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Schoolyards count
Quick Facts

Schoolyards Count is based on data collection by citizen scientists  
using a validated, reliable audit tool.  Auditors assessed schoolyards 
across four domains: provision for sport and play, active transportation, 
environmental opportunities and aesthetics and maintenance.

Overall schoolyard quality in Ontario  
‘needs improvement’.  

73% of Ontario schoolyards had an overall 
Schoolyard Quality Score that was less than half  
of the optimal score. There is wide variation 
between schools – scores range from a mere 14  
to a high of 61 on a scale with a possible top score 
of 88.  This represents major gaps in opportunities 
for well-being for students, depending on which 
school they attend.

Sports and play

A quarter of schoolyards across Ontario were 
assessed as being “unsuitable” for play or games 
and one in five were assessed as being “unsuitable” 
for sports.
•  10% of schools had no fields;
•   16% of schools had no courts for games like 

basketball;
•   13% of elementary schools had no play  

equipment – neither single-use structures like  
a tetherball poll or simple monkey bars (24%  
of elementary schools had none), nor multi- 
component structures (26% of elementary 
schools had none.)

•   47% of secondary schools had no track (and  
only 29% of elementary schools had them)

  
Active transportation

Higher speed limits are associated with more 
accidents and more severe injuries. 37% of schools 
have at least one adjacent road with a speed limit 
above 40 km/hour. More than one-third of schools 
do not have marked traffic crossings; 67% of 
schools do not have traffic-calming measures.
Only 21% of schools have bike paths leading to  
the school.  33% of schoolyards had no bike racks.
55% of schools reported either congested traffic  
or no place to drop off students.

Environmental opportunities

This was the domain with the lowest average 
scores – thus, the greatest room for improvement.
Schools are more likely to have decorative flower 
beds (69%) than learning gardens (39%) or low- 
maintenance biodiversity-promoting areas (56%).
In a third of schoolyards, 50% or more of the 
surface area is paved, contributing to injuries and 
heat islands. 13% of schools had no shade at all 
from tree cover; only 20% of schools had “a lot”  
of shade.

Maintenance and aesthetics

74% of schools were rated as being well-maintained; 
81% of schools are generally free of vandalism. 
Only 22% of schools had murals or art in the 
schoolyard.

Inequality and schools

There is a small but statistically significant 
association between family income and schoolyard 
quality.  In schools where the median family 
income is $40,000 a year, overall Schoolyard 
Quality Scores are, on average, ten points lower 
than schools where the median family income is 
$175,000.

There are significant differences between 
communities in terms of schoolyard quality; 
community income levels appear to be a factor but 
there are other drivers including the age of school 
facilities, advocacy, and board and municipal policies.

Results are based on 232 mostly complete audits, representing  
5% of Ontario schoolyards.  Schoolyards audited are broadly 
representative of Ontario’s different regions, median income levels, 
and the distribution of public, Catholic and French school boards  
in the province.
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Citizen Science to Understand  
Ontario Schoolyard Quality

Research demonstrates schoolyards can contribute to students’ 
health and learning. Schoolyard quality makes a difference to 
physical activity levels and learning opportunities.  And, as children 
return to school after eighteen months of education disruption, the 
importance of outdoor spaces at school has never been clearer.

We wanted to know, overall, what is the state of schoolyard quality in Ontario – an 
important driver of healthy school communities.

We invited members of school communities – school councils, health and physical 
education classes, healthy-schools or eco-schools committees, or individuals – asking 
them to use a standardized “audit tool” to assess the quality of their own schoolyard. 

Our goal was to use the work of these schoolyard “citizen scientists” to create a picture 
of schoolyard quality across Ontario:  do school grounds do all they can to promote 
physical activity, environmental learning and play?  Is quality consistent between 
communities and neighbourhoods – or does where students live make a difference to 
their opportunities for physical activity and environmental learning at school?
  
This project is part of a partnership between Ophea – a leading healthy schools 
organization in Ontario – and researchers at Wilfrid Laurier University.  It was funded 
by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council.

Ultimately, our hope is that this research will use the collective work of citizens get data  
that goes beyond anecdotes about differences in schoolyard quality, to inform policy and 
funding decisions around playground planning, public funding, and fundraising and 
philanthropy in this area, a core component of comprehensive school health.
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Why do schoolyards matter?

