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ABSTRACT
Children’s play in Irish schoolyards remains neglected

educational policies and practices despite government

commitments to inclusive schools and children’s rights. There is a
dearth of research on children’s perspectives of play, criticisms of
‘at risk’ discourses underpinning concerns for certain children’s
play rights, and studies identifying exclusion within Irish
schoolyards, particularly for children with minoritized identities.
This inquiry informed by the theory of practice architectures used

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 7 November 2023
Accepted 1 January 2024

KEYWORDS

Children’s perspectives; Irish
schoolyards; outdoor play;
practice architecture theory;
spatial justice; walking
interviews

walking interviews to explore with twenty-three children their
play practices in two Irish primary schools identified as
disadvantaged. Analysis of the interviews generated three
themes: (1) the state of play — cracks with(in) the routines of the
schoolyard, (2) playing along and with(in) this shared space and
(3) the hard yard. This inquiry contributes to understandings of
children’s play with(in) Irish schoolyards, as socially situated
practices with contrasting representations of play as habitual and
emerging. Play was central to children’s social lives, identities,
and friendships and interrelated with diverse constraints,
exclusionary practices, and the (re)production of the ‘hard yard'.
While mattering most children’s experiences of significant
constraints and inequities, this inquiry also highlighted the
transformative possibilities generated within play to create shared
possibilities for individual and collective flourishing.
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Introduction

Despite Ireland’s commitments to children’s rights including a national play policy,
reminding schools of their Article 31 obligations, there is scant attention within edu-
cational policies or practices to children’s play in schoolyards (Bergin et al., 2023;
National Children’s Office [NCO], 2004). This neglects interdisciplinary research on
the importance of play in children’s lives and cross-sectoral policy concerns regarding
exclusion within schoolyards, particularly for children with minoritized identities
(Department of Education and Skills [DES], 2017; Department of Education [DOE],
2022; NCO, 2004; Russell, 2021). To progress practices, recommendations highlight
the need to generate a greater understanding of the complex interrelationships
between children, play, and contextual factors, emphasising the limited research from
children’s perspectives and on social dimensions, particularly intersectional inequities
(Baines & Blatchford, 2023; Clements & Harding, 2022; Russell, 2021). Informed by criti-
cal play scholarship and the theory of practice architectures (Kemmis, 2019) this inquiry,
therefore, aims to explore with children their play in Irish schoolyards, identified as
disadvantaged.

Children’s play in schoolyards

The schoolyard is represented as atypical, in affording regular opportunities to play with
peers due to increasing societal restrictions (Baines & Blatchford, 2023; McKendrick,
2019). However, as Lester et al. (2019) discuss tensions exist between the educational
focus of schools and the promotion of play as ‘initiated, controlled and structured by chil-
dren themselves’ (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC],
2013, p. 1). Studies have shed light on how adults’ normative ideas and lack of value
on play, intersect with individualistic practices, regulating and restricting space, time,
and permission for play in schoolyards (Baines & Blatchford, 2023; Bergin et al., 2023;
Ronnlund, 2017).

Russell’s (2021) review of the research on outdoor play in schoolyards, underlines
how children’s diverse, ideas, experiences, and values on play, differ not only from
adults. Children’s play has been conceptualised as enacting their culture, with
studies describing how children identify a wide range of preferred activities as play;
value most having fun, being with friends, and choosing what they want to do; draw
on ‘real’ and ‘digital’ worlds, appropriate spaces and objects, and seek out risk and chal-
lenge to create play (Baines & Blatchford, 2023; Beresin, 2010; Clements & Harding,
2022). Research also highlights play in schoolyards as instrumental to children’s
sense of belonging in school (Russell, 2021). Although limited, studies have generated
insights into inclusion in schoolyards as requiring on-going negotiations of hierarch-
ical social structures that intersect with children’s abilities and racialised, gendered
and classed identities (Kustatscher, 2017; Lodewyk et al., 2020; Massey et al., 2020;
Ringrose & Renold, 2010). An overall absence of knowledge on the social processes
within play, however, has been identified in recent systematic reviews, particularly
from the perspectives of children with minoritised identities and in middle childhood
(Massey et al., 2020; Russell, 2021).
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The Irish context

