“Sir, why are we playing in the car park?”
A positive story of whole school culture change

Introduction
The Eden Project worked with Alverton Community Primary School, Penzance during 2015 and 2016.
The school wanted to develop their grounds into the best possible space for learning and play. We
devised a programme of inter-related sessions that made the best use of the Eden team to empower the
school community to make the changes they wanted to see, and continue the process of change once we
had gone. This project was about exploring the culture of teaching, learning and play, as well as
transforming the playgrounds. It was about inclusivity, consultation and collaborative thinking.
Early this year (2019), the Eden and Alverton teams re-united to consider the impacts of the project what worked well, why and how? This case study explores what makes projects ‘stick’ in some schools,
but not in others, leading to whole school culture change.

Alverton Community Primary
School
Situated in the heart of Penzance, with
an excellent reputation, wonderful
grounds and expansive views across
Mounts Bay, Alverton is a larger than
average Cornish primary school (with
450 children).
The school field is enviable, with mature
trees and pockets of woodland.
However, the playgrounds had become
‘tired’; in 2014 an OFSTED inspection
(‘good’) identified outdoor provision as
needing improvement, particularly in the
nursery and EYFS area.
Having worked with Eden Project at his
previous school, the Headteacher invited
Eden to facilitate a new vision and
Master Plan for the school grounds.

Eden Project
The Eden Project is an educational
charity and visitor attraction based in a
disused China Clay pit in Cornwall.
Eden’s mission is to connect people to
the living world and to each other,
through memorable experiences and
transformational projects, leading to a
more sustainable and positive future for
all.
We are passionate about outdoor
learning and play. We support teachers
to become outstanding practitioners of
creative, outdoor learning through
training and professional development.
With expertise in learning, play and
landscape design, our team supports
schools to re-consider their culture of
learning and play, fulfilling the potential
of their school grounds.

Eden’s approach
We aim to shift perspective so that staff and children think about what they want to be able to do before
they think about what they want to have.
This often requires a significant cultural shift, and some hard thinking for staff, parents and children about
their values and attitudes (e.g. towards things like risk, mud and weather). Our job is to listen carefully and
to provoke, inspire, guide and support this journey, through:


Inspiration and training — exploring new possibilities for outdoor learning and adventurous play,
building skills, confidence and capacity for teaching staff, TAs and lunchtime supervisors



Consultation — involving everybody: senior managers, governors, teachers, TAs, lunchtime
supervisors, caretaker and grounds staff, children, parents



Design — drawing together everything we’ve learned into a Master Plan for the ongoing
development and maintenance of the school grounds.

The first step: a ‘quick fix’ with massive
consequences
Sometimes all that is needed is a fresh pair of eyes and
someone to act as a catalyst.
Over time, the Alverton landscape had become
dissected by fences. Their intended purpose was to
control access and the flow of children and parents
through the school. This wasn’t working effectively and
the effect was to close off access to the natural spaces.
The first of many Big Dig Days was organised in
November 2014. A team of teachers and parents (with a
bit of Eden assistance) re-configured the nursery
outdoor learning area by simply moving a fence to
encompass the woodland behind.
The effect was transformational:




a beautiful, nature-rich play environment for the
children
a change in the culture of teaching, learning and
play in the nursery
‘belief’ in the project and a pledge for support.

FROAS (Friends of Alverton School) agreed to fund the
process with the Eden Project to re-imagine their whole
school grounds for learning and play.
“When are we going outside?”
(9.00am every morning!) Nursery child
“Other schools have outside areas, but we
have our own woods! My children are now
outside all the time!”
Nursery Teacher

“Children need to be able to take some risks to
be able to grow into confident and able young
adults. We are very impressed that the school
is supporting them to do this within the school
grounds.”
Secretary, Friends of Alverton School

“It has given us the confidence and
leverage to make strategic decisions
about provision.”
Headteacher, Martin Higgs

What have been the key outcomes?
Comments from Mr. Higgs — a Head’s perspective:
The Master Plan
“The master plan has been a uniting factor – it has pulled the
school and staff together under a unifying ethos”.
Working with Eden to develop this plan was key to success
because:





“I have lost count of the number of days
described by children as “the best day
ever” in relation to outdoor learning.”
Year 2 teacher, John Dawe

At school, it had seemed like such a big project—no-one
knew where to start or how to approach it
It is still the ’go-to’ point of reference for any ideas,
projects or changes in the grounds
Development can happen bit-by-bit, over time and often
with little capital investment...
with an occasional big investment of cash for larger
strategic changes.

