tolerance of risk during
children's play. Respondents are required to answer yes or no to
a series of 32 items that vary in the degree to which they are
risky. Following Jelleyman et al. (2019), a no response was
scored as 0, and a yes response received a score between 1 and
12, weighted according to the acceptability of the level of risk
that item refers to. These weights were determined using a
Rasch analysing conducted within the original validation study
for the TRiPS (Hill and Bundy 2014). We computed a total risk
score by summing scores on the 32 items. Possible scores ranged
from O to 184, with higher scores indicated greater risk
tolerance.

2.3 | Procedure

YouGov panellists were sent an email inviting them to take part
in the survey. Participants were asked whether they had a child
aged 5 to 11 years and respondents who did were presented
with the survey questions. The data were collected between the
4th and 15th April 2020, shortly after the UK-wide COVID
lockdown. Respondents were instructed to answer the questions
thinking about normal life before COVID. Respondents were
given YouGov points for completing the survey.

2.4 | Analysis Plan

We checked the distribution of all variables before conducting
analyses and found that both scales of the REPS had some
extreme values. We therefore Windosorized these variables
such that any values lower than the 5th percentile or higher
than the 95th percentile were given the value of the 5th and
95th percentile respectively, preventing outliers from substan-
tially affecting the results. We conducted all analyses using the
survey package in R (Lumley 2020), which is designed for the
analysis of weighted survey data. The svyolr command was used
for all ordinal regression models, with McFadden pseudo R?
(R*wmcr) values calculated for each model. We ran four ordinal
regression models to examine whether socio-demographic fac-
tors, geographic factors, and parents’ scores on the REPS sub-
scales and TRiPS measure were related to their perceptions
towards play in schools, with each school play question as the
outcome variable. To reduce the risk of familywise error, a
corrected alpha level of 0.0125 is used in the reporting of sig-
nificant predictors. Whether children had an outdoor space at
school was not analysed further. We examined the following
socio-demographic variables as predictors: child age, child sex,
child birth-order, child disability, respondent health problem/
disability in the previous 12 months, respondent sex, respon-
dent ethnicity, respondent employment status, respondent
social class, respondent age, respondent education level. With
the exception of child age, all of these variables were categorial.
Some had low numbers of respondents within certain sub-
categories. Using the same process as other published work

4 of 14

Psychology in the Schools, 2025

85U8017 SUOLULLOD @A Fea10 |cedl|dde aus Aq pauseob 8fe ajolie YO ‘88N JO Sa|NJ 1o} Afeig1T 8UIUO AB]IM UO (SUOTPUOD-pUe-SWLBYW00™A3 | IM A Iq 1 BU1UO//SANY) SUORIPUOD PUe SW | 8Y) 885 *[G202/90/6T] Uo Areiqiauliuo A8 (1M 19 L Aq ZTGEZ SHA/200T OT/I0p/wod A8 ImAIq U1 |uo//Sdny wouy papeojumod ‘0 2089025T



with the BCPS data set (e.g. Dodd et al. 2021), we collapsed
across subcategories for a number of these variables as follows:
Ethnicity was collapsed into White/Minority; birth order was
collapsed into first born/not first born, education level was
collapsed into low/medium and high, using the categorisation
system by YouGov; employment was collapsed into three cat-
egories full-time/employed part-time/unemployed, and other
(this final category included students, retired, unemployed, not
working, and other); parental age was categorised into younger/
middle/older. We recognise the issues with collapsing across
ethnic groups to create a minority group but there were not
enough participants within sub-groups for the analysis to be
feasible without collapsing the groups in this way. We have
provided a breakdown of responses to the four statements about
play in schools by each ethnic group in Supplementary Infor-
mation for information; no clear patterns of responding emerge
(see Tables S1-S4 in Supplementary Information).

2.5 | Missing Data

Some socio-demographic data were missing due to respon-
dents choosing not to respond to these items (see Table 1). As a
result, the total number of participants included in the models
examining socio-demographic predictors of parent perceptions
of play in schools is reduced from the full sample. To check
whether using this reduced sample might affect the conclu-
sions of our research, we also ran the socio-demographic
analyses without ethnicity and without parent disability,
which prevented participants from being removed due to
missing data on these measures. The results were almost
identical across all four analyses with the exception that child
disability was a significant predictor of parent responses re-
garding independence when parent disability was not included
in the model.