There is scarce research also exploring with children their play in Irish schoolyards,
however, as in other contexts, play and being with friends are described as the most
valued aspect of school (Blake et al., 2018; Devine et al., 2020; O’Rourke et al., 2017).
In Ireland, children’s play in schoolyards usually occurs outdoors during mandated
daily 30-minute ‘break times’, divided into short morning (10/15 mins) and longer after-
noon breaks (20/30 mins) (Devine et al., 2020). Although data are limited, Irish school-
yards are described as mostly hard surfaced, lacking play value, funding, or equipment,
with over a quarter of schools reporting insufficient space for play (Devine et al., 2020;
Fahy et al., 2020; Marron, 2008; NCO, 2004). A lack of pedagogical guidance adds to
the challenge of progressing play rights, with school requirements focused on safety
and more recently instrumental initiatives (Marron, 2008; Walsh & Fallon, 2021).

This contrasts with the focus within Irish inclusive educational policies on children’s
rights and whole-school approaches that create welcoming spaces and foster respect,
acceptance and belonging (DES, 2017; DOE, 2022; National Council for Special Edu-
cation, 2011). Irish inclusive educational policies primarily address disability with a sep-
arate social inclusion strategy outlined in the DEIS plan (Department of Education,
2017). DEIS draws on data gathered using a deprivation index (variables include
parents’ education levels, employment status and housing) to provide additional
educational supports to schools with a high proportion of students identified as disad-
vantaged (273 primary schools out of approximately 3300 nationally, Department of
Education, 2023).

Reflecting wider research on the dilemmas of inclusion, the DEIS programme is the
subject of on-going debate due to concerns about deficit-focused practices, a higher pro-
portion of students from minoritized communities, lower achievement rates, increased
bullying and conflict and the reproduction of societal inequities (Ainscow, 2020;
Fleming & Harford, 2021; Ni Dhuinn & Keane, 2021). Significantly, interdisciplinary
studies highlight the Irish schoolyard as a place of exclusion, more so for children
with minoritized identities and disabled children, who describe bullying, racism,
restricted physical activity opportunities, and a lack of meaningful peer relationships
(Blake et al., 2018; D’Urso et al., 2021; Fahy et al., 2020; Fennell, 2021; Ni Dhuinn &
Keane, 2021; Scholtz & Gilligan, 2017). The Irish play policy also articulates specific con-
cerns regarding the social inclusion of children, identified as disadvantaged (NCO, 2004).
However, schoolyards and play remain absent from inclusive school policies and guide-
lines, including the new action plan on bullying (DOE, 2022). The complex challenges
within schoolyards and inclusive policies and practices in an Irish context resonate
with recent scholarship on play, critiquing ‘at risk’ discourses and practices as situating
the ‘problem’ with the child, while neglecting systemic and societal injustices (Gerlach &
Browne, 2021; Kustatscher, 2017; Lester et al., 2019; Russell, 2021).

Theoretical approach and research aim

Drawing on critical and post-humanist theories, inter-disciplinary play scholarship
(re)conceptualises play as interdependent within unique contexts, processes, and
relationships (Gerlach & Browne, 2021; Lester et al., 2019; Lodewyk et al., 2020;
Woodyer et al., 2016). A critical research and practice approach is advocated that inter-
rogates normative assumptions and challenges inequities to focus on children’s
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perspectives and the conditions that interrelate with play possibilities (Kaukko et al.,
2022; Lester et al., 2019; Russell et al., 2023). Aligning with this agenda, the theory of
practice architectures frames everyday activities as socially established practices consti-
tuted in certain doings (actions), sayings (language, ideas, discourses) and relatings
(how people relate to one another and the world) (Mahon et al., 2017). Of most interest,
Kemmis (2019) explains is to understand how practices happen in certain ways in certain
contexts, enabled and constrained by diverse cultural-discursive, material-economic, and
social-political arrangements.

