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What OPAL 
looks like in 
schools



Loose Parts 
Play



Not intended to replicate indoor learning 





Why outdoor play 
& learning matters 
in schools



How can we make 
playful learning 
visible in more 

equitable ways?



Learning in 
community



• Emerges authentically in unstructured play

• Thrilling or exciting activities freely chosen by 
the participant that involve uncertainty and a 
risk of physical injury

• Provides opportunities to test limits, build 
resiliency and confidence

• A pedagogical stance that children are 
competent and capable of making their own 
decisions about how they use their own 
bodies



Examples of risky 
play in our schools

• Play from heights

• Play with speed

• Play with tools

• Play near or with dangerous elements

• Rough & tumble play

• Play away from direct supervision (feeling lost)

• Play with impact

• Vicarious play
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What risky 
play is not

• Neglect
• Recklessness
• Encouraging children to participate beyond 

their own limits, abilities, interests, or comfort
• Not a lesson or specific objective



Risky Play is not 
unsupervised 

neglect



Hazards are 
different than 

risks



www.meganzeni.com



Time, space and 
freedom to play 
with loose parts 
leads to divergent 
thinking and 
improved problem 
solving





Improved 
ability to 

focus in class



Rough play 
teaches what 

consent 
looks like 

and feels like

Photo credit: Keri Stranger, EKO-logy



Play with 
impact



Understanding 
the differences 
between risks & 
hazards in the 
school context





Role of the teacher in risk assessment





Canadian mortality rates for all unintentional injuries, 
ages 0-19 years (1950-2009)

Richmond et al., 2016, CJPH, 107(4-5), e431-7
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Statistics 
Canada, 2021

Statistics Canada, 2015 © M. Brussoni, 2019
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Outdoor Play-
related Fall 
Injuries



Cause of Injury Number of 
Injuries

Rate/100,000
Population

Fall involving playground equipment 267 38.4

Fall on same level 206 29.6

Fall from one level to another 166 23.8

Fall involving skates, skis, skateboards 129 18.5

Outdoor fall-related hospitalizations
0-14 year olds, BC, 19 year average 

(2001/02 – 2019/20)

90% fractures:
99% extremities (arms & 
legs)

≈ 690,000 children

https://data.injuryresearch.bc.ca/DataTools/hospitalization.aspx





Novelty reduces risk of 
injury



Systematic review

Medically treated 
injuries, ages 6-12 years:
• Active commuting
• Sports participation
• Leisure time (recreation, play)

Injury by Exposure Time
• Death rate for fall from tree,    

ages 1-14, (2000-2019)

Nauta et al., 2014, Sports Medicine



Systematic review

Medically treated injuries, ages 6-12 years:
• Active commuting: 0.15-0.52/1000 hours
• Sports participation: 0.20-0.67/1000 hours
• Leisure time: 0.15-0.17/1000 hours

Nauta et al., 2014, Sports Medicine

Injury by Exposure Time

A child would need to 
play  3 hours/day for  ≈ 
10 years





Questions 
and 

Discussion


