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So much more than a local spaces for play



ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF COUNTRY

I acknowledge the Traditional Custodians
of the land on which we live, work 
and play. We pay respect to Elders past, 
present and emerging.

Always was, is and will be Aboriginal Land







Play Defined:  WHAT IS PLAY?

Self-Directed
Freely Chosen
Intrinsically Motivating
Autonomous

The means is more important 
than the ends

http://www.scholarpedia.org/article/Definitions_of_Play



Conditions for Play
1. Time?
2. Space?
3. Permission? or Acceptance?
(Dr Naomi Lott, (2025) The interdependence of the convention on the rights of the child: understandi
ng the relationship of the right to play with other convention rights. Dr Wendy Russell, 2006:Reframi
ng Playwork, Reframing Challenging Behaviour )

 (https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2025-04/wales-a-play-friendly-country.pdf)  

Key Questions: 
• Where & when are children afforded access to these conditions? 
• What systems, policies & processes  in current governance or
society protect these conditions?
What does this mean for children’s relatoinship with play, neighbourhoods, 
community and the broader world? 

What children 
need to be able 

to access 
high-quality child
-led play, where 

they live.



What is Loose Parts Play? 
High-Quality Child-Led Play 

Loose Parts are PLAY OBJECTS:

- Moveable – can be transported from 
location to location by the child

- Connectable – joined with other items 
to support the child making whatever 
they like

- Transferable – meaning of the item is 
open-ended and the child can decide 
what and how it is used

(Simon Nicolson, 1972)



What is Loose Parts Play?
High-Quality Child-Led Play

Loose Parts Play is a type of play that is:

• Child-directed
• Freely chosen
• Intrinsically Motivating
• Autonomous 
• Collaborative
• Active
• Challenging
• Social
• Imaginative 
• Creative
• Problem solving.



Childhood has changed



PLAY SUFFICENCY 

VS 

PLAY DEFICENCY

Childhood has changed
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What are the local children are saying? 



Childhood as a PLACE

Enter Neighborhood Backyards

A modern day solution 
that caters for not only for children’s 

need for play, it also caters for 
modern day challenges of being a 
parent and supporting children to 
play and connect, where they live.  



Growing story of 
Neighbourhood Play Sanctuaries 
So much more than a local space for play

WHAT IS JOOMUNJIE LAND? 

Independent Analysis 
of Joomunjie Land 

evaluation 
after 18months 

 





WHY? Listening to Children & Community & Concerns Barriers  
Evolution of Joomunjie Land 

1. Child Voice workshops 
2. Neighbourhood Play Networks 
3. Community is Socially broken with extreme levels of 
distrust = Wont let kids outside - Play is on Parents Terms - 

Need adults for supervision.

=
Neighbourhood Play Backyards
Heard about a 40 year tried and tested model - YAY!

 



E V O L U T I O N  O F  J O O M U N J I E  L A N D

2020 - COVID-19 
Returning from lockdowns, Eagleby South State 
School  has a high number of behavioural issues
 and Playground incidents. School moral is low, 

and children are dysregulated. Introduces a small 
loose parts play spaces

2021 - APRIL
AIP helps ESSS introduces Loose
 Parts Play in a 300m2 space, 

with only 30 students allowed in e
ach play break. 

2023 - DEC
AIP Evaluation with Griffith 
Unversity identifies impacts 
and growing need (MORE 

DAYS OF PLAY 
REQUESTED)

2022 - MARCH
AIP and ESSS undertake

 child consultation, planning 
and creation of a large play 

space process with 
student leaders.

2022 - APRIL
Student leaders build Joomunjie 

Land with support from AIP. 
They also promote 

the launch event to local 
community!

2022 - JUNE
“Joomunjie Land” officially ope

ns for school use 2 days per 
week.

2022 - AUGUST
“Joomunjie Land” begins 
after school sessions, run 
by AIP, 2 days per week.

