	Creating Positive Playtimes
Making break time work better for everyone



Break time is the least structured, loudest, most socially demanding part of the school day, and it is usually the part we plan for least. We design lessons carefully. We think hard about transitions in the classroom. Then we open a door, send everyone out into a large space with no rules and no plan, and we wonder why the afternoon is difficult.
A break should be a break. Fifteen minutes to move, to rest, to eat, to be with your people, to stop performing, and to come back ready. When it works, children return regulated, fed, watered and slightly happier than they left. When it doesn't, we spend the next lesson clearing up after it.
Getting there isn't about buying equipment or writing a new policy. It's about designing the space, designing the time, designing the adult role, and thinking about the days when things change. Pick one thing and try it. That's enough.
Designing the space
Give the playground some shape
An empty playground is an invitation to run in circles, and the children who don't want to run in circles have nowhere to go. Zoning solves this. Split the space into areas with a clear purpose: somewhere active, somewhere quiet, somewhere to sit and talk, somewhere to do nothing at all.
You don't need markings or money. Cones work. So does a bench with a rule about what happens on it. Start with three zones and add more once they're working.
The rules matter as much as the boundaries. What happens in the football zone is different from what happens in the chat zone, and children need to know which set applies where they're standing. Vague whole-playground expectations produce vague behaviour, and they're hardest on the children who need to know exactly what's expected before they can relax.

	Try saying
“This bit's for running games. That bench is for sitting and talking, so nobody's going to come and tag you there.”


Make sure everyone has somewhere to belong
Belonging at break time doesn't look the same for everyone. Some children belong in the middle of a football game. Some belong on a bench with one other person. Some belong in the library, or at the guinea pig hutch, or doing a job in the office, or with the member of staff who lets them help tidy up.
All of these count. The aim isn't that every child is playing, it's that every child has somewhere they fit and know they're welcome. Look around your playground and ask where the different kinds of belonging are, and who hasn't got one.
Two things make the alternatives work. They have to be open every day, not just when someone remembers. And they can't be a reward for good behaviour or a consequence for bad, because the children who need them most are exactly the children whose behaviour is least reliable.

	Try saying
“You don't have to be outside if you'd rather not be. The library's open every lunchtime and you don't need to ask.”


Meet the basic needs, and teach them
A surprising number of children don't drink, don't eat and don't go to the toilet at break. The toilets are unsupervised and grim, the queue is chaotic, eating in front of everyone feels exposing, or they're so absorbed in a game that it simply doesn't occur to them. Then they arrive at period five hungry, dehydrated and desperate for a wee, and we call it a behaviour problem.
This matters twice over. It matters now, because a child who hasn't eaten cannot learn well. And it matters later, because noticing your own body and doing something about it is a skill, and school is where a lot of children learn it or don't. Plenty of neurodivergent children, and plenty of others, don't reliably notice hunger, thirst or a full bladder until it's urgent. That isn't carelessness. It's interoception, and it can be taught.
So build it into the routine rather than leaving it to chance. A drink before you go out. A prompt to use the toilet at the start of break, not the end. A calm, unhurried place to eat that isn't the middle of a hall with two hundred people in it. And name it out loud, so children start to notice it for themselves.

	Try saying
“Before you go out: have a drink, and go to the loo now rather than at the end when everyone's rushing.”


Designing the time
Start break well
The first three minutes set the tone for the whole thing. A hundred children released into an open space at once, with nothing to do and no idea where to go, produces exactly the chaos you'd expect.
Have something ready before they arrive. Adults already in position, equipment already out, an activity or two already happening that a child can join without having to ask. Small groups heading to different places rather than everyone pouring out of the same door at the same moment.

	Try saying
“The obstacle course is set up with Miss Jones, there's skipping by the wall, and the quiet zone's open. Where are you off to?”


End break well
Abruptly stopping a game a child has spent fifteen minutes building is an emotional event, and if you don't give it time out there, you'll deal with it in the classroom instead.
Give a warning before the end signal, and use a different sound for the warning than for the line up, so children learn what each one means. Build in a moment for finishing off, tidying and saying goodbye to whatever they were doing. It takes two minutes and saves you twenty.

	Try saying
“Two minutes. Finish your game, then start tidying.”