3 | Results

Table 2 shows summary statistics of parent responses to the
questions about play in schools.

3.1 | Parent Perceptions Towards Play in School

The majority of parents (94%, n = 1814) responded to indicate
that their child had an outdoor space to play at school. Forty-
two parents (2%) responded that their child did not have an
outdoor space to play at school. The remaining parents selected
“Don't know” (2%, n=29) or “not applicable” (2%. n=34). As
seen in Figure 1, 96% of parents agreed or strongly agreed that it
is essential that every child has an outdoor play space at school,
similarly, 94% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that
playtime is a vital part of the school day and should be priori-
tised for all children. Of all respondents, 87% agreed or strongly
agreed that children should be given as much independence as
possible during playtime.

Parent responses regarding their feelings about their child
playing in an adventurous way when they play at school, with

TABLE 2 | Summary Statistics, number of parents (%) responding
to each of the schools questions.

Number of
Item responses %
Outdoor space 1919
Yes 1813 94%
No 42 2%
Not applicable 34 2%
Don't know 29 2%
Essentiality of outdoor 1919
play space
Strongly agree 1622 85%
Tend to agree 216 11%
Neither agree nor disagree 63 3%
Tend to disagree 7 <1%
Strongly disagree 11 1%
Prioritisation of play 1919
Strongly agree 1461 76%
Tend to agree 351 18%
Neither agree nor disagree 80 4%
Tend to disagree 14 1%
Strongly disagree 13 1%
Independence in play 1919
Strongly agree 935 49%
Tend to agree 726 38%
Neither agree nor disagree 196 10%
Tend to disagree 51 3%
Strongly disagree 11 1%
Risk in play 1891"
No risk 305 16%
Supervised risk 1173 62%
Risk 413 22%

!Some data are missing on this variable as participants chose not to respond to
this item.

some challenge and risk, were more varied. The majority of
parents reported that they felt that children should be
allowed to challenge themselves and to take some careful
risks during their play, but under adult supervision (62%;
supervised risk). The remaining parents believed that chil-
dren should be kept as safe as possible when they are at
school (16%; no risk) or that children can benefit from being
allowed to challenge themselves and take some risks when
they play (risk; 22%; See Figure 2).

3.2 | Predictors of Parents Perceptions Towards
Play in School

Tables 3, 4, and 5 show odds ratios associated with each
outcome. In the first three models, each odds ratio repre-
sents the odds that respondents in the relevant category
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It is essential that
every child has an |
outdoor play space
at school

Playtime is a vital
part of the school
day and should be -
prioritised for all

Response

I:' Strong disagree
l:' Tend to disagree

Neither agree nor disagree

hild
chridren . Tend to agree
Children should . Strongly agree
be given as much
independence as
possible during
playtime
0% 25% 50% 75% 100%
Percentage of respondents
FIGURE 1 | Percentage of parents level of agreement with the three statements on the essentiality of outdoor space, prioritisation of playtime
and independence during play.
Response

|:| No risk
|:| Supervised risk
. Risk

0% 25% 50%

75% 100%
Percentage of respondents
FIGURE 2 | Percentage of parents responding “No risk”, “Supervised risk” and “Risk” in relation to their child playing in an adventurous way,

with some challenge and risk at school.

selected a response further towards strong agreement with
the statement than a respondent with the reference char-
acteristic, holding all other factors in the model constant.
Odds ratios greater than 1 represent responses towards
agreement, and odds ratios less than 1 represent responses
towards disagreement. In the fourth model, each odds ratio
represents the odds that respondents in the relevant cate-
gory selected a response further towards a more permissive
response to risk in play than a respondent with the reference
characteristic, holding all other factors in the model con-
stant. Analyses are organised by question.