FEB -2024 
“AIP secures more funding to

 open for a 3rd day. “
“AIP hires local Playworkers (Firs

t Nations local community 
members)”. Number of children 

attending increases by 20%

JULY -2024 
“AIP conducts cultural audit to find 

44% of chidlren attending are First 
Nations.”  “Joomunjie Land wins N
ational Award for Best Playground”

“Participation and retrun rate grows”

APRIL - 2025 
“Joomunjie Land 100%
 run by local community”

“High participation &
 return rate continues”

Children tell us they want 
more pPLAY 



Key Facts
• Method - Respondents 25 Children, 20 Parents, 13 School 
Personnel 
• Interviews & Surveys
• Open 3 days per week - during school play-break and afterschool 
• 2.45pm to 5pm and school holidays = 401 play sessions per year 
• (165 mins high-quality child-led play per day).
• Total number of child visits in 2024-25 - 14,361.
• 44% First Nations Children
• Approximately 20% of the school population 
(not including Prep aged children (4-6 year old)) 
• visits Joomunjie Land with an average return rate of 71% and the 
• higest return rate is 94%.
• Been open for almost 4 years
• The ‘Playworkers’ or grown-ups who work in Joomunjie Land are 
from the local community, invested in being part of the solution
• Local Playworkers support child leaders who supervise and uphold 

the rules & consequences developed by the student population.
• Seen as a community asset / institution, source of local pride
• Shaping a posiive story for the local community 

Evaluation of Joomunjie Land 





Children  / Parents



Growing Story of 
Mental & Physical Health, Overall Life Satisfaction & 
Wellbeing or ‘AMAZING CHILDHOOD’

= 

Growing Strong 
Foundations of Physical 
Literacy

“Physical literacy is as important as learning to read. 
Physical inactivity, poor fitness and being overweight/obese 
are key risk factors for heart disease. Just as children need to 
be taught the alphabet to read, they also need ‘physical 
literacy’ – the physical, psychological, social and 
cognitive skills to achieve lifelong physical activity.”

(Deaking University - Institute of Physical Actviity and Nutrition, 2021) 



Healing Power of Joomunjie Land 
Helps Children Develop

“It supports a whole range of development I believe – 
Problem solving skills – Physical development – Mental 
development – Creative thinking – Personal awareness – 
Autonomous play – 
Social play.”     Parent/Carer – Survey 

Social skills

Communication skills – negotiation

Problem-solving skills 

General Wellbeing

Physical and Mental health

Friendships

Ideas to reduce boredom and the use of 
technology 

“It upgrades your activity and creativity”     Child7

“I don't just want to lay down. I want to go out and do things 
instead of just going (does a laying down action) all 
day … yeah I feel like I'm just trying to do new things 
instead of just being too scared to do them.”    Child1

“Yes, because at Joomunjie Land you learn to be nice to 
everyone and it gives me ideas of things to do at home so 
I'm not bored.”    Child – Survey



Joomunjie Land 
3 Year

Participation 
Data Trends
July 2022 to 
June 2025



Joomunjie Land 
3 Year 

Participation 
Data Trends
July 2022 to 
June 2025



Joomunjie Land 
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Joomunjie Land 
3 Year 

Participation 
Data Trends
July 2022 to 
June 2025

After school



HIGH-5
Welldone



Required Daily Physical Activity 
Reuirements for Children 5-14 

YOA, to be Healthy:
60min of Moderate to 

Vigorous Physical Activity:
•  A moderate-intensity activity makes your heart 

beat faster and breathe noticeably harder than 
when you’re are at rest or sitting.

• A vigorous-intensity activity is more intense on 
your body because your breathing is much 
faster and harder, heart beat increases, cheeks 
start to turn red, body starts to feel warm, and 
sweat starts to form. 

165 mins of 
high-quality 

child-led 
play per day 
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Neighbourhood 
Backyard Children 
are doing almost 
3x the required 
Daily Physical 

Activity  
to be Healthy

165 mins of 
high-quality 

child-led 
play per day 



HIGH-5
Welldone



What are the 
secret ingredients 

to creating 
Neighbourhood 

Backyards?



Designed & redesigned by Children 
Skills & Knowledge Building 
- MASTERY

= ‘So much more 
than a space 

for play’



Opportunties for Risky Play
Risky Play is How We Played

 

“Outside play, creative play and imaginative play,
 like children experienced years ago - I did!”    
Parent/Carer – Survey

“I want to thank you for bringing my childhood memory back. This is 
exactly how I used to play when I was a child. Now see my children 
and their friends play like how I used to play is just amazing. I can 
share my experience and my memories with them”    
Parent/Carer – Survey

“In Joomunjie Land, kids design and rule their play place, [it reminds] 
me so much of my childhood, a land of free play. Here I see 
creativity, risks, fun, leadership, teamwork, kindness, friendship, 
fearlessness… kids need these in their play.”    Parent2 