This inquiry is part of a wider multi-study project informed by critical occupational
theories exploring multiple perspectives of play in Irish schoolyards to better understand
the conditions that make play possible and generate practice possibilities. To address the
tension between making visible inequities and avoiding essentialist representations, this
inquiry draws on recent research recommendations to focus on children’s experiences in
disadvantaged contexts while avoiding social categories (Kaukko et al., 2022; O’Rourke
et al., 2017). The theory of practice architectures offers a theoretical and methodological
resource to frame this inquiry which aims to explore with children their experiences of
play in Irish DEIS primary schoolyards.

Methodological approach

Ensuring methodological choices align with theoretical understandings and inquiry aims
is of most importance for ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative research (Nayar &
Stanley, 2023). The decision to employ walking interviews and reflexive thematic analysis
is congruent with critical perspectives of knowledge as situated and that interpretations
are those of the researcher - in this inquiry informed by the theory of practice architec-
tures and play scholarship (Kemmis, 2019; Springgay & Truman, 2019; Spyrou et al,,
2019). Drawing from ethnographic research and Kusenbach’s (2003) go-along interviews,
walking interviews aim to provide a contextualised understanding of everyday practices,
leveraging embodied experiences and spatial cues as participants walk with the researcher
in a familiar context (Springgay & Truman, 2019). Ethical considerations also informed
the choice of walking interviews, promoting children’s participation, and reducing vul-
nerability to power imbalances by providing children with more control over the pace
and content of interviews (Camponovo et al., 2023; Horgan et al., 2022). Ethical approval
for this study was granted by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority (Log number: 2021-
0357) and the Social Research Ethics Committee, University College Cork (Log
number:2021-111).

Recruitment

Purposive sampling was employed to recruit children from two DEIS schools, involving
an invitation letter to 51 schools in an education department region with a major city,
towns, and rural schools. The two co-educational Catholic schools represent a city and
town context with over 300 and 800 pupils, respectively. Both schools had large green
areas, hard surfaced yards, boundaried by walls, designated areas for each class group
(approximately 22 children) and little fixed equipment. School principals acted as gate-
keepers providing initial parent and child information and consent forms and
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supervising a researcher information session to classes identified based on children’s ages
and children and teachers’ timetables. Twenty-three children, 6 girls and 17 boys (aged
9-12) from across 3 classes in the two schools completed consent forms, while not
requested 13 children described themselves as from minoritized communities.

Data gathering

The data gathering protocol considered ethical, practical, and methodological aspects
including children’s availability, weather, and research time constraints. Multiple visits
over eight weeks supported ethical recommendations to spend time in context to gain
familiarity (Spyrou et al.,, 2019) and involved walking interviews and informal obser-
vations during break times. Two walking interviews were planned to support richer
insights enabling children to extend and review their narratives. Informed consent was
recognised as an on-going process and children’s choice to participate, and inquiry infor-
mation was reviewed before each interview.

Interviews took place in the yard between breaks with teachers supervising from
within the school for privacy. All children completed an initial interview, leading the
researcher around their schoolyard. The researcher recorded the interview on MS
Teams software, using an external microphone. Guiding questions were informed by
the theory of practice architectures (a) describe your play (sayings), (b) show me/tell
me where you play/what you do/who you are with/your best memories (doings) (c)
tell me your experiences of children’s play together/being left out of play in the school-
yard (relatings) and what constrains and enables your play (arrangements).

Children requested the opportunity to self-aggregate into peer groups for the second
interview as this reflected their experiences within play in the schoolyard. As Horgan
et al. (2022) recommend research with children requires ethical responsiveness and
the researchers adapted the protocol accordingly. Children self-organised into two
groups of five boys in the town school, and three groups of four boys; two girls /two
boys and four girls in the city school. A prior plan was agreed with children to speak
close to the microphone one at a time. This group interview held loosely to guiding ques-
tions and drew on children’s interviews, however, was mostly responsive to what children
decided to focus on, often triggered by spatial elements in the yard. Individual interviews
were on average 20 minutes and group interviews 60 minutes. Interview recordings were
uploaded to MS Stream software on a secure server before leaving the school.

