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Children’s views and preferences regarding their outdoor environment

Kristín Norðdahl* and Jóhanna Einarsdóttir

School of Education, University of Iceland, Reykjavik, Iceland

This study aims to enhance awareness of what young children want to do outside and
their preferences regarding their outdoor environment. Views of children as active
participants, the affordance of the environment and the importance of place for
children’s learning constitute the theoretical background of the study. The study was
part of a research and development project on education for sustainable development in
which preschool children and compulsory school children participated in decision-
making about how their common school ground should be constructed. Data were
gathered through observations and interviews with children and teachers. The findings
show that the children wanted to challenge themselves as well as to be secure, explore
things, be in contact with others, find or create nests and enjoy beautiful things
outdoors. The children highly valued the natural environment and liked diversity in
playground equipment.

Keywords: school outdoor environment; young children’s views and preferences;
participation; children’s perspectives

Introduction

In Iceland, most children aged two to five spend eight hours a day or more in preschool
(Statistics Iceland, 2011). At the age of six, children begin compulsory school, and many
of them attend after-school programmes (Pálsdóttir & Ágústdóttir, 2011), usually located
in the schools or in buildings within the school grounds (The City of Reykjavík, n.d.). In
Icelandic preschools, children typically play outside for at least one hour daily in all types
of weather. In the compulsory schools, on the other hand, children’s outdoor playtime is
usually limited to recess periods, the longest ones generally lasting about 20 minutes, and
occasional outdoor lessons. However, children can play in the schoolyard as part of after-
school programmes.

Schoolyards at Icelandic compulsory schools usually contain playground equipment,
spaces for ball games and large flat areas with little vegetation. The yards are not usually
fenced. Outdoor areas at preschools, however, are generally enclosed with a fence and
have more vegetation; more thought is also given to opportunities for children’s play and
learning.

Keeping this in mind, one can say that nowadays schoolyards and playgrounds
constitute the outdoor environments most familiar to young children; it is therefore
important to consider carefully what kinds of experience these environments may offer.
One way to address this is to find out what children, who are the most frequent users of
these environments, have to say about them. This article focuses on children’s interests
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regarding the activities they want to do in their school and preschool outdoor environ-
ment, and the kinds of environments they prefer for such purposes.

Background

The first author’s background as a biology teacher and interest in whether young children
want to use nature in their play and learning, as well as how they wish to do so, have
influenced the choice of topic and how the data are interpreted. The study was part of a
research and development project on education for sustainable development (ESD).
According to UNESCO, the aim of ESD is:

. . . to help people to develop the attitudes, skills, perspectives and knowledge to make
informed decisions and act upon them for the benefit of themselves and others, now and in
the future. ESD helps the citizens of the world to learn their way to a more sustainable future.
(UNESCO, n.d.)

This study is thus influenced by the view that it is important to involve children in
decision-making about their environment. The study was conducted as a part of a school
project where teachers worked with children on what kind of opportunities they wanted
their school ground to offer and how they wanted the environment there to be. In this way,
their attention and interest were focused on their local environment and also that they
themselves could affect how it would be designed. ESD holds children’s participation in
projects regarding their local environment to be important. Emphasis is placed on
children’s participation in decisions relating to the environment, encouraging them to
act on their decisions about their experiences in ways that are connected to their own well-
being and to that of others (Breiting, 2008). Ärlemalm-Hagsér (2012) points out that the
most important element of ESD is children’s participation, especially their opportunities to
experience themselves as agents for change. This provides children with the potential to
discover that they can affect their environment and thereby exercise their influence in the
community.