The state of student health and well-being

There are plenty of reasons why young people’s health, physical inactivity and access 
to nature needs to be a priority right now:

•   North American children are at risk of being the first generation with a life 
expectancy shorter than that of their parents.1

•   Only 35% of school-age children and youth get the recommended one hour of 
moderate to vigorous physical activity.2 

•   Mental health issues in children and youth are very common, with 44% of grade 
7-12 students experiencing moderate-to-serious levels of psychological distress 
(symptoms of depression and anxiety) and one in five students experiencing 
serious levels of psychological distress.3 

•   Almost a third of Canadian 5- to 17-year-olds are overweight (19.8%) or obese 
(11.7%).4 

•   Just 37% of children between the ages of 11 and 15 play outside for more than 
two hours each day.5 

Measures required to prevent the spread of COVID-19 have, if anything, accelerated 
concerns about physical health and activity in young people. In spring 2020, when 
Canadians were first living through the COVID pandemic lockdowns, only 24% of 
children (5-11 years) and 13% of youth (12-17 years) were getting their recommended 
daily physical activity of 60 mins/day. On average, children had more than 5 hours of 
screen time each day and youth had more than 6 hrs/day. Less than 5% of children, and 
only 0.6% of youth, were meeting movement behaviour guidelines overall during early stages 
of the pandemic.6 Parents from Ontario reported the greatest reduction in outdoor play 
and time spent outdoors during the pandemic, compared to other regions across Canada.7 

Schools are – or should be – a great place to make a difference in these statistics. Both 
achievement and well-being are core purposes of the Ontario education system.8 Overall 
well-being includes cognitive, emotional, social, and physical elements. During the 
school week, children and youth spend half their waking hours at school – so schools 
share responsibility for getting them outside and active on those days. 
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The research on schoolyard quality

Decades of research demonstrate that school playgrounds are an important part of 
students’ learning, social development, physical and mental health, sense of connection 
to school, and environmental knowledge and attitudes.9 

Students use playgrounds for unstructured activities at recess and lunch, and during 
health and physical education and other classes, extracurricular sports or arts, and 80% 
of Ontario schools that offer childcare.10 Because it is built into their day, many children 
are likely to have a significant part of their outdoor play time in a schoolyard relative 
even to local parks, sporting facilities or backyards if they have one. 

Remembering that the average Ontario elementary school has 363 students, and the 
average secondary school has 840 students,11 it is no understatement to say that most 
playgrounds serve literally hundreds of children on a daily basis.

One of the most important contributions of schoolyards to children’s well-being is that 
they can provide routine opportunities for the active outdoor play – ideally, in nature. 
In 2015, an expert panel position statement described active outdoor play as “essential 
for healthy child development.”12 Key findings from the underlying systematic evidence 
reviews on the risks and benefits of active outdoor play were that “children who are 
outdoors move more, sit less and play longer.” These behaviours are associated with an 
array of health benefits. Further, they found that “outdoor play is less risky than you 
think.”13 Even since then, there are still more findings that show children who spend 
more time outdoors are more likely to sleep better, have less sedentary screen time, 
have healthy weight, and meet physical activity guidelines.14 

Unstructured play may contribute particularly to developmental and social-emotional 
outcomes such as problem-solving and creativity – while supervision and organized 
activities may bolster activity levels and curricular learning,15 suggesting that both 
forms of activity matter. When integrated, Universal Design and thoughtful 
accessibility contribute to greater opportunities for social inclusion and physical 
activities for children, educators and caregivers of differing abilities.

Outdoor play is more important than ever as school leaders and policymakers develop 
COVID-19 recovery plans. In a joint statement released in May 2021, Native Child and 
Family Services Toronto, SickKids, and researchers from the University of Toronto 
called for Ontarians to prioritize outdoor play and activity in the recovery from the 
pandemic.16 Schoolyards are the most obvious place where the education system – as 
part of its shared responsibility for child well-being – can make sure outdoor play 
happens for all kids.

Teaching and learning, strong curriculum, policies and practices supporting equity and 
inclusion, and positive relationships all matter a great deal in promoting healthy 
childhoods at school. This report focuses on just one key factor to boosting long-term 
health and learning – the built environment, and particularly, outdoor spaces.17 
Schoolyards support effective implementation of comprehensive school health. 
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Standardized measures relate playground quality to levels of physical activity

Public health research shows that observable differences in playground quality – 
particularly, the number of health-promoting features such as basketball hoops, 
painted hopscotch markings, or playing fields – is associated with levels of physical 
activity in children.18 A team of experts in paediatric neuroscience and exercise science 
recently affirmed that “in addition to physical health benefits, physical activity also 
improves cognition, brain function and mental health.”19