Data analysis

Reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) served as the analytical approach, involving a systema-
tic six-stage process (Braun et al, 2022; Byrne, 2022). Informed by the theoretical
approach and inquiry aim, the analysis used an initial inductive approach centring chil-
dren’s constructions of play, This included listening to recordings, producing transcrip-
tions, and coding interviews descriptively (identifying words/sayings children used to
describe play practices) and interpretatively (identifying how descriptions related to con-
ceptualizations of play, spaces, and inclusion/exclusion). Codes were then grouped, and
the data were at this stage treated as a single data set and not differentiated by any cat-
egories. Using the lens of practice architectures theory, the analysis constructed initial
themes with shared meaning focusing on children’s representations of play practices
and enabling and constraining practice arrangements. Final analysis involved, returning
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to the interview data to consider resonance and points of difference with theoretical con-
cepts and collaborative discussions on how themes constructed mattered certain
elements and excluded others. Writing up themes clarified each theme’s central
concept and children’s names were replaced with pseudonyms.

Results

Applying the theory of practice architectures to children’s interview data generated rich
insights into children’s play as social practices situated within Irish schoolyards. The
analysis generated three themes emphasising differing central ideas interpreted from
children’s experiences and perspectives: (1) the state of play — cracks with(in) the routines
of the schoolyard, (2) playing along and with(in) this shared space and (3) the hard yard.

The state of play - cracks with(in) the routines of the schoolyard

This theme focuses on children’s contrasting representations of play practices as both
habitual and emergent. Analysing this apparent incongruence highlights how children’s
experiences of habitual play practices resonate and contrast with discourses on childhood
and play as a right and the centrality of fun in children’s experiences of play as emergent
and transformative.

Children’s descriptions of how they play with(in) the routines of the schoolyard were
diverse, ambiguous, and often contradictory, reflecting the subjective plurality of chil-
dren’s experiences. While children’s reasons for valuing play were multiple — as an
opportunity to get exercise and sunshine, to spend time with friends, or take a break
from classwork, a positive affective dimension was central to all children’s represen-
tations of why they valued play.

It’s really, really, fun for me, and it’s fun for other people. (Orin, 10). It just makes you feel
happier. (Paul, 10)

Play was, however, predominantly described as mundane and situated in the everyday
routines of the schoolyard. Unsettling understandings of play as always fun, children’s
everyday experiences in the schoolyard, were of ‘just playing’ a limited range of activities —
ball games, tag, foursquare and imagination games. Children’s choices were experienced
as influenced by a variety of arrangements including available opportunities, skills, pre-
ferences, and friendships. Play as intrinsically motivating was then represented as more
complex with children expressing a sense of limited alternatives and inherent contradic-
tions in their freedom to choose.

There’s nothing else to do except tag (Evan, 10) You’re free to do what you want, well, you're
not free to do what you want. (Carol, 12)

The mundanity of everyday play in schoolyards was represented as (re)producing habit-
ual ways of doing as children which reflected normative social discourses on childhood.
Of significance were children’s perspectives of what children do when afforded the
freedom to make their own choices. Experiences of getting into trouble and tendencies
to push too far were predominant. Free choice within play was thus represented as inher-
ently unrealistic given children’s naturally disorderly dispositions.
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Most people would be hyped in the yard if there was no teachers. Yeah, they would be
running around, like being crazy. (Paul, 10)

Disrupting representations of play as mundane and habitual were children’s ‘best’ mem-
ories of play. These memories were not of the usual games of soccer or tag but experi-
ences of escaping boredom, of challenge and mastery (holding on the longest on the
climbing bars), and fundamentally of shared fun- of skating on ice on cold days,
jumping together as Peppa Pig in puddles of rain or playing cards with a friend’s
smuggled pack. These memories were recounted separately and collectively, with laugh-
ter, and often a reenactment of play practices. Children’s best memories included playing
with the rules of the yard when possibilities arose, both the spatial boundaries and the
social behaviours that were not allowed - stepping over the line when a teacher
looked the other way, kicking the ball over the gate to run after it. This ‘getting into
trouble’ was worth the risk and held creative and disruptive rather than destructive
intentions.