According to the Icelandic Act on Preschool Education (No. 90/2008) and the Act on
Compulsory School Education (No. 91/2008), the role of schools is to prepare children for
participation in a democratic society. Thus, this study is also influenced by the view of
children as capable, competent and active thinkers who have something special to offer
and from whom grown-ups can learn (see, e.g., Clark & Moss, 2001; Dahlberg & Moss,
2005; Einarsdóttir, 2007; Harcourt & Einarsdottir, 2011; Schiller & Einarsdottir, 2009).
The Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989, 2005) has changed the
way people look at children, stressing their right to participate in decisions about their
own lives and circumstances. Children are seen as citizens with their own rights, rather
than as future citizens (Einarsdottir, 2012). Although all grown-ups have experienced
childhood, their experiences differ from those of today’s children (Perry & Dockett,
2011). Children are therefore seen as the most knowledgeable about what it is like to
be a child today and about the environment they live in (Clark & Moss, 2001). However,
involving children in decision-making is not without difficulties. Sheridan and Pramling
Samuelsson (2009) point out, for example, that children’s opportunities to participate in
decision-making depend on adults’ views toward children, knowledge, learning, under-
standing and experiencing. Children differ, and what they find important also differs—
they present a multiplicity of voices, rather than a singular viewpoint. Researchers work-
ing with children have to consider whether they are listening to some children more than
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others (Einarsdottir, 2012). Children’s views can also change over time and in different
contexts, as Warming (2005) has pointed out. Many other concerns and questions about
children’s participation in research and decision-making have been put forward. The
empowerment rationale in which children are viewed as a minority group acting in their
own interests has raised some questions. Listening to children involves more than just
listening to what they have to say; it also includes taking them seriously and acting upon
their voices (Brooker, 2011; Einarsdottir, 2012). Percy-Smith and Thomas (2012) have
pointed out that children’s participation is often seen as an involvement in changes, but
that the outcomes of those changes are stressed instead of the process of participation.
Percy-Smith (2010) also suggests that we need to find ways for children to participate in
and interact with their everyday environment to help them feel empowered. Kjørholt,
Moss, and Clark (2005) have critiqued the manner in which listening to children is
inscribed in rights discourse. They caution that two opposing images of the child may
result: as vulnerable and dependent or as autonomous and competent. Further, Mannion
(2007, 2010) points out that children are dependent on adults in their participation and
decision-making; we should recognise this and look more closely at the relationship
between children and adults.

The study is also influenced by theories that emphasise the importance of the learning
environment; that is, the place for children’s learning. The place is here seen as demar-
cated, large or small, part of the outdoor environment in the neighbourhood of the school.
Children are always somewhere, in some kind of place, and that place affects them. They
experience places on their own terms and learn from them, and the places may affect
children’s identity and relationships (Gruenewald, 2003). As such, the places themselves
are considered a product of our culture, or as Greenwood (2013, p. 93) puts it: ‘. . . places
can be thought of as primary artefacts of human culture—the material and ideological
legacy of our collective inhabitation and place-making.’ Thus, places are seen as having
both physical and ecological qualities, as well as being regarded as social constructions
(Gruenewald, 2003).

The study draws on Gibson’s (1979) theory of affordance in collecting and analysing
data about children’s ideas of what they want to do in the environment. Gibson (1979)
saw people’s actions mainly as their interpretation of what the physical environment has to
offer, or the affordance of the environment. The affordance also depends on the ability of
the person involved, so the affordance of the environment does not need to be the same
for an infant, a school child or an adult. Obviously a tree can afford a school child to
climb in it, if the child finds it climbable. And a tree may also afford a toddler to creep
under it, if the toddler determines that it can do so. Gibson’s affordance theory is thus
about the interaction between people and their environment.

Previous research

In recent years, the body of literature studying young children’s views and preferences
regarding the outdoor environment has grown. Research projects in which children have
participated in schoolyard or playground designs have yielded important information
(Clark, 2007; Clark & Moss, 2005; Dyment, 2004; Malone & Tranter, 2003; Titman,
1994). One such study (Titman, 1994) indicated that children see the school playground as
part of the school; unlike teachers, who often restrict their definition to the school building
itself. Studies have also shown that children like to be outside and want to spend more
time outdoors (Clark & Moss, 2005; Malone, 2006; Stephenson, 2003), and that outdoor
areas are the most popular places in schools (Burke, 2005; Einarsdottir, 2005a, 2011).
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Regarding what children want to do outside, some research findings show that they enjoy
opportunities for physical movement (Clark, 2007; Fjörtoft, 2000; Kernan, 2007; Waite,
2007) as well as circumstances where they can challenge themselves (Little & Eager, 2010;
Sandseter, 2009; Titman, 1994) or do scary things outside (Stephenson, 2003). Sandseter
(2009) found that both ordinary playgrounds and natural surroundings used as playgrounds
provided many opportunities for preschool children to engage in risky play, although natural
surroundings involved a higher degree of risk-taking than ordinary playgrounds.