Audit tools have been established as an appropriate way to measure the built 
environment. These tools can be used to collect data beyond what would be available 
in databases or satellite images, including presence of individual pieces of equipment or 
markings, standards of maintenance and overall “feel” of environments.20 There are a 
number of standardized audit tools that have been created to assess the quality and 
condition of parks and schoolyards, with demonstrated impact on levels of physical 
activity, typically measured with accelerometers or structured observations.21 

Data on school playground quality for Schoolyards Count was collected using the 
SPEEDY schoolyard audit instrument, a validated audit tool with established 
reliability.22 SPEEDY is an audit tool that was specifically designed for schoolyard 
quality assessment, and perhaps the simplest tool we considered, which made it a good 
choice for auditors who would not have extensive training. The SPEEDY Tool has been 
used in both elementary and secondary settings. Other researchers have used adapted 
versions to include questions about learning environments such as gardens23 and it has 
been adapted as a basis for international comparisons.24 It provides a structured way to 
assess opportunities for physical activity in schoolyards. Every tool has strengths and 
weaknesses - this tool was highly useable, but did not show the strongest correlation 
with physical activity of all tools, and was not designed with a focus on accessible 
playgrounds -- leaving important room for future research.
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Summary of methods

Why citizen science?

This project drew on citizen science to collect data using the adapted SPEEDY Audit 
tool. The tool, and supporting materials, including an instructional video was hosted on 
the Ophea website (https://www.ophea.net/node/7240).

In total, after a media blitz that included coverage on television and newspapers, we 
were able to engage 110 citizen scientists to audit their own schoolyards. We did second 
round of data collection, using student auditors, in four targeted municipalities 
representing distinct Ontario regions: the Greater Toronto Area (Toronto), Northern 
Ontario (Sudbury), Southwestern Ontario (Brantford), and Eastern Ontario (Ottawa). In 
total, after eliminating duplicates and incomplete surveys we had 232 completed audits, 
representing approximately 5% of Ontario schools. Our sample was representative of 
the distribution of average family incomes in Ontario schools 

A detailed discussion of methods is included at the end of the report.  

Citizen-science is an increasingly well-established approach to collecting data at a level 
of scale and detail unavailable to regular research teams. It would be prohibitive for a 
research team to criss-cross Ontario assessing the quality of schoolyards! By engaging 
communities to assess their own schoolyards, then upload the data, we can create a 
comprehensive picture of unparalleled detail. 

Citizen science contributes to stronger communities by engaging citizens as data 
collectors, intervention-planners, monitors of the work of public institutions, and 
effective knowledge mobilizers.25 Citizen-scientists can communicate what they’ve 
learned in a way that gets more attention from decision-makers and media. As one 
researcher noticed, citizen science research often compels action in a way that a 
straight “facts and figures” report simply cannot.26 

https://www.ophea.net/node/7240
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Overall, our findings suggest that the quality of Ontario schoolyards is middling at best, 
and that there is substantial variation in schoolyards across the province.

The audit tool we used examined four domains of schoolyard quality: 

•  provision for sport and play,
•  provision for active transportation, 
•  provision of environmental opportunities, and
•  aesthetics and maintenance.

For each school, we also calculated an overall Schoolyard Quality Score (SQS), based on 
the data provided by auditors. The score is based on a mix of objective factors (e.g., how 
may pieces of play equipment exist) and subjective ratings (e.g., is the condition of the 
equipment poor, adequate or good). An analysis showed that objective and subjective 
scores were equally distributed.

The Schoolyard Quality Score is the total rating of the schoolyard, with a total range of 
possible scores that ran from -8 to 88 points. No schoolyard in our sample came close to 
the optimal score of 88: the highest score was 61. More worryingly, 73% of schoolyards 
had an overall School Quality Score of 40 or lower – less than half the optimal score; the 
mean, or average, score was 35.3. This suggests that across all four domains, there is 
considerable room for improvement in Ontario’s public schoolyards.

The other major concern is the variation in scores across Ontario. The highest-scoring 
school earned a 61; by contrast, the lowest-scoring school in Ontario rated a 14.  
Most schools had schoolyard quality scores within 10 points of the mean (the  
standard deviation is 9.9); 16% of schools had extremely low scores, below 25. These 
disparities exist despite a provincial funding formula which is intended to provide 
equitable per-student funding. It reflects a lack of overall guidelines or policies  
around schoolyard quality. 

