
 

 

    Outdoor Play and  
    Learning     

 
 

 

OPAL Programme 
... supporting better, healthier play & learning in school   



 

  



 

 

 
The OPAL Programme... 

 
Children in British primary schools spend 20% or 1.4 years of their school attendance in play 

and yet many schools have no strategic or values based approach to play across all ages. 

The Outdoor Play and Learning (OPAL) programme is a mentor supported school 

improvement programme. It addresses all of the areas schools must plan for if they want to 

strategically and sustainably improve the quality of play. 

The OPAL Programme is the only programme of its kind that has been independently proven 

to sustainably improve the quality of play in British primary schools. 

Research shows that play contributes to children’s physical and emotional health, well-

being, approach to learning and enjoyment of school. Given the importance of play in 

children’s lives and current concerns about children’s health and opportunity to access time 

and space to initiate their own play outdoors, there are considerable benefits for children, 

parents, school and the wider community from participating in the OPAL programme. 

The OPAL programme supports schools in developing a cultural shift in thinking about and 

supporting children’s play. Its success comes from a series of interrelated actions 

undertaken with the specialist support from the OPAL mentor. This embeds play into 

school’s policies and practices and establishes clear guiding principles and strategies for 

initiating changes at playtimes. The results can be transformational and - at best - 

spectacular, and show progress even in more challenging school environments. 

I have been in education for 15 years, and by a long 

way this is the most successful and rewarding project 

I have ever been involved with. 

’Andrew Lynham, Headteacher, Bailey's Court 

Primary School, Bristol 

Children attend primary school for seven years. Of those seven years, around 

1.4 years will be spent outside actively playing, making `playtime’ by far the 

most dominant element within the curriculum. Unlike sport and PE lessons, 

children’s active play can claim 100% engagement, provided it is delivered with 

the right expertise, consistency and understanding of children’s social and 

emotional needs. 



 

 

 
 

Q: What is OPAL? 

 

OPAL is a community interest company dedicated to improving children’s opportunities to 

play, by providing services to schools and organisations in England and Wales. OPAL staff 

have expertise in teaching, school improvement, landscape design, project management, play 

and strategic planning.  

 

The OPAL programme offers schools a structured 1 year long process with mentored 

support and resources to enable the best conditions and long term improvements for 

playtime in primary schools.  

 

To date OPAL has run programmes in over 200 schools in Britain and has recently 

expanded to Canada, New Zealand and Australia. 

 

Q: Why would you want to participate? 
 

“Better Play means happier children & happier children learn more!” 

 

The OPAL programme was developed in response to demand from schools for help in 

resolving issues at playtime, including boredom, high levels of accidents and playground 

incidents, lack of respect for supervisors and a constant stream of low-level behaviour 

problems, as well as a desire to improve the quality of children’s play experiences in school 

and a desire by school leaders to pursue excellence in all areas of schools’ performance. 

 

Q: How did the OPAL Programme develop? 

 

The programme was conceived and developed by Michael Follett over 10 years ago while 

working as a school improvement advisor within South Gloustershire Council’s Learning 

and School Effectiveness Team, building on his experience as a playworker, teacher and play 

strategy officer.  

 

Testing of the programme over several years in around 70 % of South Gloucestershire’s 

primary schools provided the evidence that the only effective and sustainable way to 

improve play for the majority of the children is through long-term cultural change within 

schools. As a result each segment of the OPAL programme has been developed to meet a 

different stage in the journey of this culture change. 



 

   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q: What are the benefits of OPAL? 

 
Under the obligations of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child all state 

parties have a duty to honour the Articles of the convention including 

 

Article 31 – The Child’s Right to Play. In addition to helping schools meet this 

obligation, benefits will usually include: 

1. More active, confident and socially adept children, 

2. Every single child is engaged and included, because they want to play and are 
‘play literate’, 

3. Children settle more quickly in to their lessons after play time, 

4. Children are able to accrue cognitive, emotional (e.g. resilience) and creative 
benefits, as well as physical improvements to their health and wellbeing, 

5. Enjoyment of playtimes helps to reduce stress levels for children and staff, 

6. Many health experts say regular exposure to natural play experiences can 

help those children with behavioural issues (e.g. ADHD, etc.) 

7. School lunchtime staff are trained and positively motivated to support play, 

8. Headteachers and senior staff can spend lunchtimes more productively, 

9. Schools have a long-term plan, a clear policy which parents can understand, 

10. Children will take their new-found love of outdoor play home with them!  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q: What does the OPAL Programme involve? 