The best time I think was when it was winter and there was ice on the ground ... (Ziggy,
10). When (SNA/Teacher assistant) turned her back, we all started ice skating. (David, 11)

Children’s best memories of play were described as emergent and interrelated with
specific places, objects, times, and within relationships. The appropriation of space or
objects to create more meaningful play was a common dimension where leaves
blowing or an ordinary platform inhabited children’s play to become much more. Chil-
dren’s descriptions of the blurred boundaries of real and imagined space extended to
ideas of play as emerging with(in) socio-spatial-temporal cracks, edges, and boundaries.
A gathering near a hole in the wall prompted curiosity for those who knew that move-
ments of LEGO figures in this hidden portal by natural or human forces held further
play possibilities. Moments of doing play were always different even if returned to and
extended upon.

Cohering the apparent incongruence between contrasting representations of play was
a shared construction of play within the schoolyard as necessary. Children’s experiences
of play as emergent, represented play as always possible. Children’s memories of play as
fun, then meant that fun and happiness were also always possible. The significance of the
positive affective dimensions of play was thus emphasised - holding possibilities to
disrupt the mundanity of everyday schoolyard routines.

And if you didn’t have break, what would it be like? (Researcher). I'ld quit the school I'd
leave. (Tim, 10)

Playing along and with(in) this shared space
Interpreting children’s play in schoolyards as relational is the central concept of
this theme. The analysis highlights the interrelationships between children’s play
choices and enabling and constraining arrangements and emphasises the signifi-
cance of play to children’s identities, friendships, and relationships with(in) the
schoolyard.

The limited resources and restricted space available to children were prominent in
their descriptions of play practices. Walls and chalk lines created spatial boundaries
which children played within, with, and against in schoolyards and embedded within
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games as goal posts and finishing lines. By their absence, all objects were made relevant. A
shaded corner, sloped edge, or dangling pipe on the schoolyard (was) pulled (by) children
into play together. Ideas were carried into the schoolyard from ‘real’ and digital spaces
and enacted and reconfigured within play. Materiality was mostly human, and movement
and touch while regulated was inevitable. Children intentionally and unintentionally
connected, balls, and the ground producing a constantly changing, mostly noisy,
sensory field. Play’s interdependencies with temporal dimensions was evident in how sea-
sonal natural elements of fallen leaves and rain ‘created action’ (Orin, 10) and how sunny
days extended boundaries onto grassy areas. The spatial separation of different age
groups in the yard also intersected with the production of distinct social groups of us/
we/our class and them/ the other class, determining who, where, and what children
could and couldn’t play with.

Sometimes I do see my cousins over the wall and the teacher just tells them to go away.
(Paul, 10)

How spatial-material constraints on children’s play interrelated with schoolyard rules
and social relationships highlighted the dynamic interplay with social-political and cul-
tural-discursive dimensions. Children’s play choices were entangled with limited options
of ball games, tag, or imagination games and the production of children’s identities.
These ‘normal’ schoolyard options represented constrained choices where ball games
dominated, spatially and socially, affording popularity to players.

Everybody that plays football like they all have a big friend group and everyone that doesn’t,
they have a friend group as well ... but I think we’re more popular. (David, 10)

Children’s choices with(in) play were thus negotiated with(in) socio-spatial relationships
and interrelated with social norms. Children’s negotiations were evident in how play was
planned for in the choosing of soccer teams or rules of an imaginary game before break
times. Having possessions that added value to play, provided children with perceived
control within games, such as pens to write ideas or ideas themselves. However, the
complex relational nature of choice and agency was underscored by experiences of
power as always subject to disruption within play.

The person that made the game up controls the whole game ... Well then we nerf him ...
Say if your power is way too strong, yeah, then you can make the creators or the owners of
the game specifically ... make their power weaker. (Ben, 10)

The relational nature of play was highlighted further in children’s experiences of
friendship as constitutive of play practices. Friends made play more fun and more poss-
ible, and friendships were created around shared play interests. Friendship was also
described as providing safety in the yard, as influencing inclusion in games, and as vul-
nerable in diverse ways - if children moved schools or improved ball skills enough to
play with the ‘cool kids’. Play practices produced and sustained friendship, and so
influenced choices given their importance to children and their precarity in the
schoolyard.