3.21 | The Extent to Which Outdoor Play Space Is
Considered Essential

3.211 | Socio-Demographic Factors. Parent disability,
ethnicity, age group, level of education, and sex were all sig-
nificant predictors of the extent to which parents agreed that it
is essential that every child has an outdoor play space at school.
White women who were older, had higher levels of education,
and no disability were the most likely to agree with the state-
ment. Specifically, parents who reported they had a disability
that limited them a little or a lot had 53% and 59% lower odds,
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Risk in play
95% CI

Independence in play

Playtime should be prioritised

Outdoor space is essential
OR

(Continued)

TABLE 3

p

OR

p

95% CI

95% CI

OR

95% CI

Predictors

Reference

Reference

Reference

Reference

First born

213

1.18  0.91-1.52

0.254

1.15 0.91-1.45

0.607 1.03 0.77-1.37 0.856

0.66-1.27

0.92

Not first born
Child disability

Reference

Reference

Reference

Reference

No

940

0.99  0.70-1.38

0.135

0.79 0.57-1.08

0.204

0.432 0.87-1.97

0.75-1.96

1.21

Yes

1332

1346 1346 1346

0.32

Observations

0.32

0.32

0.33

2
R MCcF

respectively of agreeing more strongly to the statement than
parents without a disability. Parents from a minority ethnic
group had 49% lower odds of agreeing more strongly to the
statement than white parents. Older parents had 114% greater
odds of agreeing more strongly to the statement than younger
parents; the comparison between the middle age category and
younger category was not statistically significant after correc-
tions. Parents with higher levels of education had 120% greater
odds of agreeing more strongly to the statement than parents
with a lower level of education, but again, this was only sta-
tistically significant after corrections for the comparison
between higher and lower levels of education. Females had 72%
greater odds of agreeing more strongly to this statement than
males. The pseudo R*ycr for the model was 0.32 (see Table 3).

3.2.1.2 | Geographic Factors. Geographic factors did not
predict responses on this item. The pseudo R*ycr for the model
was 0.01 (see Table 4).

3.2.1.3 | Parent Attitudes Towards Risk in Play and
Protection From Injury. Parents whose attitude towards
their children's engagement with risk (EwR) was one standard
deviation above the average had 147% greater odds of agreeing
more strongly to the statement that outside space is essential
than parents whose attitude was at the average level. Attitudes
to protection from injury (PfI) and tolerance of risk in play
(TRiPS) did not predict responses on this item. The pseudo
R%\ior for the model was 0.09 (see Table 5).

3.2.2 | Prioritisation of Play

3.2.21 | Socio-Demographic Factors. Parent disability,
age group, level of education, and sex were all significant pre-
dictors of the extent to which parents agreed that playtime is a
vital part of the school day and should be prioritised for all
children. Again, women who were older, had higher levels of
education, and did not have a disability were the most likely to
agree with this statement. Specifically, parents who reported
they had a disability that limited them a lot had 53% lower odds
respectively of agreeing more strongly to the statement than
parents without a disability. Parents who were in the middle
and older age groups had 64% and 118% greater odds of
agreeing more strongly to the statement than parents who were
younger. Parents with medium and higher levels of education
had 66% and 127% greater odds, respectively of agreeing more
strongly to the statement than parents with a lower level of
education. Females had 94% greater odds of agreeing more
strongly to this statement than males. The pseudo R\ for the
model was 0.33 (see Table 3).

3.2.2.2 | Geographic Factors. Geographic factors did not
predict responses on this item. The pseudo R*y.r for the model
was less than 0.01 (see Table 4).

3.2.23 | Parent Attitudes Towards Risk in Play and
Protection From Injury. Parents whose attitude towards
their children's engagement with risk (EwR) was one standard
deviation above the average had 90% greater odds of agreeing
more strongly to the statement about prioritisation of play than
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Parent attitudes towards risk as predictors of parent attitudes towards play in schools.

TABLE 5

Risk in play

Independence in play

OR

Playtime should be prioritised

OR

Outdoor space is essential

p
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001

95% CI

OR

p
<0.001
<0.001

95% CI

95% CI
1.64-2.21

95% CI
2.05-2.98
0.93-1.25

OR

Predictors

1.56-1.97
0.57-0.73

1.75
0.65

1.57-1.94
0.75-0.92

74

1.

< 0.001

1.9
1.11
1.09

<0.001

2.47
1.08
1.22

Engagement with risk

0.83
1.

.100
279

0.98- 1.26

0.328

Protection from injury

TRiPs

1.60-2.15

1.86

0.006

1.04-1.30

17

0.94-1.26

0.033

1.02-1.47

1891

1919
0.05

1919
0.05

1919

Observations

2
R MCcF

0.15

0.09

parents whose attitude was at the average level. Attitudes to
protection from injury (Pfl) and tolerance of risk in play
(TRiPS) did not predict responses on this item. The pseudo
R*ycr for the model was 0.05 (see Table 5).