Opportunities for sport and play

Our audits show that the provision for sport and play in 
Ontario schoolyards is not very strong (a mean of 16, out of a 
possible 40 points), with 74% of schools scoring below the 
midpoint of 19.5. The maximum score achieved by any school 
in this domain was 30. The score was based on the availability 
and condition of key facilities, including playground 
equipment, fields, tracks, water fountains, and play surfaces. 

Findings: How do Ontario 
schoolyards “measure up”?

73% of schoolyards had an overall Schoolyard Quality Score of 40 
or lower – less than half the optimal score.
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Again, however, quality of play provision is highly variable, and in an important 
minority of cases, shockingly inadequate. Notably:

•  10% of the schools in our sample had no fields;
•   16% of the schools in our sample had no courts for games like basketball  

or tennis;
•   13% of elementary schools had no play equipment – neither single-use  

structures like a tetherball poll or simple monkey bars (24% of elementary 
schools had none), nor more complex multi-component structures (26% of 
elementary schools had none.)

•   47% of secondary schools had no track (and only 29% of elementary schools  
had them)

Some of the schools with no fields were adjacent to parks – but a number of informal 
interviews suggested students were only able to use the park space under formal 
supervision (i.e., for a physical education class, but not for recess).

Many schools lacked relatively inexpensive features that are associated with play. For 
example, only 45% of schools had any kind of naturalized play space where students 
might be more likely to climb or balance on logs or stumps (or engage in imaginative 
play). 21% of elementary schools didn’t have markings on the ground to encourage kids 
to play hopscotch or foursquare.

Auditors were asked to rate the condition of play provision such as fields, courts, 
markings and equipment. For a large majority of schoolyards, auditors rated the 
condition of existing facilities as good or adequate (74% rated multiple part equipment 
structures and 76% rated their single equipment structures as good or adequate).

However, asked to rate the suitability of schoolyards for general play, auditors rated 
fully a quarter of schoolyards (26%) as not suitable for play. When asked about sports 
(organized or not), 19% of schoolyards were unsuitable for sport, and 25% were 
unsuitable for games (kickball, frisbee, etc.).
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We note, again, that the built environment is a necessary 
but not a sufficient contributor to active play in our 
schoolyards. Schools do not currently have funding to 
provide the human resources – on a routine basis – to 
support students in being more active and pro-social 
during breaks.27 There have been a number of promising 
initiatives that add people and planned activities to 
promote active play and social-emotional learning in 
schoolyards, but they are exceptional and rare.28

Safe, active transportation:  
Strong relationship with physical activity

One of the most important ways that schoolyards can contribute to helping students 
achieve higher levels of physical activity is through creating an environment that 
supports active transportation: safely getting to school on foot or on human-powered 
wheels. In the original validation study for the SPEEDY audit tool, accelerometer data 
showed that students whose schools scored well in the Active Transport domain were 
significantly more active during commuting hours (8-9am and 3-4pm) than students 
from lower-scoring schools.29

There are many reasons parents hesitate to send their kids to school on foot. The built 
environment can address some important risks. Active transportation scores were based 

Auditors rated fully a 
quarter of schoolyards 
(26%) as not suitable  
for play, and 19% of 
schoolyards were rated 
unsuitable for sport.
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on road safety factors – including speed limits, traffic calming, sidewalks and signage – as 
well as the presence of bus stops, bike facilities, and facilities for parking and stopping cars.

Schools scored relatively well on this domain compared to the others. Out of a 
maximum potential 19 points, school scores ranged from 2 to 18 with a mean of 8.5.

Traffic risks are real near schools. 

Vehicle speed is the key variable in terms of severity of traffic-related injuries.30 37% of 
the schools audited had at least one adjacent road with a speed limit above 40 km/hour. 
Areas with speed limits above 40km/h were associated with significantly increased 
risk of child motor vehicle collisions31 - and higher speed limits are associated with 
more accidents and more severe injuries.

More than one third of schools had no marked traffic crossing on the adjacent roads; 35% 
of schools had sidewalks on only one side of the road (an additional 5% had no sidewalks), 
and 67% of schools had no forms of traffic calming (speedbumps, islands) near the school. 
Most schools had signs indicating to drivers that they were entering a school zone (73%).

Bicycles welcome?

Only 21% of schools had a bicycle route, and only 10% of schools had signage warning 
students to watch out for cyclists. On school grounds, 33% of schools had no bike racks. 
Anecdotally, many schools had obsolete bike racks to which it is difficult to securely 
lock a bicycle.