Pay attention to what happens next
The lesson after break tells you what break was like. If children come in wound up, tearful, unable to settle, in trouble, that's information about the playground rather than about your lesson.
Build a landing pad into the start of that lesson: a quiet task, a chance to get water, something predictable that lets people arrive before you ask anything of them. And if the same children struggle after every single break, the answer probably lies out there rather than in here.
Watch, too, for the children who look completely fine at break and then fall apart much later. Holding it together in a loud, unpredictable, socially demanding space costs something, and the bill often arrives at half past three.
Designing the adult role
Join in rather than patrol
Adults who play with children have fewer incidents to deal with than adults who watch children. It's much harder to fall out with someone whilst a grown-up is helping you build a den.
You don't have to be sporty. You don't have to be any good at all. The member of staff who can't run is the best possible monster in a chasing game, and children love an adult who's rubbish at something and cheerful about it. Show interest, ask them to teach you the rules, be terrible at it, let them be the expert.
Position yourself where children actually gather rather than where you can see the most. You're there to be part of it, not to survey it.

	Try saying
“That looks like a complicated game. Can you teach me how it works?”


Teach children what to say
Most playground conflict comes from not having the words. How do you join a game? What do you say when someone says no? How do you tell someone you don't like what they're doing without it turning into a fight?
These are teachable and worth ten minutes of classroom time. Practise them properly, with role play, before expecting anyone to use them out there. “Can I play?” is a skill. So is “OK, maybe later,” which is much harder than it sounds when you're seven and you've just been turned down in front of everybody.
Some children will need this taught explicitly and practised often, and will still find it hard in the moment when the noise is up and the pressure is on. Keep teaching it, and give them a script they can fall back on when they can't think of one.

	Try saying
“If someone says no, that's allowed. You can say 'OK, maybe next time' and go and find something else. It doesn't mean they don't like you.”


Let children do nothing
Some children need break time to be a break, and that means doing nothing at all. Sitting on a wall. Walking the edge of the playground. Reading. Watching.
We tend to see a child alone and want to fix it. Sometimes that's right, and sometimes the child is lonely and needs help. But alone isn't the same as lonely, and a child who has spent three hours managing a classroom may need the next fifteen minutes to say nothing to anyone at all. Rest is a legitimate use of a break, and for some children it's the only way they'll make it through the afternoon.
Check in. Ask once, kindly. Then believe the answer.

	Try saying
“You look happy enough there, so I'll leave you to it. Come and find me if you want anything.”


Look after the people holding break time
The hardest part of the day is usually run by the staff with the least training, the least information about the children and the fewest chances to be part of any conversation about behaviour. Lunchtime supervisors are handed a large space, a lot of children and very little support, and are then asked why the afternoon is so difficult.
If you lead a school, this is the cheapest improvement available to you. Include lunchtime staff in training. Tell them which children need what and why. Give them somewhere to take a concern and someone who acts on it. Ask them what they see, because they see things nobody else does.
If you're one of the people holding break time: you're doing skilled work in difficult conditions, and it counts.
When things change
Wet play
Wet play tends to go badly because we treat it as an inconvenience rather than as a session. Same children, same needs, same amount of time, but indoors, in a smaller space, with more noise and nothing to do.
Prepare wet break boxes with everything needed for three different activities, and rotate them so they stay interesting. Include something active, something quiet and something you can do on your own without anyone talking to you. Free choice in a classroom with thirty children and a box of dominoes isn't a plan.
Say what's happening as early as you can, too. For a lot of children, the worst part of a wet break isn't the wet break. It's finding out about it thirty seconds before it starts.
The other changes
Break time changes more often than we notice. A different adult on duty. Sports day. The field's closed. Half the playground fenced off for building work. A friend off sick, so the person you always sit with isn't there.
These are small things to us and large things to a child who relies on knowing what's coming. Tell them in advance where you can, be clear about what's different and what's staying the same, and keep an eye on the children for whom the change will cost the most.
Pick one thing
1. This week. Stand in your playground during break and watch. Where do conflicts happen? Where does nobody go? Who's on their own, and are they alright?
1. This month. Spend one whole break as a player rather than a supervisor. Ask children about their games. Let them teach you something.
1. This term. Sit down with the people who run your break times and ask what would make it better. They'll know.

	Where to find more from Pooky
1. On-demand training. A growing library of recorded sessions you can watch any time, at pookyknightsmith.com/on-demand-cpd.
1. Patreon. Regular resources, slide sets and downloads to use in your setting, at patreon.com/pookyh.
1. Instagram. Ideas shared through reels and images, and the occasional view from the back of a tandem, at @PookyH.
1. Speaking and webinar enquiries. For questions or to talk about working together, email pooky@pookyknightsmith.com.
Please feel free to use and share this resource with appropriate credit. It also works well as the basis for a whole-staff session, including the lunchtime team.
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