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The metamorphosis of school playgrounds
Current Programme

The site location is currently being used as a football ground and a cut through path
to access other green spaces that are all within walking distance of the school. There
is a football ground within a two minute walk, which could be used for school
sporting events. Utilising the community, enables space for a new design to create
more multi-functional facilities at the site.
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(Authors own, 2020)

Current Ecology

(Barker, 2021)

The amenity grassland makes up the majority of the site and is
lacking in species diversity and variety in planting. The design will
improve the habitat diversity by increasing the typologies on site
and expanding the protected habitats below.

New St. Mary’s Church

(West Bergholt Parish Council B, 2021)

Heathland & Acid Lowland Grassland
(Authors own, 2020)

Currently the quality of the heathland and acid grass land is
poor. If left unmanaged the rare habitat will return to a
woodland state. Protecting and restoring this species rich
habitat is important as it is home to protected species such
as harebell, heather, adder snakes, slow worms and common
lizards.

Currently the site very flat. This has been altered as part of the design to
encourage active learning through play. Changes in topography have been
proven to increase imaginative play, by providing refuge through breaking up
larger spaces, for children to have small world play (Learning through
Landscapes, 2021). This means using loose materials or small toys to learn.

includes seating and
sculptures

Creating strong bonds to where we live, encourages
engagement in environmental behaviours. These are
needed for changing attitudes towards sustainability
(Kudryavtsev, Stedman and Krasny, 2012). Using a
variety of non-traditional play equipment, unique to
the school creates this link through social and mobility
change, creating a strong sense of place.

Amenity Grass

Allotements

Heathland’s CofE (Church of England) Primary School is located in the medieval
village called West Bergholt in Colchester, Essex. The school is currently raising
money to improve its outdoor education programme (Heathlands Primary School, 2020).
Teachers suggest that up to 90% of students have better concentration on
indoor lessons after having outdoor education (Learning through Landscapes, 2021).
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Increasing children’s access to nature improves both
health and well-being, physically as well as mentally
(Grinde and Patil, 2009). The design expands the
habitat on site and increases multi-functional areas,
creating a variety of nature based activities.

Key

The playground is lacking a sense of place.
Plain concrete playgrounds create a mono-culture, whereas children thrive in
more varied habitats. This can be achieved
through biophilia (better access to blue and
green infrastructure) and positive affordances (Holloway, P., 2015).

Sensory focused
on smell

The site has an outdoor classroom ‘corridor’ that
extends the outside and inside by blurring the
boundaries between the two. It provides sheltered areas
to accommodate learning in all weathers and connects
all areas together to increase the range of educational
opportunities. Free flow between the school and
outdoors is vital for early year’s children but will also
benefit junior pupils (Foster, 2006).

Children are separated into age groups (upper and lower school). Research has shown
that schools that do not separate children
display better behaviour and gained responsibility
(Harris, R. and Hilton, H., 2018).

Key
Site Location

New Programme

The site is currently bounded, with a clear
distinction between outside and inside.
Blurring the boundaries is proven to develop
a range of key skills such as communication thus improving learning performance
(Green, M. and Rayner, M., 2020).

Sensory focused
on touch

Mixed Broadleaf Decidious Woodland
(Authors own, 2020)

The woodland area has a diverse and complex structure comprised of
native species.
Some ornamental cherries have been planted contrasting the rest of the
woodland. These will be removed and replaced with more appropriate
species. The woodland is an integral part of the design because it predates the village and is one of the only visible medieval layers left in the
landscape, adding to the sense of character.
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Outdoor Classroom

Active area that encourages
physical activity and imaginative play

Sensory walk with
changing materials

Nature play mound
with built in tunnel

Born & Born Again
The concept for the design originates from the
protected species on site. The slow worms, adder
snakes and common lizards hatch their eggs inside
their stomach and then give birth to live young.
This reflects the statement to be born and born again.

Metamorphosis of Self
To be born and born again as a human is to have a
metamorphosis of self. It is the difference between the
physical, metaphysical and the bridge between them.
We are born again every time we learn and interact with our
environment through our own emotional lenses.
This makes our experience unique!