Research studies allowing children to choose between natural or constructed outdoor
environments have revealed that children prefer natural environments to constructed ones
(Lucas & Dyment, 2010; Malone & Tranter, 2003; Titman, 1994; Waller, 2006), since
they like to be in contact with natural phenomena such as water, animals and plants
(Burke, 2005; Clark, 2007; Kernan, 2007; Malone & Tranter, 2003; Mårtensson, 2004;
Titman, 1994; Waller, 2006). Natural environments have also been found to offer more
diverse play opportunities than traditional playgrounds (Fjörtoft, 2000; Moore & Wong,
1997; Tranter & Malone, 2004). Thus, it is not surprising that such environments appeal
to both boys and girls. Lucas and Dyment (2010) found that a natural area in a school
playground was the only place where equal numbers of boys and girls chose to play.
Findings from a study of the views of children 6–11 years old on public playground
design indicated that if children had access to a natural environment near the playground,
the design of the playground was not as important (Jansson, 2008). Several scholars have
asserted that good experiences with nature and emotional attachment to nature in child-
hood motivate people to respect the natural environment later on and take action to
preserve it (Louv, 2005; Sobel, 1996; White, 2004; Wilson, 1995), and several studies
have supported this (Bögeholz, 2006; Chawla, 1999; Wells & Lekies, 2006).

The outdoor environment also consists of the people who are there. Children desire
and enjoy contact with other children (Clark & Moss, 2005; Einarsdottir, 2011; Perry &
Dockett, 2011) and grown-ups, and it is well known that good places for communication
in the outdoors are important (Clark, 2007).

Research results indicate that children like to make certain places ‘their own’
(Änggård, 2012; Fjörtoft, 2000; Kernan, 2007; Kylin, 2003; Waller, 2006), where they
can relax without interruption (Clark, 2007; Einarsdottir, 2005b; Titman, 1994), spend
time with friends (Kylin, 2003; Titman, 1994) or gain an overview of their surroundings
(Kernan, 2007). Malone and Tranter (2003) found that elementary school children played
outside mostly in small groups and less frequently in large groups, and big open spaces
were not used as much as small spaces.

The present study adds to previous research in at least two ways. First, the research
study was part of a project in which teachers worked with children to find out how they
wanted to construct their outdoor environment. In other studies in this field (e.g., Burke,
2005; Clark, 2007; Kylin, 2003; Malone & Tranter, 2003; Waller, 2006), the emphasis has
mainly been on listening to children about their views and preferences with regard to the
outdoors. This study added the voices of teachers who were in daily contact with children,
focusing on how children talked about what they wanted to do outside and observing how
they used their outdoor space. Second, the study contributes to existing knowledge about
children’s views on the outdoor environment in Nordic countries, where outdoor play is
highly valued (Halldén, 2009). The following research question guided the study:

What are children’s preferences about outdoor activities and surroundings in the
outdoor school environment?
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Methods

Participants and research setting

The study was conducted in one primary school and two preschools in Iceland that
participated in a research and development project concerning children’s participation in
the design of the school grounds held in common by the three schools.

The three schools are all located close to each other in a small municipality near the
capital city of Reykjavík. The preschools had their own playgrounds with play equipment,
sandpits and plants. One of the preschools also had domestic animals (rabbits and hens). At
the compulsory school, only part of the schoolyard had been completed and the majority of
it was covered with rough gravel. In all three school grounds, hills of varying sizes had been
constructed. Before the project began it was decided to transform a parking lot located
between the compulsory school and one of the preschools into a playground for the children
in those schools. The schools are located in an area containing several drainage ditches.