3.2.3 | Independence in Play

3.23.1 | Socio-Demographic Factors. Parent sex was a
significant predictor of the extent to which parents agreed that
children should be given as much independence as possible
during playtime. Female parents were the most likely to agree
with this statement and had. 69% greater odds of agreeing more
strongly to this statement than male parents. The pseudo R%\ier
for the model was 0.32 (see Table 3).

3.2.3.2 | Geographic Factors. Geographic factors did not
predict responses on this item. The pseudo R?yr for the model
was less than 0.01 (see Table 4).

3.2.3.3 | Parent Attitudes Towards Risk in Play and
Protection From Injury. Parents whose attitude towards
their children's engagement with risk (EwR) was one standard
deviation above the average had 74% greater odds of agreeing
more strongly to the statement about independence than par-
ents whose attitude was at the average level. Parents whose
attitude to protection from injury (PfI) was one standard devi-
ation above the average had 17% lower odds of agreeing more
strongly with this statement than parents whose attitude was at
the average level. Parents whose tolerance of risk in play
(TRiPS) was one standard deviation above the average had 17%
greater odds of agreeing more strongly with this statement than
parents whose tolerance was at the average level. The pseudo
R?\cr for the model was 0.05 (see Table 5).

3.24 | Risk and Challenge in Play

3.2.41 | Socio-Demographic Factors. Parent disability,
ethnicity, and level of education were significant predictors of
the level of risk that parents chose in response to the question
“How do you feel about children playing in an adventurous
way, with some challenge and risk when they play in school?”.
Parents were more positive about risk when they had higher
levels of education, were white, and did not have a disability.
Specifically, parents who reported they had a disability that
limited them a lot had 47% lower odds of selecting a higher risk
category than parents without a disability. Parents from a white
ethnic group had 42% greater odds of selecting a higher risk
category than minority ethnic parents. Parents with medium
and higher levels of education had 73% and 133% greater odds,
respectively of selecting a higher risk category than parents with
a lower level of education. The pseudo R*yr for the model was
0.32 (see Table 3).

3.2.4.2 | Geographic Factors. Parents in the East of
England had 43% lower odds of selecting a higher risk category
than parents in Scotland. No other geographical locations dif-
fered significantly from Scotland. Parents living in rural areas
had 54% greater odds of selecting a higher risk category than
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parents in urban areas. The pseudo R*yp for the model was
0.01 (see Table 4).

3.2.4.3 | Parent Attitudes Towards Risk in Play and
Protection From Injury. Parents whose attitude towards
their children's engagement with risk (EwR) was one standard
deviation above the average had 75% greater odds of selecting a
higher risk category than parents whose attitude was at the
average level. Parents whose attitude to protection from injury
(PfI) was one standard deviation above the average had 35%
lower odds of selecting a higher risk category than parents
whose attitude was at the average level. Parents whose toler-
ance of risk in play (TRiPS) was one standard deviation above
the average had 86% greater odds of selecting a higher risk
category than parents whose tolerance was at the average level.
The pseudo R*ycr for the model was 0.15 (see Table 5).

4 | Discussion

We had two primary aims: firstly, to examine using a nationally
representative sample what parents think about play in schools;
and secondly, to examine whether parents’ perceptions differ
across socio-demographic and geographic groups, and are
associated with their attitudes towards engagement with risk,
protection from injury and tolerance of risk in play. The pur-
pose was to provide insights to inform the development of play
interventions for schools, not to test specific hypotheses.

Our findings highlight that overall, in Britain, most parents
perceive playtime in schools as a vital part of the school day that
should be prioritised for all children and that it is essential that
every child has an outdoor play space at school. These findings
are somewhat at odds with current practice in many of Britain's
schools, where 60% of schools withdraw playtime for
undesirable behaviour or incomplete work (Baines and
Blatchford 2019), where outdoor spaces are not always acces-
sible and inclusive for all children (e.g., those with physical
disabilities (Yantzi et al. 2010), and those with neurodevelop-
mental conditions (McAllister and Sloan 2016)) and it is
becoming increasingly common for schools to dispose of their
outdoor play space (Department for Education 2022).