The parking conundrum

Parents drive students to school for a variety of reasons, including perceived safety and 
convenience in packed days juggling work and home life. However, those cars – and 
parking and stopping associated with driving to school – create risks to pedestrians, 
especially, smaller people who are less visible. In one study, higher traffic congestion was 
correlated with riskier driving behaviour such as dangerous reversing and double parking, 
while the presence of designated drop-off zones was correlated with less risky driving.32 

Auditors reported that traffic was congested or very congested and/or that there was 
no place to drop off children in 55% of schools in our study. 

Schools with designated parent drop-off zones appear to be associated with less risky 
driving behaviour33 – but are a challenge in space-constrained urban schools, and may 
actually encourage parents to drive, which is suboptimal from both a physical activity 
and environmental perspective.

Provision for active transportation depends on more than just school boards. There is a 
significant role for municipal governments in ensuring that kids have the opportunity 
to get to school under their own power. Ensuring that students can walk to school is a 
part of many municipal planning agendas34 – although not necessarily a priority. School 
communities have a significant role to play in lobbying for safer conditions for active 
transportation if we want to promote physical activity and community building.
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Access to “everyday nature” and environmental learning

Outdoor time in “everyday nature” like parks or schoolyards, not just remote wilderness 
areas, has been shown to relate to more positive environmental attitudes and values35 
as well as improved socio-emotional outcomes, better attention, and more positive peer 
relationships36 – key aspects of well-being and learning. 

Schoolyards can also be classrooms that contribute to experiential learning in science 
or the arts. 

At the same time – at least in theory – schoolyards as public space are an important 
environmental resource for our province as we tackle climate change and its consequences. 
Environmental conditions in schools – particularly, contribution to the tree canopy and 
pavement levels – can significantly contribute to the province’s green footprint. 

Unfortunately, many schoolyards do not capitalize on these opportunities for students 
to get access to nature and learning. Environmental opportunity was the domain 
where schoolyards received the worst overall ratings in our audits. The mean score for 
environmental opportunities in schools was 6.5 out of a maximum of 21 points.

There were numerous areas of concern in terms of environmental opportunities. 

In addition to informal learning through play at recess, and sports, schoolyards are –  
or could be – an important site for organized learning activities at school. Outdoor 
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learning has been a key recommendation to help students stay safe 
during COVID.37 The roll-out of full day kindergarten saw considerable 
investments in outdoor classrooms and many schools were able to 
build out play and learning spaces for younger kids. Nonetheless, 
most schoolyards offer underdeveloped outdoor learning 
environments.

In our study, only 37% of schools had a dedicated outdoor classroom 
space – often formed by a circle of rocks or stumps that allows students 
be relatively close to a teacher and each other for a formal lesson of 
some kind.

Gardens represent an important learning opportunity, and can be 
tied to science curriculum at every level of school. Some garden projects can  
be challenging because they require major upkeep, particularly over summers  
where teachers aren’t present – but others may be more flexible and demand less  
of educators and staff. We asked about three types of planted areas: 

•   39% of schools have (high-maintenance) themed gardens (e.g. a garden for 
growing vegetables or indigenous healing plants)

•   56% have (low-maintenance) wildlife / biodiversity promoting  
spaces such as a pollinator garden or a no-mow area

•   69% of schools have decorative flower beds, which may or may  
not be used for learning.

These figures suggest there are considerable opportunities – not all high maintenance – 
to expand student learning in schoolyards, especially through the use of wildlife-and 
biodiversity-promoting spaces. Since 80% of schools now include at least some onsite 
childcare,38 in schools with year-round programming, summertime maintenance may 
also allow for more ambitious gardening.

Too much pavement

Decades ago, many schoolyards – especially in cities – used pavement because it 
experienced less wear and tear in packed schoolyards. It can be cheaper to maintain. 
Unfortunately, paved expanses are a contributor to climate change, potentially 
contributing to “heat islands” in cities.39 They can also worsen impacts of extreme 
weather because they worsen flooding and stormwater management challenges.40 

From a student well-being point of view, some research suggests that more green space 
contributes to greater levels of moderate to vigorous physical activity in children,41 and 
certainly, lower risks of injury.42

Our audit showed that pavement is pervasive in Ontario schoolyards. In 32% of the 
schoolyards we audited, 50% or more of available surfaces were paved. Another 33% of 
schools had pavement covering between 30-49% of available area. Safety surfaces 
contribute to lower injuries and more inclusive play spaces.  Only 40% of schools 
surveyed had safety surfaces covering at least 5% of the schoolyard.
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Where is the shade? The missing tree canopy in Ontario schoolyards