Growing Story of 
Skills & Knowledge Building 
- MASTERY

= “You can pretty 
build what ever 

you want” Vince, 8



Growing Story of 
Friendships & Social 
Competence - BELONGING

= 
“So much more 

than a space 
for play”



Growing Story of 
Friendships & Social 
Competence - BELONGING

= 
“ I used to have 6 

friends now I have 19”

Jaxson 9 YOA



Growing Story of 
Cultural Competence & 
Community Intelligence

= 
“So much more 

than a space 
for play”



Growing Story of 
Community Renewal & 
De-stigmatizing - Belonging

= 
“So much more 

than a space 
for play”



Growing Story of 
Mental & Physical Health, Overall Life Satisfaction & 
Wellbeing or ‘AMAZING CHILDHOOD’

= 

- ANTI-FRAGILE
- ANTI-PHOBIC
- DISCOVERY MODE 
(not defense mode)

Professor Jonathan Haidt, 2024, Anxious Generation 



Growing Story of 
Mental & Physical Health, Overall Life Satisfaction & 
Wellbeing or ‘AMAZING CHILDHOOD’

= 

“So much more than a 
space for play”



Community Backyard 
Children 

get 165 minutes of 
high quality 
play per day, 
with friends 



Concerns about Risky Play Overcome = 
Opportunity to Grow in Joomunjie Land

The presence of Joomunjie Land (and loose parts 
within the school) has provided the children/students 
the opportunity to:

1. ‘look after themselves and look after others’
2. ‘improve their judgement of danger’
3. ‘become more confident’ 
4. ‘show other kids and staff what they can do’

This helps adults to view children differently or more 
positively interms of their capacity and resilience

Researcher



HIGH-5
Welldone



Evolution of Joomunjie Land 
COMPOUND FLEXIBILITY - FLEXIBILITY TO GROW

The flexibility inherent in Joomunjie Land offers children a space 
that is constantly changing that they manage, which in turn 
provides them with what they need, when they need it 
(Brown, 2003)

It is a space where they ‘can just be kids’, have something to look 
forward to as ‘there might be something new’, and a space with 
rules that aren’t too restrictive just ‘the basics’

“Something really good about it is … they have some rules but 
they don't have many and that's pretty much just the basics like 
don't trash the place don't hit don't swear don't hurt people don't 
steal things that people are using technically it is not stealing but 
don't try and use things that people are using.”    Child1

“If I am having a bad day it helps me to come to a place where 
there isn’t that many rules.”    Child 9



Healing Power of Joomunjie Land 
Helps Children Develop
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General Wellbeing

Physical and Mental health
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Ideas to reduce boredom and the use of 
technology 
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instead of just going (does a laying down action) all 
day … yeah I feel like I'm just trying to do new things 
instead of just being too scared to do them.”    Child1

“Yes, because at Joomunjie Land you learn to be nice to 
everyone and it gives me ideas of things to do at home so 
I'm not bored.”    Child – Survey



SUMMARY - BENEFITS FOR ALL
Children/Students 
• Grow friendships 
• Helping mental health
• Learn and master new skills
• Get physically active
• Getting off devices and 
dealing with boredom
• Meet individual needs

Parent/Carers 
• Knowing their child is happy,
having fun 
• Child is playing safely
• Offers parent/carers an 
opportunity to work, study, or 
spend time with other children
• Connects them with the community

School
• School morale is up
• The number of behavioural 
issues (the original reason 
for beginning Joomunjie Land) 
have reduced 
• Sense of job satisfaction
has improved 



HIGH-5
Welldone



It took 2 years to achieve 
sustained cultural change. 

OUR CHILDREN 
DON’T KNOW 
HOW TO PLAY!



What are the 
secret ingredients 

to creating 
Neighbourhood 

Backyards?



All

Gov

Gov

Gov

Gov

All

All

Gov







• Australian Institute of Play - Youtube Channel 
• Neighbourhood Play Networks
• Neighbourhood Play Project Documentary
• Joomunjie Land
• Freedom Fortress
• Nature Play Queensland
• Cities for Play
• 1000 Play Streets
• Playbourhoods
• The Land Documentary 
• Playing Out Network
• Play Australia
• Playborhoods

Google-able Resources 