I don’t like foursquare, but I don’t play basketball cos Sarah never wants to and I don’t know
why. (June, 10)
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The hard yard

This theme focuses on children’s experiences of significant constraints and a normalised
acceptance of fighting and exclusionary practices in what we termed ‘the hard yard’. The
analysis examines how children’s experiences of play practices were interrelated with the
constant (re)production of the ‘hard yard’ as a restrictive, inequitable, and exclusionary
social space.

Significant spatial-material constraints on children’s play opportunities were rep-
resented as an injustice, reinforced by children’s perspectives of better spaces and
objects in other schools and classes and for many of having ‘more stuff to do at home’
(David 10). The schoolyard was described as boring, ‘just endless’ (Matthew, 10) with
‘nothing inside of it’ (David, 10). The limited availability of objects was confounded
by their random removal and dilapidated state, for example, deflated balls and broken
basketball hoops. While useful for ball games, children recounted multiple experiences
of falling and hurting themselves on the hard, tarmacked ground where natural elements
were absent or out of bounds.

No climbing trees ... no grabbing the leaves on the trees. (Peter, 10)

Children held more nuanced perspectives on social constraints to play opportunities
highlighting the complexities of social practices within the schoolyard. How children
moved and interacted with(in) spaces, objects, and each other in the yard was governed
by the ‘rules’ of the yard. Children described the need for certain restrictions given their
experiences of injuries in schoolyards and acknowledged diverse factors such as litigation
motivating protectionist practices. Represented as specific to each schoolyard and
reinforced by adults in the yard and classroom prosocial programmes, rules were
described as familiar to children in older classes, a tacit collective knowledge.

Don’t push somebody else. Don’t throw at somebody else. Don’t grab somebody’s hair, it’s
common sense, there isn’t like rules that usually they wouldn’t know. (Serena, 12)

Children accepted that serious breaches of rules involved removal to an assigned area, the
‘wall’ or the ‘box’ to calm down and to think. Children, however, also perceived certain
rules as limiting their opportunities to use and develop their abilities to negotiate
conflicts, problem-solve solutions and identify dangers (which was notably also evident
in children’s reported reluctance to climb trees or venture into more unkempt spaces).

They're just putting our options down more. What good is that like? What good is that? ...
We’re not going to be able to learn. (Liam, 10)

The constraining nature of schoolyard rules was in children’s perspectives, primarily due
to their unjust and inconsistent enforcement by adults. Children experienced unfair
decisions and misinterpretations of ‘playfighting’, accidents and rule transgressions.
Most frustrating, however, was having to adapt play practices depending on which
adults were on the schoolyard and their unique interpretations of the rules. This was
further exacerbated by the degree to which adults controlled entirely the enforcement
of rules in the yard as Matthew (10) explains ‘It matters what the teacher saw and not
what happened’. Of most concern were children’s experiences of adult’s decision-
making as related to children’s identities. Children described greater enforcement of
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rules for boys than girls and of adults either ignoring consistent rule-breaking or giving
constant negative attention to certain children.

I think, my teacher is racist, my substitute teacher (Paul, 10). I really think so because she’s
always mean to, John (Sarah, 10). Oh yeah, she always is. John doesn’t even do anything.
(June, 10)

Despite children’s experiences of the constraints of ‘rules’ on their social practices within
schoolyards, fighting was represented as an unremarkable, accepted dimension of the
schoolyard. This was emphasised in how fighting was reported as often as playing as chil-
dren’s main ‘doing’ in the schoolyard. Fighting was described as holding intentions to
hurt or defend oneself, involving kicking, pulling hair, tripping, hitting, throwing
objects, and sometimes damaging property. Reflecting ideas on the dispositions of chil-
dren, fighting was also represented as how children naturally played together within the
yard. As Ethan (10) responds when asked about children’s turn-taking ‘No, they’ll fight,
they’ll fight. To be first’. Fighting is interrelated with play in diverse ways — emerging
when children become ‘too rough’ or become upset due to a loss or a perceived unfair-
ness between individuals or groups.