Trees in schoolyards contribute to students’ safety and comfort outside by allowing 
shade and contribute to opportunities for imaginative play through natural components 
such as fallen leaves and pinecones, which can make recess much more enjoyable and 
creative. They improve air quality and have been shown to contribute to positive 
mental health. They also help mitigate climate change by naturally absorbing carbon 
and contributing to stormwater control. The ecological, social and economic benefits of 
trees in cities are recognized when municipal governments set targets for the urban 
forest. For example, in Toronto, the urban forestry strategy calls for the percentage of 
the city to be covered by tree canopy to rise from 26.6% to 40% by 2022.43

We asked auditors to estimate what percentage of the schoolyard was shaded by trees. 
In 13% of schoolyards, there was no shade at all. Only 20% of schools had “a lot” of 
shade from trees.

Most municipalities have tree planting programs in place.  
Planting trees is an important – and cheap – opportunity 
for schools to contribute to the greening of our cities 
and climate change mitigation while contributing to a 
more hospitable schoolyard for children’s play and 
learning. Minimum standards for percentage of tree 
coverage should be considered. 

Beauty and maintenance

Schoolyards can contribute to students’ well-being through being attractive spaces that 
are clean and well-maintained. Maintaining schoolyards is important, often undervalued, 
work – and because schoolyards are open to the public in evenings and weekends, 
maintenance funded by schoolboards is a public service for the whole community.

Figure 6: Proportion of schools with paved surfaces 
 

 

32%

33%

36% 50% or more of surface paved

30-49% of surface paved

Less than 30% of surface paved

In 13% of schoolyards, there 
was no shade at all. Only 20% 
of schools had “a lot” of shade 
from trees.
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Auditors were generally positive about the condition of Ontario schoolyards. 

•   In 74% of schoolyards, auditors agreed or strongly agreed that the grounds  
were well maintained (only 19% disagreed or strongly disagreed).

•   Auditors in 81% of schoolyards agreed or strongly agreed that the grounds  
were generally free of vandalism.

•   74% of schools reported that grounds were shielded from the surrounding  
areas by hedges, trees or fences.

Most audits were conducted in springtime – often,  
not the prettiest time of year as winter recedes.  
Still, only

•   19% of schools reported dog mess where 
children play.

•   10% of schools reported “a lot” of litter  
on school grounds.

Relatively few schools took advantage of artists in 
their student bodies – or local communities – to adorn 
the outside of their schools. Only 22% of schools had 
murals or other art visible in the schoolyards.

Relatively few schools took 
advantage of artists in their 
student bodies – or local 
communities – to adorn the 
outside of their schools. Only 
22% of schools had murals  
or other art visible in the 
schoolyards.
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The schoolyard wealth gap

There is a growing concern that rising inequality in family incomes and wealth, may 
contribute to unequal school environments, even within a system of public education 
that is intended to correct for inequalities in local resources.44 In particular, recent research 
has identified a yawning – and expanding – “fundraising gap” between rich and poor 
schools: a 2019 study showed the 10% of Ontario elementary schools that fundraised the 
most raised 33 times what the 10% that raised the least did.45 In 2008, the ratio was 25:1.46  

Current fundraising guidelines permit virtually unlimited fundraising for items that 
“complement, but do not replace” public funding.47 This broad definition of what can be 
funded by enthusiastic families with resources means that playground quality may reflect 
schools’ fundraising capacity even more directly than classroom learning resources do.

Ontario research has identified many points of inequality in learning opportunities  
and resources,48 even within a public school system committed to “ensuring equity.”49  
To date, however, the research on inequality in schools in Ontario has focused on the 
more academic aspects of schooling, rather than issues of the physical environment or 
well-being. This study was designed, in part, to help answer a recurring question that 
has garnered considerable media attention: Is there a gap in playground quality between 
high and low-income schools? 50

To answer this question, we obtained data from the Ministry of Education that included 
the median family income of every school, based on 2016 census data. In the cities 
where we conducted additional audits, we intentionally sampled to ensure that we  
had a representative distribution of schools at different income levels. Median family 
income in Ontario schools ranges from $27,000 to $284,000. 
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We linked our audit data to the Ministry’s dataset and conducted a regression analysis 
to compare our Schoolyard Quality Scores with median family income. As the chart 
above shows, we found a statistically significant – but relatively small – association 
between average family income and schoolyard quality (b = .073, t(225) = 2.90, p = .004). 