Our findings suggest that parents value opportunities for their
children to have independence when they play and to be able to
take risks and challenge themselves during play at school. For
the majority of parents, risk and challenge were acceptable only
when the play was supervised. These findings are consistent
with a recent qualitative study examining parents’ perceptions
of risky play in schools. For example, Nesbit et al. (2023) found
that for some parents, risky play was only acceptable under
supervision. Further, Jerebine et al. (2024a) found that adults,
including school staff and parents, saw close supervision as
justified because of beliefs that children lacked the abilities to
manage their play and stay safe. Importantly, recent work has
highlighted that, outside of school time, parents experience
barriers in allowing their children to play adventurously out-
doors, citing barriers including busy roads, traffic, time, cost,
and accessibility (Oliver et al. 2022). Facilitating outdoor play in
school, including adventurous play, may, therefore be

important in supporting all children to have opportunities for
challenge, risk, and independence. In fact, parents have ex-
pressed that schools could bridge the gap and provide oppor-
tunities that children might not otherwise have (Nesbit
et al. 2023).

Parents’ responses about play in schools were predicted by
socio-demographic factors, accounting for around a third of the
variance in the models. In general, parents were more positive
about the importance of play (that outdoor space is essential
and that playtime should be prioritised), if they were female,
older, white, had higher levels of education, and did not have a
disability. The independence question was only predicted by
parent sex, with female parents more likely to agree that chil-
dren should be given as much independence as possible, rela-
tive to male parents. This is surprising given that mothers have
been shown to be more risk averse when it comes to children'’s
play than fathers (Smith et al. 2024; Ryan et al. 2024). The lack
of effect for child gender was inconsistent with previous
research that has shown that parents were more likely to allow
their boys to engage in independent outdoor activities than girls
(Soori 2002), and that parents typically give greater indepen-
dence to boys than girls (Morrongiello and Dawber 1999). The
difference in findings may be due to independence in this
context being about independence at school, which is a rela-
tively safe environment. Parents were more likely to have pos-
itive attitudes about risk and challenge in play if they were
white, had higher levels of education and if they did not have a
disability; overlapping somewhat with sociodemographic pre-
dictors of the importance of play.

In contrast to socio-demographic factors, geographic factors
were not significantly associated with parents’ attitudes towards
the essentiality of outdoor space, prioritisation of play, or chil-
dren's independence in play. Similarly, geographic factors pre-
dicted very little variance in parents’ attitudes to risk and
challenge in play in schools but there were some statistically
significant effects. Specifically, parents in the East of England
selected a relatively lower level of risk for their children and
parents in rural areas selecting a higher category of risk. Given
the small effect size, these findings need to be interpreted with
caution but they may be due to parents and children living in
rural areas having more exposure to outdoor risky play, given
that natural spaces facilitate this type of play. This natural ex-
posure may decrease anxiety about risky play. There is no clear
explanation for why parents in the East of England might have
different views on risk so this should not be over-interpreted
without replication.

Parents’ attitudes towards engagement with risk, protection
from injury, and tolerance of risk in play, explained between 5%
and 15% of the variance in parents’ perceptions of play in
school. In general, the pattern of findings aligned with ex-
pectations, with parents more positive across the questions
when they had more positive attitudes about children's en-
gagement with risk and were more tolerant of risk in play.
Parents who scored higher on the protection from injury scale
agreed less strongly to their children's independence in play and
risk and challenge questions, indicating that concerns about
protecting children from injury may, to some extent, underpin
parents aversion to independence and risk.
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4.1 | Implications

The findings of the present research should reassure schools
that generally parents are in support of children's independent
play and engagement in risky and challenging play, with
supervision, during breaktimes at schools. Although there are
health benefits to outdoor, adventurous play (Brussoni
et al. 2015; Dodd et al. 2023; Jerebine et al. 2024b), qualitative
research indicates that schools perceive parents as barriers to
improving their play offer, particularly because of concerns
about risk (Nesbit et al. 2021). In this study, we examined
parent attitudes and beliefs about playtime in more detail to
help inform intervention development. In line with the theory
of planned behaviour (Ajzen 1991), knowledge and beliefs are
considered to be an important driver of intention and action.
The results showed that parents feel playtime is a vital part of
the school day and should be prioritised for all children. They
also highlight that there are individual differences between
parents in how they feel about play in schools, especially
around risk-taking during play. A significant minority of par-
ents (16%) felt that no risk was acceptable during school play-
times. It seems likely that it is these parents who schools
perceive as presenting a barrier to increasing risky play in
schools, as outlined in qualitative work (Nesbit et al. 2023).
Interestingly, though, 22% of parents were very supportive of
children being allowed to take risks. Supporting schools to
understand that some parents are likely to be very supportive
may also be useful. For example, these parents could perhaps be
engaged as ‘parent champions’ for play.