Our class and the other class ... they started making gangs and then we started fighting,
throwing stones at people, dragging them down off the monkey bars. (Matthew, 10)

While fighting was represented as an unsafe dimension of the schoolyard, being excluded
from play was of most concern to children. Exclusion was experienced as enacted within
play practices - in not choosing children for teams, not passing a ball, not catching chil-
dren in tag, or calling children cruel and racist names.

They’d like tell me to play hide and seek with them yeah, say yes and I turned around and I
turned back, and they’ve all gone running away from me. (Carole, 12)

Exclusion within play contrasted with children’s reported attempts to always invite chil-
dren into play and agree on a shared social contract to, as Matthew (10) describes always
‘let somebody into a game’ and to seek adult help if this contract was not upheld. Despite
expressions of empathy regarding unfair play opportunities, enforcement of rules and
exclusion of certain children, exclusionary practices were considered justified when
peers failed to follow the agreed social norms of the schoolyard. Children who were
excluded from play were marked out as different, as not wanting to play with others,
as ruining play for others, or as being annoying. Being on one’s own in the schoolyard
was thus represented as an individual choice. However, exclusionary practices
reflected intersectional inequities, and children described excluding children based on
judgements of poor personal hygiene, not performing well in the classroom or being
new to the school.

It’s usually if that person doesn’t, like no one goes around with that person, they’re a trouble-
maker and they always make trouble for other people (Patrick, 10). She has lice. nobody
hangs out with her because of that. (Carole 12)

Children navigated this complex social space balancing individual needs with peer expec-
tations. Children’s intentions were accepted as fluid ‘we’re nice and we’re not nice at the
same time’ (Liam, 10) and responsive with(in) play together, disrupting dualisms of in/
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excluding. Children rarely sought adult help due to the negative social consequences of
‘being a snitch’ or aligning with less popular children. Furthermore, children’s experi-
ences of the enacted and visible nature of exclusion reinforced that these ways of
doing and relating to each other were acceptable also to adults. As Paul (10) queries ‘I
don’t get how did the teachers don’t see it ... ..it was right over there’. The hard yard
was thus normalised in social practices with(in) play that encouraged children to prior-
itise their acceptance, inclusion and play possibilities.

Tm mostly focused on myself ... They don’t do it to me so 'm happy’. (Paul, 10)

Discussion

In making visible significant constraints, inequities, and exclusionary practices within
children’s play in schoolyards, this inquiry’s resonance with previous research, echoing
Titman’s (1994) observations, further establishes the pervasive neglect for play within
schoolyards. Interpretations of play rights policies as ‘blunt instruments’ (Lester &
Russell, 2014, p. 16) in the absence of contextualised research, informed the aim of
this inquiry. This discussion focuses on how the insights generated into children’s con-
structions of play as socially situated practices, informed by the theory of practice archi-
tectures, may contribute to progressing the conditions for play possibilities in the context
of Irish schoolyards.

Play rights recommendations to provide adequate space, time, and permission to play
within schoolyards (Russell, 2021) are unrealised in children’s experiences across the two
Irish DEIS schools of hard-surfaced, restricted spaces, lacking care and play value. Given
the reported absence of research to date, this inquiry strengthens the case for a compre-
hensive evaluation of existing play provisions in Irish schoolyards nationally. However,
the significance of play to children’s identities, friendships, experiences of fun, connec-
tion, and exclusion, emphasises the need for an evaluation that considers more than
spatial-material dimensions. Aligning with schoolyard play research recommendations,
facilitating adults and children to analyse conditions for play in their context requires
attending also to existing assumptions, norms, and social practices (Russell, 2021). The
‘exemplar’ (Lester et al., 2019) presented, shows the potential as Kemmis (2019) suggests
to use the theory of practice architectures as a praxis tool to support evaluation processes.
As this inquiry emphasises, this approach supports not only the identification but greater
understanding of how, socio-political, and cultural-discursive arrangements enable and
constrain social practices in complex interrelated ways.