The project examined children’s ideas about their outdoor environment and how they
would like it to be organised. At both school levels, teachers presented examples of
different kinds of environments to the children to increase their knowledge of various
outdoor situations. The teachers did this in different ways, by showing the children
pictures of other schoolyards and playgrounds, diverse constructions and outdoor sculp-
tures, and by taking them on trips to investigate different environments. Children’s ideas
were discussed and they also expressed them through drawings, sculptures and models of
school grounds. During the project, the teachers listened carefully to the children and
wrote down their ideas. They also collected children’s drawings and other artwork. At the
end of the project, an exhibition was held to present the children’s ideas to all of the
children in the schools, their parents, representatives of the local authorities and the
architect who had been hired to design the school grounds.

Participants in the development project, and therefore also in the study, were 100 four-
year-old and five-year-old children from the two preschools (75 from one and 25 from the
other) and 189 six-year-old to nine-year-old children from the compulsory school. Out of
this group, 16 children were selected to participate in interviews about their views of the
outdoor environment. Measures were taken to ensure age and gender balance in the group.
The teachers selected the children and were asked to select children with various interests
and from different neighbourhoods to ensure that students had experience with different
outdoor environments. Eight preschool children aged four and five participated in the
interviews, two boys and two girls from each year. Also participating were eight primary
school children aged seven and nine, two boys and two girls from each year. In the
preschools, five preschool teachers who worked with the children in the project, as well as
the directors of both schools, were interviewed, for a total of seven interviewees. Ten
primary school teachers who had worked on the project with children were interviewed, as
well as their principal; in total, 11 interviewees.

Data gathering

Multiple methods were employed to elicit children’s preferences about outdoor activities
and the environment of the school grounds. The methods included interviews with the
children and teachers, walking tours conversations with the children, meetings with
teachers and classroom observations.

The eight interviews with the 16 children were conducted at the beginning of the
project in order to gather data about what children liked in their environment. The children
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were interviewed in pairs in order to counteract the power inequality between the
researcher and the children and to make the children feel comfortable (Alderson &
Morrow, 2004; Brooker, 2001; Einarsdóttir, 2007). The interviews were semi-structured
(Greene & Hill, 2005; Lichtman, 2010) and took from 15 to 20 minutes. After the
interviews, the children (in pairs) led a walk through the playground for 15–35 minutes.
This provided opportunities for more conversation with the children in a different
environment (Clark & Moss, 2001).

Participant observations (Lichtman, 2010) were carried out in the classrooms and with
groups of preschool children while the children worked on the project of designing their
school yard. Each class and preschool group was visited from one to four times for a total
of nine hours of visits. The teachers were interviewed at the end of the project for the
purpose of obtaining their views on children’s preferences concerning the outdoor envir-
onment. Four individual interviews and four group interviews were held, ranging from 40
to 80 minutes each. During the project, 10 meetings were held with the teachers, and the
researcher’s notes from those meetings were also used as data sources. During the meet-
ings, teachers often referred to the children’s work in the project.

Data analysis

In analysing the data, the intention was to investigate the diversity of children’s views and
preferences about the outdoors or the affordance of the environment. We therefore tried to
keep an open mind and see what would emerge from the data. A six-step thematic
research analysis method described by Braun and Clarke (2006) was used in this process.
First, all of the interviews with the children and teachers, the walking tour conversations,
the meetings with the teachers and the observation notes were transcribed. Next, the
transcripts were read many times and coded according to the research question: that is,
how the children wanted to use the outdoor environment and how the children wanted the
environment to be as a result. In this step, the data were coded by hand. The third step was
to find potential themes from the codes—a concept map was helpful in this process.
Having reviewed the relevant literature, we expected to find certain themes, but at the
same time tried to keep an open mind in the event that something else might appear. The
fourth step involved reviewing the themes to see whether they worked in relation to the
coded text. The fifth step consisted of clearly defining the themes and giving them names,
and the last step involved writing a report about the findings.

Ethical issues

The study was introduced to all of the children’s parents and they were asked to let us
know if they did not want their children to participate. The local authorities gave
permission for the study. The compulsory school principal and the preschool directors,
as well as the parents of the children who were selected for interviews, gave their
informed consent. The study was also reported to the Icelandic Data Protection Authority.

