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Introduction
Play is under attack in our nation’s schools. Recess periods are shrinking.
Homework is increasing. Cities are building new schools without playgrounds.
Safety concerns are prompting bans of tag, soccer, and even running on the
schoolyard.
Does your school take play seriously? Despite countless studies proving that
play is integral to learning and health, lots of students aren’t getting enough
space and time to play during the school day. And considering that children
spend about 20 percent of their waking hours in school, that’s cause for concern. Luckily, parents and teachers have a voice when it comes to school
policies and programming—it’s time to use yours!
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Getting started
First, arm yourself with some facts. Increased testing pressures have spurred
many schools to focus more exclusively on academics, despite the fact that
cutting down on play and physical activity has not been proven to raise
test scores—in fact, much evidence exists to the contrary. KaBOOM! offers a
number of online trainings and resources to help you make your case that
play is important for your school.

>>

See our recommended reading list on p. 18
Start with our CEO and Founder’s New York Times bestselling book,
KaBOOM!: How One Man Built a Movement to Save Play.

>>

Become a play expert by taking our on-demand trainings and browsing research at:

playschool.kaboom.org

kaboom.org/research

Also check out these key resources that can help equip you with the tools
and funding you need to take action:

>>

 eed help organizing meetings and events? To coordinate parents and volunteers
N
with free online sign-up forms and volunteer scheduling, go to:

volunteerspot.com

>>

To help you improve your school playground, KaBOOM! is awarding $750 Let’s
Play Spruce Grants, thanks to generous support from Dr Pepper Snapple Group.
Let’s Play Construction Grants of $15,000 are also available for schools interested
in building a playground from scratch. Learn more and apply at:

kaboom.org/grants
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Create a school wellness plan
When it comes to promoting health at your child’s school, play is one component of
many. A school wellness program brings together students, teachers, staff, and the
school community to work on improving school lunches and other available food
options; increasing physical activity (including free play opportunities!); educating
students about nutrition; encouraging staff wellness; and engaging parents. A
wellness team is tasked with developing and implementing a plan based on the
particular needs of your school.

Start by downloading Healthy Schools Campaign’s “Quick & Easy Guide
to School Wellness”:

healthyschoolscampaign.org/publications

>> Did

you know?

In April 2010, a government review of research showed that
increased physical activity during the school day can help
children’s attention, concentration, classroom behavior, and
achievement test scores.i
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Start a recess campaign
In the midst of educational testing frenzy, recess is increasingly absent from the
school day, and that absence is more pronounced in schools that serve low-income and high-minority populations. Are you concerned that your child isn’t getting enough time to play at school? You’re not alone! With the right tools and resources, you can rally your school community to get recess reinstated or to
incorporate more recess into the school day.

Peaceful Playgrounds, Inc offers free materials online to start your
own “Right to Recess” Campaign:

peacefulplaygrounds.com/right-to-recess.htm

>> Did

you know?

Recess offers nearly half (42 percent) of chances kids get to
be physically active during the school year. ii
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Cut down on homework
Too many kids these days are getting bogged down in homework, which cuts into
their after-school playtime and doesn’t necessarily contribute to their learning.
Professor Harris Cooper of Duke University, the country’s leading homework
researcher, recommends about 10 minutes per grade level per night. If you’re
concerned about your school’s homework policy, speak up!

Arm yourself with tools, case studies, and research:

stophomework.com

>> Did

you know?

A 2001 review of more than 120 homework studies and a 2006
review of 60 additional studies reveal very little correlation
between the amount of homework and achievement in elementary school and only a moderate correlation in middle school.
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Start a parent-teacher book club
You are not alone in the fight to save play. Inspire other parents and teachers to
action by starting a book club—we have enough playful recommended reads to
keep you going for at least a year or two! Continue the conversation between
meetings by setting up a blog, listserv, or Facebook group.

Learn about the science of play, the decline of play, and the evolution
of the play movement:

See our recommended reading list on p. 18

>> Did

you know?

Some of the earliest studies of play started in the 1890s with
G. Stanley Hall, a pioneer of the “child-study” movement and
one of the first vocal Western play advocates.
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Train a recess mentor
We are big fans of unstructured play, but the sad truth is that many kids these days
simply don’t know how to do it. Although conflicts on the playground are inevitable—and although learning conflict resolution is an important component of free
play—when conflicts and bullying overwhelm productive, positive interactions, kids
often end up sulking on the sidelines. If you’re worried that not all children are actively playing during your child’s recess, consider training existing staff members,
older students, or parent volunteers to help restore healthy, inclusive play to the
schoolyard.

Get more information and trainings:

playworks.org

>> Did

you know?