A $10,000 increase in family income is associated with a School Quality Score increase 
of less than one point (0.73 points) on our 96-point scale (remember, the range of 
possible scores is from -8 to 88). On average, low-income schools, with a median family 
income of $40,000 per year or less have schoolyards which are 9.9 points lower in 
quality than those with very high incomes of $175,000 – a full standard deviation.  
As the figure shows, however, the very highest scoring schools have median family 
incomes falling between $75,000 and $125,000.

The limited association between family income and  
schoolyard quality may reflect a strength of our public 
school system, with its goal of ensuring relatively equal 
opportunities for all students regardless of income. 
Where some schools can raise $100,000 for schoolyard 
improvement with no limits or requirements that these 
funds be allocated according to need, fundraising is an 
important factor, but it is not determinative at the 
system level.

We observed meaningful differences between 
communities, which was partly, but not completely, 
explained by differences in median family income  
in those schools. We obtained a representative sample of schools in Brantford, Toronto, 
Ottawa and Sudbury – cities where the mean family income differs quite considerably.

Where some schools can raise 
$100,000 for schoolyard 
improvement with no limits or 
requirements that these funds 
be allocated according to need, 
fundraising is an important 
factor, but it is not determinative 
at the system level.
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As this figure shows, while generally, wealthier communities have higher Schoolyard 
Quality Scores, the highest scores were not in the wealthiest community (Ottawa), but 
rather, in Sudbury. It is notable that Sudbury has had an active campaign under the 
auspices of the City Council Advisory Panel on Regreening over the past decade, 
including the rather memorable “ugliest schoolyard award” to provide an infusion of 
planning support and funding to create greener and healthier spaces where urgent 
needs are identified.51 

These inter-community differences (and, similarly, the significant and substantial gap 
between schoolyard quality in Catholic vs. public schools, despite higher median 
family incomes in Catholic schools) underline the fact that schoolyard quality 
differences are a product of multiple factors – particularly, municipal and school board 
policies, the historical building/real estate stock of different schools (i.e., schools in 
Toronto are much older than those in Sudbury), and school community expectations, 
advocacy and action. 
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Policy

The provincial government should work with partners – including school boards and 
municipalities – to establish minimum provincial standards for schoolyard quality. 

•   Standards should encompass play provision, active transportation, and greening.

•   Every school in Ontario should have at least some courts (e.g. for basketball), and 
play equipment.

•   Additional solutions need to be found to ensure students in schools without a 
field have safe and easy access to community lands, including at recess.

•   The principles of inclusive, accessible, and Universal Design should be utilized for 
play spaces.52

There should be serious consideration of reducing speed limits adjacent to schools to  
50 km/h or below, and to creation of marked bike paths.

School boards should commit to greening schoolyards, with board-determined tree 
canopy targets, movement towards reduced paving, shaded outdoor classroom areas, 
and at least some garden spaces to promote environmental learning.

The focus of this report is the built environment, which is necessary but not sufficient 
to get kids moving and engaged in active play and learning. Our schools face chronic 
challenges with a lack of dedicated personnel to provide supervision and activation in 
the schoolyard – yet they remain one of the best places to access a wide array of 
children to promote these important social goods. If we are serious about improving 
children’s health, we must further explore ways to bring skilled, caring people into schools 
to help support active play and games during breaks.

Research

•   It would be extremely useful for those with appropriate expertise to develop and test 
an audit tool that was both simple to use and more robust in terms of showing the 
connection between the built environment and physical activity (and other desired 
playground behaviours). The SPEEDY tool provided a systematic way to collect 
information, and it is relatively simple for use by the general public but does not 
have the most robust association with physical activity. Other audit tools show 
much stronger relationships between physical activity and playground provision, 
but are difficult to use and so limited for purposes of community action. The next 
version of the audit tool should also include an explicit focus on playground 
features that promote accessibility and inclusion.

Recommendations

If we are serious about improving children’s health, we must further 
explore ways to bring skilled, caring people into schools to help support 
active play and games during breaks.
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•   Further exploration of factors that explain differences in schoolyard quality  
is required.

•   From a monitoring and advocacy perspective, it would be useful to track change 
in schoolyard quality over time.