Transcendence
We transcend when we have a balance of physical
and metaphysical factors in our lives and reach a
point of self-actualisation. This process however
is a continual cycle, as we are ever growing and
changing, adapting to the new circumstances life
throws at us.
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Perspective
Round strand rope with steel galvanised core structure

Nets fixed by forged aluminum ball knots

Laminated timber made from mulit-layered dried wood

Stainless steel tubes Ø60,3mm - sand blasted & powder coated

Round strand rope

Steel connectors
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Nature Play: Loose materials like sand, gravel, logs
and boulders & pebbles. Loose materials that can be
moved adds play value and increase imaginative play
(Learning Through Landscapes, 2021).

(Minds, 2021)
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Sensory: Outdoor mirrors (non-breakable)
reflect light, patterns and colour of the
surroundings. They are visually stimulating
but are also good in terms of
accessibility, this is because a lot of people
who are legally blind still have
perception of light and shadows.

g
Tree varieties have been chosen to compliment and
extend the broadleaf woodland habitat found at the
front of the school. They provide wonderful all year
round colour and interest.

Tree Canopy
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The tree canopy layer is important because the
trees are reflective of the broadleaf woodland
at the front of the site and expands the habitat
across the site as a whole. The trees are denser
on the right side of the design as it is a calmer
and more reflective space and provides refuge
for children. This is important in the
experiential learning cycle.
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(Redlynch Leisure, 2021)

1. Malus Sylvestris
2. Salix Caprea
3. Quercus Robur
4. Acer Pseudoplatanus

Active Play: Naturalistic active equipment has
been included in the design; to protect grass
from wear and tear a tiger rubber bonded
mulch has been added. It replecates bark and
comes in a dark forest green which blends into
the natural landscape. It is also SuDS
complient which is important in times of
climate change due to increased sudden deluges
(Colchester Borough Council, 2020) . This surface will cope with heavy rainfall and the water
will return to the water table.
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This is a set of tertiary routes that represent
nucleobases, as each pathway links back to the
main DNA structure but also ‘bonds’ (joins to) to
all individual areas. Each path provides a different
experience as leads to a new place, just as every
person’s nucleobase sequence is unique to the
individual. The base set of pathways are the same
for all children, but can offer a unique experience
to each depending on the direction and route they
choose.
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(Storm Building Products, 2021)

The ‘Neuron’ Network
Neurons are pathways that transmit and receive
information, they are communicators. The
‘Neuron’ network therefore connects all access
points in a fast track route around the school that
links back to the ‘DNA’ structure and branches off
to the tertiary routes too. Communicating with all
areas of the site. This is useful for members of the
public who want to use the village as a cut through
and not disturb school children or walk a longer
route.

Outdoor Classroom: Polycarbonate sheets are very
durable and weather proof. They give off the same
impact as glass however are shatter proof. The
material comes in a range of colours and allows
the light to shine through casting a ray of
interesting shapes, patterns and colours on the
floor. Clear versions of the material are also
available, which have been used to create art
instalments within the outdoor classrooms by the
children.

Tiarella ‘Spring Symphony’

Athyrium Filix - Femina
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(Copperbeechplay, 2021)

Pathways: Resin bound gravel is SuDS
compliant as it is permeable and gives a lovely
natural looking finish. It comes in a variety of
shades so each layer of pathways (shown in
design process) can be different colours.

Sensory: Sensory walkways using multiple
different materials such as rope,
rubber, brick, grass, gravel, wood, concrete, grass.
All materials are treated so that people can walk
on the sensory trail with barefeet to maximise the
full potential of the area. Each section is retained
in a custom wooden beam box.

Dryopteris goldieana

Hosta ‘Revoloution’

(Externalworksindex, 2021)

Naturalised bulb planting - mixture of
Narcissus, Hyacinthodies and Galanthus

The ‘DNA’ Structure
1

Binding the physical and metaphysical areas
together the ‘DNA’ structure is the bridge that
connects the whole site together. It provides easy
access from the outdoors to the classroom,
providing sheltered routes along the way, which
can be used in all weathers to teach outdoors,
these can be seen in the detail area.
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