The children who participated in the research were asked whether they wanted to
participate. However, it can be difficult to obtain informed consent from young children,
because they may not always understand what they are agreeing to participate in and what
consequences it may have for them (Dockett, Einarsdottir, & Perry, 2009; Harcourt &
Conroy, 2005). At the beginning of the interviews with the children, they were asked
whether they wanted to participate in the research and were told that their identities would
be hidden in any presentation of the research. It was also made clear to the children that
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they could quit the interview whenever they wanted. Prior to the school observations, the
children were told what the research was about and asked whether they had any reserva-
tions about being observed and having their pictures taken. All the children wanted to
participate and many were very surprised and quite disappointed to hear that their names
would not be used in the presentation of the findings. They seemed happy and proud to
participate in the research and wanted to be recognised.

When participants are quoted, we use pseudonyms and refrain from giving detailed
descriptions.

Findings

The study revealed that most of the children who participated in the study seemed to like
being outside and preferred it to being inside. The children liked to have diverse
opportunities in their outdoor environment for different types of play. The following
themes emerged from the data about the affordance of the environment in children’s
ideas: physical challenge was important to children, but they wanted to be secure as well;
they liked to explore things; they wanted to be in contact with others; they liked to create
or find a nest for themselves; and they enjoyed beautiful things in the outdoors.

Challenge versus security

Moving around and doing things that involved physical challenges seemed important to
the children, but so was their wish to be safe in the outdoors. They talked about physical
challenges like climbing trees and challenging themselves on the play equipment. Jakob,
age five, said for instance that he liked to ‘bicycle up the hill . . . and then just sbrr
downhill’ (‘sbrr’ means to speed downhill). Magnus, age four, liked best ‘to play on the
roof’ (of the playhouses).

Anna and Bjork, four years old, showed the researcher in their walking interview how
much fun it was to bump into one another on the swings and turn very fast in the
carousels.

In the project, the teachers’ focus was drawn to children’s preferences for the out-
doors. In a meeting, the preschool teachers indicated that during the project the teachers
had changed their attitudes about what children should be allowed to do outdoors. They
had started to reconsider which rules were necessary and which were not. Teachers saw
that allowing children to challenge themselves was valuable enough to outweigh the
possible risk of minor accidents.

Helga, age nine, said: ‘I enjoy the carousel best. Sometimes it makes you sick but it is
such fun.’ Harald and Johann, age seven, were enthusiastic about amusement park
equipment they wanted to have in the playground, and favourably mentioned equipment
like ‘a ghost room’, ‘lazer tag’, ‘a climbing wall’ and ‘a water slide’. Many children
mentioned that they liked the play equipment in the playground, and would like to have
more of it and more diverse varieties. Play equipment was very prominent in the project at
both school levels. The primary school children emphasised that they wanted a bigger hill
in the school grounds to slide on when there was snow.

All of the primary school children said they liked to play by the drainage ditches—even
though they mentioned being afraid of them. One teacher of six year olds said that two girls
repeatedly came back wet after playing in the ditches outside the school grounds—they
apparently liked it a lot, she said. Hence, the teachers seemed to understand children’s
longings to play in the ditches, but were also well aware of the dangers. They had allowed
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the children to play in small pools in the hill area instead of in the ditches, because, as one
of the teachers said, ‘the children cannot drown there’.

Some of the primary school children mentioned things having to do with outdoor
security. Harald, age seven, said that he wanted the rough gravel on the ground replaced
with grass so the children would not hurt themselves. Helga, age nine, said ‘then we also
need more shelter’ from the weather. Nine-year-old Maria said she wanted, ‘a colourful
strong fence around the ditches . . . because there is always someone playing there . . . and
in the end someone falls in’. The teachers of the seven year olds also noted that the
children had said they wanted a fence around the school grounds like in the preschool.
Another example of children’s longing for security was expressed by Helga and Maria
(age nine) who wanted more adult supervision in the playground—to help in case of
conflict and accidents, especially near the drainage ditches.