 

The OPAL programme comprises eight specific sessions spread over one year. 

 

These eight sessions are: 

 

• Introduction and Audit meeting 
• INSET on play 

• Development meeting 1 

• Development meeting 2 

• Development meeting 3 

• Grounds master planning workshop 

• Parents meeting 

• Second Audit and award of certificate 

 

The process starts with a structured audit carried out by the mentor and the school 

together. The audit covers 18 critical cultural and environmental conditions which affect the 

quality of children’s play. This is followed by an INSET day which informs the whole-school 

community of the programme and brings together their agreed values and principles to form 

a play policy. 

 

OPAL uses a structured development tool which allows the school and the mentors to 

work out a detailed play policy and development plan tailored to the specific needs of the 

school. This is followed by development meetings, held throughout the year, to support the 

school in embedding their plans and implementing them. 

 

Meetings are also held to inform parents of the changes the school will undertake to 

improve play and to form a long-term plan on how to improve school grounds to increase 

play opportunities. The final meeting in the programme is the OPAL award audit, where 

progress is mapped, award status of silver, gold or platinum is agreed and the next 

development phase is planned. 

 

It is important to realise that the OPAL Programme does require the 100% commitment 

from the Headteacher and governors to see the programme through and make it 

permanently sustained within the culture of the school. Experience has shown that the 

programme will inevitably fail without the full commitment and constant support of the 

Headteacher. 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q: Have OPAL programme results been independently verified? 

 

An independent evaluation of OPAL was commissioned by Play England and carried out by 

academics Dr. Wendy Russell, Stuart Lester from Gloucester University and Dr Owain 

Jones from the University of West of England in 2011. This demonstrated the effectiveness 

of OPAL and established the benefits for schools from participating in the OPAL 

Programme. 

 
The report ‘Supporting school improvement through play’ can be downloaded for free from 

the OPAL website www.outdoorplayandlearning.org.uk under ‘free resources’. 

 

Q: How much does it cost? 

 

Changes produced by the OPAL programme are not exclusively reliant on large capital 

investment and instead encourage creativity and responsiveness to local conditions and 

needs. 

 

A standard one year programme would cost £3,850 plus travel fees. 

 

Q: What is included? 

 

• 8 half day meetings, workshop and training spread over 1 year 

• Over 100 resource documents 

• Unlimited email and phone support 

• 14 years of experience and expertise 

• Support over 12-18 month 

• Additional support can be purchased as required 

The OPAL programme works everywhere, regardless of the outside space available at a 

school. OPAL has clients in central London and in tiny rural villages alike. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q: What about OFSTED and Health & Safety? 

 

The OPAL programme has been shown to support behavioural and inclusion improvements 

as well as more general wellbeing. Many of the highest Platinum Award level OPAL schools 

are also OFSTED Outstanding rated schools.  

 

“I’m not sure some of our parents will be comfortable with their children being exposed to risky 
experiences.” - Ultimately, the Headteacher has to decide whether their school exists to 

provide a fully rounded education, and to make sure every child gains the developmental 

experiences that everyone needs, but isn’t getting from home life any more. OPAL Mentors 

have excellent knowledge of current Health and Safety Executive guidance on children’s 

play. 

 

Q: Why do we need to teach children to Play? 

 

We don’t! The programme works because it is targeted predominantly at the adult staff at 

the school, and focuses on values, strategy, planning, staffing, design and resourcing, not 

directly at the children, though there is always an element of interaction throughout the 

programme. 

 

  

Want to see what an OPAL playtime looks like?  

 Then have a look at this video:     https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x3s83qVp0mE. 

 



 

 

   
Your 

Notes 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact Information 

 

OPAL has helped make play better in hundreds of primary schools & 

early years settings. Our experienced team will be able to help you 

create happier playtimes, design better play spaces and enable staff 

to support wonderful play. 

 

If you would like more information, or would like us to come out and talk to 

you then please visit out website, or contact your regional OPAL mentor 

directly. 

 

Michael Follett 

OPAL Director & OPAL South West 

michael@outdoorplayandlearning.org.uk 

Tel 07870284517 

 

Neil Coleman 

OPAL Midlands 

neil@outdoorplayandlearning.org.uk 

Tel 07714417191 

 

Marie-Christine Schmidt 

OPAL North 

marie@outdoorplayandlearning.org.uk 

Tel 07717375461 

 

Josh Steiner 

OPAL Greater Manchester 

josh@outdoorplayandlearning.org.uk 

Tel 07789912055 

 

www.outdoorplayandlearning.org.uk 