In terms of intervention development, the findings suggest that
school-based play interventions, particularly those that support
risky play, should include a component for parents. This should
aim to promote positive views about the importance of outdoor
play and change negative beliefs about risk during play. Risk-
reframing interventions for parents have been shown to effec-
tively increase tolerance of risk (Brussoni et al. 2021) and can be
incorporated within school-based interventions (Bundy
et al. 2017). The sociodemographic analyses allowed us to ex-
amine whether intervention components for parents might be
particularly important for specific groups of parents or whether a
different focus might be required for certain groups. Taken
holistically, parents were less supportive if they had lower levels
of education, were younger, were male, belonged to a minority
ethnic group and had a disability, and were less supportive of risk
in play specifically if they had lower levels of education, belonged
to a minority ethnic group and had a disability. Therefore,
interventions to improve opportunities for outdoor, risky play in
schools may need to pro-actively engage these groups of parents,
being aware that they may be more likely to hold negative views
on the importance of play and exposure to risk in play. Some
follow-up qualitative work, particularly with these groups, to
better understand their views and concerns, may be useful for
informing the development of relevant intervention components.

4.2 | Strengths and Limitations
The research has many strengths, including the use of a

nationally representative sample weighted to the population of
Britain, which allows us to draw rich insights into what parents

in Britain think about play in schools. We acknowledge,
though, that there is always some need for caution when
defining a sample as nationally representative because partici-
pants were necessarily people who were willing to complete
online questionnaires and who had registered an interest in
doing so with YouGov. There are other limitations of this study
that should be considered. There was missing data for socio-
demographic variables because parents/caregivers chose not to
answer certain questions during data collection, primarily eth-
nicity and parent disability. We chose not to impute these data
because the variables represent protected characteristics and
the participants had chosen not to provide the information. This
missing data resulted in a reduced sample when examining
socio-demographic predictors of parent attitudes towards play
in school. We conducted analyses with these variables removed
to check whether this missing data affected conclusions and
with one minor exception, the results were consistent. Given
this and the large sample size, we are confident in the overall
conclusions that we have made. Nevertheless, we recognise that
the results related to ethnicity and parent disability should be
treated as preliminary, given the missing data on these
variables.

A further important consideration related to the ethnicity var-
iable is that there were not enough participants from individual
ethnic minority groups to evaluate differences between groups.
We were also unable to examine differences across countries.
We acknowledge that differences in play during school (and
outside of school) are likely to exist across different countries
and cultural contexts. For example, we may expect different
views from parents in Asian countries, where research shows
that parents place higher demands on their children, exert
greater control, and where play for educational outcomes may
be prioritised over play for fun (Huang and Gove 2015; Lin and
Li 2018). Future studies extending this study to other popula-
tions, including older children, will provide more detailed and
valuable insights into how parents attitudes to play differ across
ethnic groups, contexts and age.

Finally, the focus of this study was on what parents think about
play in schools rather than the outcomes of play in schools but
child outcomes are central to this area of research; better play in
schools has been linked to fewer behaviour problems, improved
self-esteem, better concentration, and more enjoyment (Lester
et al. 2011; Lavrysen et al. 2015). There is clear scope for more
research in this area examining what the specific benefits are of
improved playtimes at school.

5 | Conclusions

The results show that parents in Britain value playtime as an
essential part of the school day, and they believe it should be
prioritised for all children. Parents also believe that it is es-
sential for schools to have outdoor play space, and parents value
children's opportunities for independence in their play whilst at
school. The majority of parents also agreed that children should
have the opportunities to play with risk and challenge whilst at
school, although most preferred that this be supervised. These
findings are useful for informing the development of interven-
tions to help schools improve their play offer. In particular, a
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substantial minority of parents reported that they were not
comfortable with children taking risks in their play. A school-
based play intervention would, therefore need to include a
component that focuses on parents to support schools to
effectively develop their playtimes without causing undue
concern to parents or friction between school and parents. The
findings also highlight that socio-demographic factors and
parent attitudes towards risk and protection influence how
parents feel about play in schools.
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