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Research  Summary  

The use of an allotment: outdoor play and learning  

¶ The environment around us shapes who we are.  
¶ There are many physical and mental benefits 

from being exposed to green environments  
 including allotments.  
¶ The use of outdoor play and learning has been 

found to complement indoor classroom  
 learning.  
¶ In 2006, the Government produced a  
 manifesto entitled ñLearning outside the 
 classroomò  
¶ The University of Essex in conjunction with 

Beaumont Primary School, Hadleigh piloted an 
evaluation of the use of allotments for learning 
and pupil development. 

Background  

Beaumont Community Primary School opened 
in 2003 and currently has 139 pupils on roll. It is 
an environmentally friendly school with a wind 
turbine, living roof and solar panels. Most pupils 
are within walking distance of the school and  
82% of families have employment within the 
Armed Services.  
 
In Spring 2009, Beaumont Primary school ac-
quired an allotment near the river in Hadleigh 
(about 1 mile walk from the school). Work be-
gan on the allotment in the summer term 2009 
including erection of a compost bin and shed 
with its own water butt. Squirrels (reception, 
Year 1) Pandas (Years 4 and 5) and Owls 
classes (Year 6) attended the allotment on sev-
eral occasions. They were involved in  
weeding, clearing away stones, planting, water-
ing and maintaining the allotment.  
 
This research summary focuses on the young-
est group of pupils, Squirrels (4-6 year olds) 
who were observed on three occasions. 

 

Objectives  

This research aimed to: 
¶ Use observations to explore the impacts on 

the children of visiting the allotment on  three  
 occasions 
¶ Make recommendations to improve any posi-

tive impacts  on the children 
¶ Assess the current outdoor play patterns of 

participating children 
 

Methods  

1. Questionnaire designed to assess current 
outdoor play 

2. On-site data collection including: 
¶ overall observation to look at weather, activi-

ties and group dynamics 
¶ individual observations of children to track 

progress 

 
 

 

Beaumont Community Primary 

ñWe believe that every young 

person should experience 

the world beyond the classroom 

as an essential part of 

learning and personal develop-

ment, whatever their age, 

ability or circumstancesò  
Department for Education and Skills, 2006 
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Findings  

Outdoor play questionnaires were completed by 10 out of 28  
parents. General findings included that most children played in the  
garden on most days per week, with some play on street/road. Much 
less time was spent playing in green space but with all children visit-
ing a local park at least twice per month. Most children walked in  
urban and rural areas. Most parents reported that their children en-
joyed gardening but only 3 out of 10 grew vegetables. 
 

Observations  were made in 28 children over a period of 3 weeks. 
The data was analysed exploring the changes in 6 specific areas. 
1)  Confidence: All children were visibly happy at the allotment 
2) Social skills: Most gained awareness of actions on others (e.g. 

spraying mud), working together and some pupils began to com-
pliment the work of others. 

3) Communication: Most pupils began to ask questions by third 
week. Some pupils talked to peers, whilst others talked to adults  

4) Motivation and concentration: All pupils were keen to learn 
about creepy crawlies, plants and even weeds. 

5) Physical Skills: Fine and gross motor skills improved with dig-
ging and weeding and all pupils managed the 1 mile walk there 
and back without too much difficulty. 

6)  Knowledge and understanding: Pupils began to understand the 
planting process and developed an interest in what they were 
growing but due to summer holidays unfortunately did not see 
what grew from  the seeds they planted.  

 

In all pupils there were improvements in scores by 3rd visit with 
some radical changes in behaviours in two or three children. 
 

Recommendations  

¶ Engage all pupils  in the school and allow them to participate on a regular basis (maybe in 
place of PE /Science lesson) over a whole year. 

¶ Use careful planning of the allotment with input from pupils and other stakeholders to ensure 
all year round use. 

¶ Use the experiences in the allotment back in the classroom e.g. cookery classes with 
vegetables; mini bug exploration; seasonality of vegetables 

¶ Find ways to engage more parents: currently only a small proportion of parents are involved . It 
is hoped there is a ripple effect of children discussing their visits with parents. 

¶ Continue evaluation to track pupils over a longer period of time and compare to classroom 
based activities.  

Conclusions  

The children involved in the study already spent some time in outdoor play and clearly enjoyed 
their experience at the allotment. There was a wide range of benefits observable in a short period 
of time in the majority of pupils including improvements in confidence, social skills, knowledge 
and understanding with some gains in both fine and gross motor skills.  

Few children reported  
growing vegetables at 
home. This may because 
although they have a gar-
dens, the gardens are  
actually owned by the 
Armed Services. The allot-
ment provides the ideal 
opportunity for the children 
to gain an understanding 
and an interest in growing 
plants from seeds and har-
vesting the fruits of their 
labour. 

 

Beaumont Community Primary School   

Very few children reported 
spending time playing in 
green space outside their 
small to medium garden. 