Children’s contrasting representations of play as habitual and emergent highlight the
complexities of play as social practices (with)in schoolyards. Play, as mundane practices
within everyday routines, was interrelated with the (re)production of what was termed
‘the hard yard’, where children negotiated their own identities and how to relate with
others in this constrained space. Resonating with previous studies, the consequences
of careless, neglect-full schoolyards were played out most significantly, in children’s
acceptance of restrictions, fighting, social hierarchies, and individualistic and exclusion-
ary practices as the ‘norm’ (Beresin, 2010; Ronnlund, 2017; Titman, 1994). In this Irish
context, how the ‘hard yard’” was kept in place as Kemmis (2019) describes by play prac-
tices interrelated with certain normative traditions, underscores the need for greater
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consideration of play in attempts to address the schoolyard, as a place of exclusion
(Marron, 2008; Ni Dhuinn & Keane, 2021; Scholtz & Gilligan, 2017).

Of further relevance to school practices, this inquiry provides us with a different lens
to consider ideas of play as always freely chosen, fun and suspended from everyday rea-
lities. The individualising of children’s choices was identified as an important dimension
in children’s experiences of the (re) production of social hierarchies, dominant identities,
and exclusionary social practices. The ‘hard yard’ produced dominant identities of ball
players and getting along with others which represent as Rénnlund (2017) argues, con-
structions of the ideal schoolyard child. Certain ways of playing and play choices were
however privileged and enabled. Despite children’s acknowledgement of inequitable
opportunities, the troublemaker child was represented as choosing to be on the
margins of play, both socially and spatially. Children’s play choices were further compli-
cated by interrelating with acceptance by peers, a desire to be popular, children’s feelings
of safety and with the maintenance of friendships, which held significant social capital.
These interpretations suggest the need to reconsider ideas of agency as relational
(Lester et al., 2019) and as Spyrou et al. (2019) assert the relevance of vulnerability in chil-
dren’s lives.

Children’s experiences of hurt and harm and precarious friendships within play prac-
tices as they navigated individual and collective interests in schoolyards make visible
what Ringrose and Renold (2010) describe as ‘normative cruelties’. This has implications
for practices that accept these cruelties as a social learning dimension of freely chosen
play, with at best individual and societal benefits and at least, no long-term consequences
(Sandseter et al., 2023). Neglecting the evidence that children with minoritised identities
experience greater exclusion impacting significantly on their health and well-being
(D’Urso et al.,, 2021) risks perpetuating societal inequities.

Addressing inclusion within play as a normalising social practice (Springgay &
Truman, 2019) requires making visible constraints that reproduce inequitable, exclusion-
ary, and individualistic play choices. However, despite experiences of ‘playing along’
within the ‘hard yard’, children’s perspectives reflected Kaukko et al.’s (2022) suggestion
that play practices are prefigured but not predetermined. Children’s contrasting rep-
resentations of play reflected their experiences of play as not only reproducing but dis-
rupting habitual practices. Play held the hopeful potential to always create conditions
of possibility for fun, happiness and a sense of acceptance and connection with peers.
The significance of positive affective dimensions to children’s identification of play as
central to their social lives resonates with research on the importance of positive
emotions to overall life evaluations (Helliwell et al., 2023; Kustatscher, 2017). In matter-
ing most children’s experiences, this inquiry sheds light on how creating conditions for
equitable play also creates conditions of possibilities to transform schoolyards from
spaces of exclusion to shared spaces as Lester et al. (2019) suggest for both individual
and collective flourishing.

Methodological considerations

The trustworthiness of the research was supported by collaborative reflexive decision-
making, a clear description of the theoretical approach and inquiry aim, an audit trail,
the completion of two interviews and a systematic analytical approach (Nayar &
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Stanley, 2023). This inquiry held no intentions to generalise or categorise, and the
researchers’ interpretations focused on resonance rather than validation (Springgay &
Truman, 2019). It is necessary to highlight, however, that the small purposive group of
participants had a greater number of girls and 13 children identified as having minori-
tised identities, given the research on play inequities as interrelated with intersectional
identities. Children’s active engagement in the walking interviews reflected previous
reports of this method as a child-friendly, ethical, participatory approach to generating
contextualised knowledge (Horgan et al., 2022). The theory of practice architectures
proved beneficial as both a theoretical and methodological approach in generating
insights into the complexities of play as a social practice in a specific context.
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