Close to 90 percent of disciplinary problems occur during
recess or lunch, or the transitions before and after. iv
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Organize a Play Day
Can you believe that some kids have never played Red Rover or fallen down in a
three-legged race? A Play Day is a chance to gather your school community to build
awareness for the importance of play and teach kids those old-fashioned games that
we all know and love. Turn the event into a fundraiser by hosting a “Play-a-Thon,”
or include a selection of service activities to enhance your school’s playspace as
you play. (See pp 13 & 14.)

Access free Play Day planning resources, including downloadable activity cards:

kaboom.org/playday

>> Did

you know?

Many classic outdoor games are deemed too dangerous for
kids these days. In Spring 2011, the NY State Department of
Health went public with a list of classic games that pose a
“significant risk of injury,” including wiffleball, Red Rover,
dodgeball, kickball, freeze tag, capture the flag, and tetherball.
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Organize a “walking school bus”
Parents often cite safety issues as one of the primary reasons they are reluctant to
allow their children to walk to school. Yet there is always safety in numbers. A
walking school bus is a group of children walking to school with one or more
adults. It can be as informal as two families taking turns walking their children to
school, or as structured as a route with meeting points, a timetable, and a regularly rotating schedule of trained volunteers.

Get started:

saferoutesinfo.org

>> Did

you know?

While 71% of adults walked or rode their bicycles to school
as children, a mere 17% of their own children currently do
so. Fifty-three percent are driven by a parent. v

9

kaboom.org

Reward walking and biking
Many assume that outdoor play and screen-based technology do not go hand in
hand. Not so when it comes to Boltage—a parent- and volunteer-driven initiative
that uses incentives and innovative technology to increase the number of elementary school children regularly bicycling and walking to school. A solar-powered
device counts daily trips. Children and parents can view and manage their data
online, and students receive awards based on activity level. Within five years, this
low-cost model has significantly increased physical activity and has spread to 35
schools in 14 states. The program has proven successful and replicable in both
affluent suburbs and low-income urban communities.

Establish a Boltage program at your child’s school:

boltage.org

>> Did

you know?

To date, Boltage has tracked over 650,000 kid-powered miles,
which have saved 58,000 gallons of gas.
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Add loose parts
Many schoolyards exercise the muscles but not the imagination. Enhance an existing playspace with Imagination PlaygroundTM in a Box or Cart. A set includes a
storage unit on wheels and Imagination Playground Blocks—loose parts that allow children to constantly reconfigure their environment and to design their own
course of play. Instead of, or in addition to, Imagination Playground, you can create
a “PlayPod” for found and donated items, ranging from fabrics to safety cones to
cardboard boxes.

Learn more about Imagination Playground:

imaginationplayground.com
Reuse centers are a haven for loose parts that would otherwise end up
in the trash. See if your area has one:

reusableresources.homestead.com

>> Did

you know?

In San Francisco, the creative re-use center SCRAP diverts
over 200 tons of materials heading to landfill every year.
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Paint games on unused asphalt
Stretches of plain asphalt at your school present valuable opportunities for play—
just add paint! Markings for simple games, like hopscotch and four square, help
incentivize children to engage in play and physical activity. Plus, they increase
motor skills, create learning opportunities for conflict resolution, and maximize
the potential of your playspace.

Get stencil sets and rules guides:

peacefulplaygrounds.com

>> Did

you know?

A scientific research review concluded that painted games
are an effective intervention strategy in the childhood obesity epidemic, increasing children’s physical activity and energy expenditures.vi
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Take learning outside
Why restrict use of outdoor spaces to recess time? The outdoors is rife with learning opportunities, and with a healthy dose of creativity, teachers can find ways to
take advantage of outdoor spaces and to incorporate natural, sensory, and
“messy” elements into their lesson plans. Parents can help facilitate outdoor
learning by pitching in to build a DIY classroom so that kids have a dedicated
space outside to gather and reflect.

Get tons of ideas for outdoor learning:

creativestarlearning.blogspot.com
Download step-by-step instructions for building an outdoor classroom:

kaboom.org/outdoor_classroom

>> Did

you know?

Exposure to environment-based education significantly
increases student performance on tests of their critical
thinking skills.vii
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Courtesy of Jenny Kable
progressiveearlychildhoodeducation.blogspot.com

Just add shade
Many playgrounds offer no shaded areas, which discourages use in hotter months.
Shade structures come in all shapes and sizes and can be added to existing equipment to provide some respite from the sun. If your budget is tight, consider erecting
temporary shade structures from tarps, fabrics, and/or tents. And don’t forget about
planting trees, which not only provide shade but also beauty, greenery, and new
climbing opportunities for children!