Exploring

Children’s desire to explore the outdoor environment was another theme that evolved
from the study. This involved children collecting, investigating, creating and finding out
what to do with things. When asked what she liked to do outdoors, Inga (age five) said
‘picking leaves’, and in the walking interview the five-year-old children showed the
researcher the bushes in the playground where they liked to pick berries. The preschool
children were interested in investigating small creatures they found in the school grounds.
In the walking interview, Baldur and Jakob (five year olds) showed the places where they
could find bugs in the playground:

Jakob: There are lots of spiders there, . . . Under here—found you! [He said to the
spider he found.]

Jakob: Some are small and some are big,
Baldur: And some are in the middle.
Jakob: Here little, little cute one.

The seven-year-old girls in primary school mentioned in the interview that they also
liked small bugs:

Freya: I like it when the weather is good and we go out walking—then I always
pick snails in a box.

Researcher: What do you do with them?
Freya: We train them and things—play with them . . . we are in a sort of snail club.

Researcher: Did you learn anything about the snails?
Gudrun: They die if they don’t get anything.
Freya: Something like grass. Sometimes I take a bottle lid and put a little water in

it and hold the snail and let it drink out of the lid.

The primary school teachers (of the six-year-old children) stated that there is always a
certain group of children who like to investigate the environment and are interested in
nature. One teacher said: ‘It is quite apparent they are collecting insects and all kinds of
flowers and different kinds of shells in the sand. We need a little area for more exploration
of nature, especially for these children.’

The preschool children did not mention water in their interviews, but as part of the
project they made drawings of waterslides, ponds and waterfalls, as well as areas with
mud to play in. Many of their teachers talked about how the children enjoyed playing in
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puddles that emerge on the playground after heavy rain and stressed that water play was
very popular among the children, including playing with water in the solid forms of snow
and ice.

All of the primary school children talked about how they liked to play around the
ditches outside their schoolyard, as mentioned before, and many of their teachers
described how the children liked to wade, paddle and play with the mud in the bottom
of the ditches, making blockages and bridges and trying to catch the tiddlers that live
there.

Creating things seemed important to the children, and materials such as sand, mud and
branches from the trees in the yard were popular. Some of the seven year olds said they
wanted to have opportunities to build things out of wood:

Harald: I like to, you know, sometimes to get some piece of wood. Maybe we will do
that when we are going to build that hill or something.

Helga: [We] can maybe put one piece of wood on the hut and write ‘Pizza Hut’, and
another stick on the other hut and write ‘The Bakery’ or something. Build a kind
of town we can always play in.

Their teachers described how the children enjoyed playing with sticks and making things
from them, or hiding a stick they had found and asking the teachers to look for it. As
Marta, a teacher, said: ‘One stick can be like gold to them’.

Being in contact with others

The findings indicate that interacting with other children, grown-ups and other living
beings was important for the children. Although some of the children sometimes wanted
to be alone, most often they wanted to be with two to four friends, or sometimes join
larger groups. Helga, a nine year old, talked about equipment that would encourage
interaction among the children, like big swings where many could play together. She
said: ‘There the children could also blend—you know, because it would be such fun to
climb into the swing and then the kids would mingle’. Both nine-year-old boys, Sigurd
and Olaf, stressed that they liked ball games best, such as football and basketball, where
they were part of a group and interacting with other boys. Harald, age seven, stated this
clearly:

I would like us to play more all together outside. Like in skotbolti (a special kind of ball game
which involves children throwing a ball at each other) or something—and we would not just
have one ball, we would have many balls. Yes, just all second year would join, just in
skotbolti.

Bjork (age four) and Baldur (age five) said that they wanted the grown-ups to participate
in their play. The preschool teachers mentioned in a meeting that in the school project the
children came up with the idea that the school grounds should be a centre of the
community, for handicapped people and for people of all ages; there should be benches
for older people and areas for animals.