For school communities

•   This report constitutes a first step to support Ontario school communities 
advocating locally to ensure that every schoolyard is well-maintained, suitable 
for play and sport, conducive to active transportation, and an environmental 
asset in the community.
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Data sources

The SPEEDY audit tool
For this study, citizen scientists used an adapted version of the SPEEDY audit  
tool to assess schoolyard quality across Ontario. The audit tool included 53 items 
(minimum score of -8, maximum score of 88) across four domains (Sport and Play, 
Active Transportation, Environmental Opportunities, Aesthetics and Maintenance) 
with some items contributing to multiple domains.

As mentioned above, the audit was carried out by citizen scientists who were trained 
through a brief online tutorial. This campaign resulted in 110 audits. A second round of 
data collection was then completed in targeted municipalities (Sudbury, Ottawa, Toronto, 
and Brant) using a stratified sampling method by school median income to ensure the 
sample was representative.

Other provincial data sources
The Ontario Ministry of Education provided the Weighted Average Median Income for 
each publicly funded school in Ontario. This measure uses the postal codes and 
enrolment data from each school, matched to 2016 Canadian Census data to estimate 
the average family income in each school based on where the enrolled students live. 
We also downloaded open-source data about all publicly funded schools in Ontario 
from the Ontario School Information Finder database. We matched the three datasets 
based on school identifiers (Mident, or if Mident was missing, school name, board, and 
location) so that for each school we had SPEEDY audit information, a Weighted 
Average Median Income, and administrative data (e.g., Elementary vs. Secondary, 
English language vs. French language, and address).

Data cleaning and analysis

After two rounds of data collection, there were 298 responses. A cut-off point of 75% 
completion was set and 45 responses were deleted for low response. An additional 19 
duplicate, and 2 non-school site responses were deleted. In all, there were 232 responses 
across Ontario, representing 4.8% of Ontario’s publicly funded schools.

Raw item responses were coded as suggested by the authors of the SPEEDY audit tool 
to come to the domain subtotals as well as the Schoolyard Quality Score (SQS) as an 
overall indicator of schoolyard quality. Yes/No items were coded 1/0, except for some 
negative items, which were coded using the inverse. Raw amounts were coded as 
“none” = 0; any amount up to the mean plus one standard deviation = 1; anything 
greater than one standard deviation above the mean = 2. Rating questions using a 
3-point scale (e.g., Poor/Good/Adequate, None/Some/A lot, or Not at all/Somewhat/
Very) were coded as 0/1/2. Likert rating questions on a 5-point scale from Strongly 
Disagree to Strongly Agree were coded as -2 to 2. The paved surface item was coded as: 
50% or more of the surface paved = -1; 30-49% paved = 0; less than 30% paved = 1. The 
safety surface item was coded as: 5% or more safety surface = 1; less than 5% = 0.

Appendix – Methods



22 Schoolyards Count  |  How do Ontario’s schoolyards measure up for health, physical activity and environmental learning

Coding was completed in Microsoft Excel. All data analyses were completed in Stata/SE 
16.1.

Validity checks

Subjective and objective measures
Just over half of the items (28 items with a maximum total score of 40) recorded the 
presence or number of a resource (e.g., Is a bus stop visible from any school entrance? 
Yes/No; Please indicate the number of athletic tracks—grass or hard surface—that are 
present). The other 25 items (maximum total score of 48) relied on subjective measures 
of quality or suitability (e.g., Are the grounds generally suitable for sports—organized or 
not? Very/Somewhat/Not at all; The grounds are generally free from vandalism: Strongly 
Agree/Agree/Neither Agree nor Disagree/Disagree/Strongly Disagree). Both subjective 
and objective measures were relatively normally distributed and moderately correlated 
(r = 0.57, p < 0.01) and therefore there was no concern that the subjective measures may 
have skewed the findings.

Representativeness
After cleaning, there were 232 responses representing 4.8% of Ontario’s publicly 
funded schools. These schools were relatively representative of Ontario’s schools 
generally: the median incomes of schools seem similarly distributed (see Figure 10); the 
sample included a relatively representative proportion of schools from Elementary vs. 
Secondary panels, English language vs. French language systems, and Catholic vs. non-
Catholic schools (see Table 1); and the sample was relatively geographically representative 
of Ontario’s schools (Figure 11), though likely under-representing rural schools.
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Table 1: Proportion of Ontario’s schools and sample of schools with various characteristics

Figure 11: Map of sample schools

For more information about the methods, please contact the authors directly.

Sample

17%

7%

28%

Secondary

French language

Catholic

Ontario

18%

10%

34%

Note: 
Green = Sudbury
Yellow = Ottawa
Blue = Toronto
Purple = Brantford
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