Get step-by-step instructions for do-it-yourself shade structures:

kaboom.org/side_projects
Learn all about planting trees at playgrounds:

kaboom.org/trees

>> Did

you know?

Slide temperatures in the summer have been known to reach
155 degrees F!
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Courtesy of Pam Dawes, wild-zone.net

Go natural
Playing in nature comes intuitively to children—after all, nature is rife with opportunities to splash, dig, climb, run, and explore. But “nature” doesn’t have to take the
form of pristine forests and rolling hills. Even the smallest of school yards can incorporate cost-effective natural elements, whether in the form of sand, water, or plants.

Get tips, inspiration, and resources for getting started:

planetearthplayscapes.com
Learn how to create a “Wild Zone” or “Create-with-Nature Zone” in
your schoolyard:

wild-zone.net

>> Did

you know?

A recent survey of 59 schools found that greener school
grounds may positively impact the quantity and quality of
physical activity among elementary school children.viii
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Build a playground
Don’t have a playground at your school? Why not build one yourself? Drawing from
the collective power of community, the prospect is not as daunting as you might
think. At KaBOOM!, we have helped communities organize thousands of playground
builds, and we present everything we’ve learned in our online Project Planner. The
Planner gives you all the tools you need to follow our unique done-in-a-day, community-led build model. That’s right—we said done in a day. Though it requires months
of preparation and planning (which we walk you through step by step), the actual
playground can be erected by volunteers over the course of 6-8 hours.

Register your playground project:

kaboom.org/projects

>> Did

you know?

In 2009, KaBOOM! online tools helped people build more
than 1,700 do-it-yourself (DIY) playgrounds in communities around the United States—almost as many as we have
assembled directly over 14 years.
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Unlock your school playground
Many school playgrounds remain open only during school hours, locked to kids from
the surrounding community on evenings and weekends. A joint-use agreement is a
cost-effective method to increase a community’s access to playgrounds, enabling
shared use of public property or facilities between a school district and a city or
county. They not only increase open park space but can create safer neighborhoods
by encouraging a visible public presence at night and on weekends.

Access tools and resources:

jointuse.org
nplanonline.org/nplan/joint-use

>> Did

you know?

In one New Orleans community, children with access to a
safe schoolyard on evenings and weekends were 84 percent
more active than those in a neighboring community without
schoolyard access.ix
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Recommended Reading
NEW YORK
TIMES
BESTSELLER

KaBOOM! How One Man Built
a Movement to Save Play
by Darell Hammond

Free Range Kids: How to Raise
Safe, Self-Reliant Children
(Without Going Nuts with
Worry) by Lenore Skenazy

Play: How It Shapes the Brain,
Opens the Imagination, and
Invigorates the Soul
by Stuart Brown

NurtureShock: New Thinking
about Children
by Ashley Merryman and
Po Bronson

Mind in the Making
by Ellen Galinsky

Last Child in the Woods
by Richard Louv

The Power of Play: How
Spontaneous, Imaginative
Activities Lead to Happier,
Healthier Children
by David Elkind

A Child’s Work: the Importance
of Fantasy Play
by Vivian Gussin Paley

Einstein Never Used Flashcards:
How Our Children Really
Learn—and Why They Need to
Play More and Memorize Less
by Roberta Golinkoff, Kathy
Hirsh-Pasek, and Diane Eyer

Life Without Lawyers: Liberating
Americans from Too Much Law
by Philip K. Howard

The Disappearance of Childhood
by Neil Postman

The ABCs of Education: A
Primer for Schools to Come
by Doug Goodkin
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Blogs We Love
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Celebrating playful learning in the lives of children. By
Jenny Kable, an Australian early childhood teacher.
progressiveearlychildhoodeducation.blogspot.com
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Reflections on teaching and learning from preschoolers.
teachertomsblog.blogspot.com
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Celebrating common sense parenting (and schooling) in
uncommonly overprotective times. By the “world’s worst
mom,” Lenore Skenazy.
freerangekids.com
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On learning in nature. By UK-based freelance playworker,
trainer, and Forest School Practitioner Lily Horseman.
kindlingplayandtraining.blogspot.com
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A blog that is exactly what the name implies. By former
preschool teachers Sherry Hutton and Donna Burns.
playbasedlearning.com.au

The “emergency exit to outdoor learning.” By UK-based
outdoor learning consultant Juliet Robertson.
creativestarlearning.blogspot.com

“Life is messy. Get over it,” says Kami, author of this
blog and a teacher at the Austin Tinkering School.
getyourmesson.blogspot.com
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