The entrance of the school has been transformed to ease the
arrival experience for staff, children and parents. In the
playgrounds, fences have been moved and removed to
embrace green and natural areas. There are welly-boot banks
everywhere.
“But the real impacts are to do with practice and culture rather
than the physical grounds.”
Play
Previously, children played in age-specific playgrounds. Now,
these spaces are themed by activity; children choose where to
play and can interact with different ages. The woodland and
field are open all year round; everyone has a pair of wellies.
Woodland Rangers (year 3 and 4 pupils) create and manage
‘explorer rucksacks’ with bug hunting and investigation kits.
Lunchtime supervisors are now play leaders — inspiring and
guiding collaborative, creative play.

“We love the sense of adventure and
freedom the children are experiencing.
We really love the direction the school
is taking in regards to the outdoors
space.”
Parents of children in Y3 and Y5

Staff have noticed that children are more creative in their play
and confident to manage risks themselves. This transfers to
creativity and the confidence to take risks with their learning in
the classroom.
Teaching and Learning
Outdoor learning has become part of the planning process for
the schools immersive, topic-based approach to the curriculum.
Nursery and EYFS children especially are now outdoors for a
significant part of the school day. All children and classes
spend time outdoors each week, learning in different curriculum
areas.
The magic of ‘Daisy’
In order to work deeper, the school have employed an
additional TA (Daisy). She has been able to further integrate
the development of the grounds into practical everyday life, to
entice and support teachers to get outside more, inspire
children in their nature based play, generate ideas (innovative
and sustainable!) with and for the children, and get the children
deeply involved in their environment.

What did OFSTED have to say?
Alverton had a short Ofsted Inspection in February 2018. The report
celebrated the direct link between the outdoor learning and
confidence/success of disadvantaged pupils, standards in phonics and
(particularly boys’) writing.
“You have transformed the outdoor learning facilities to create
stimulating learning experiences for all pupils, especially children in
early years classes.”
“Much-improved indoor and outside learning opportunities are also
stimulating the confidence and success in the learning of
disadvantaged pupils and boys as well as girls. As a result, standards
in phonics compare well with those found nationally, and boys and
disadvantaged pupils achieve as well as their peers.”
The school has also won two Healthy Schools Awards.

Top Tips for whole-school culture change
1. Get ready. School ‘readiness’ for a project like this requires:
Positive Leadership
Vibrant, enthusiastic and clear leadership to:

Set the culture of outdoor learning and nature-based play as a non-negotiable, integral part of
everyday school life

Enable things to happen by removing barriers (more often historical, cultural and social, than
physical)

Empower the team (see below)

Write it into the School Development Plan and into planning and monitoring processes.
A confident and inspired team

Supported with clear expectations, time, energy and permission to try something new

Empowered through training - with new ideas, skills and confidence to re-imagine what’s possible

Buoyed with positive ‘team spirit’, an appetite for change and capacity to ‘have a go’.
Whole school community OOMPH

Rally the troops—get the Governing Body and PTA onside and actively involved

Involve and consult with everyone: focus on what people want to be able to do, rather than what
they want to have

Celebrate success and share achievements.
2. Create a master plan

This sets ambitions and provides a ‘road map’ for the school grounds and their use. It can be a
powerful document for accessing funding

Borrow Eden’s approach — or call us
3. Give it time

Culture change is a slow, complex process—give it at least 3 years!

Take the long view, embed it well so that it seeps into the nooks, crannies and crevices of the school
to becomes ‘just what we do and who we are’.

In this way, it may survive the shifting sands of education where headteachers and teachers move
on, political boundaries shift, budgets change, management systems and organisational structures
morph.

Be absolutely confident that this is a good thing for your children.
Children are happier, healthier and more successful if they have regular access to the outdoors,
improving their potential to become more confident and successful learners.
Contact: gmulholland@edenproject.com

www.edenproject.com/education