The children whose preschool playground contained animals (rabbits and hens) said
they liked to pet the rabbits and feed the animals, although some of the children were a
little afraid of the hens. The teachers said that children’s involvement with the animals
differed. Some children were drawn to the animals, while others just liked to watch them.
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Many of the children at primary school were also interested in animals. Helga, a nine
year old, said she wanted to have animals ‘like the ones in the preschool’ but ‘mainly I
would like to have sheep and horses’. The seven-year-old girls said they wanted to build
an environment for animals. Gudrun said:

I would like to have a ditch with fish. Then we would always in the summer go with a pocket
net and catch some fish, and maybe someone would bring an aquarium we can keep the
fish in.

She continued that she wanted to have a pond with ducks and then ‘we can have a box
filled with bread that we can give them’.

Children at both school levels wanted to be in contact with plants, especially trees,
grass and other flowering plants, and these were often part of the drawings, paintings and
models they made in the project.

Creating or finding nests

The children liked to find or create places that somehow separated them and their play
from their surroundings. Often these kinds of places were intended for just one child or a
few children. The primary school teachers mentioned that the children had found them-
selves a kind of nest, where they played in the high grass. This metaphor of the ‘nest’ is
suitable, because these places were sometimes like the woven nests that thrushes make,
sometimes like the holes puffins make and sometimes like a falcon’s nest, offering a wide
view of the surroundings. The preschool children liked their ‘wood’ for many reasons, one
of them being that it created a place for them to play. According to the teachers, some
children called it their ‘secret place’. In the walking tour conversation, Jakob (age five)
said he liked the area because ‘you can stand in here . . . there are tracks here’ and it’s ‘all
so nice’.

The seven-year-old girls showed the researcher their ‘secret place’ under a house
beside their school. Examples of nests that were open with a view were those on top of the
hill. Simon, age seven, said that he liked to be alone on the hill and ‘lie there and look up
in the sky or sleep’.

Enjoying beautiful things

Children’s desire to have beautiful things in their outdoor environment was another theme
evident in the data. In the preschool, the five-year-old boys noted in the walking tour
conversation that they did not like litter in the playground. Magnus, age four, talked about
the ‘need to enjoy nature’. Baldur, age five, said he liked the wood ‘because there are so
many leaves’ and he liked the leaves because they were ‘green and yellow, so nice’.

The primary school children mentioned that they wanted to have statues in the
playground in various forms (e.g., spacecraft, parrots, a talking squirrel, a skeleton and
a unicorn). Laura, age nine, said: ‘I think the schoolyard should be more colourful. . . .
Yes, with brighter colours.’ In the walking tour conversation she added that it would be
nice to paint flowers on the school building so it would not be so grey. One of the teachers
of the six year olds said that, in her class, the children had emphasised that the schoolyard
should contain many colourful flowers.
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Discussion

This study was conducted in a small community in Iceland where preschool and primary
school children participated in the design of a common school ground as part of a project
in sustainability education. The data were gathered from interviews with the children and
their teachers, as well as participant observations and meetings with teachers. The findings
indicate that the children who participated enjoyed being outside, which is consistent with
previous research (Burke, 2005; Clark & Moss, 2005; Einarsdottir, 2005a; Malone, 2006),
indicating that young children in different countries share this wish. This is an important
message in a world where in recent decades many are concerned about children’s reduced
opportunities to play outside and explore their surroundings (e.g., Bögeholz, 2006; Louv,
2005; Malone & Tranter, 2003).

The children who participated in the study wanted to use their outdoor environment at
school in various ways: they wanted to challenge themselves as well as to feel secure,
explore things, be in contact with others, find or create nests and enjoy beautiful things.

The children’s desire to physically challenge themselves is well documented in other
research findings, which indicate that risk-taking is important for learning about and
managing the world (Little & Eager, 2010; Sandseter, 2009; Stephenson, 2003; Titman,
1994). However, the findings of this study differ from other studies addressing children’s
risk-taking, where their feelings of security are seldom mentioned. Icelandic primary
school children’s wish for grown-ups to secure their safety in risky circumstances can
be interpreted as a desire to take risks, but under the guidance of adults. This indicates the
importance of finding a balance between allowing and encouraging children to try out
new things and take risks, and at the same time ensuring their safety. This accords with
contemporary views of children as strong and capable but at the same time also vulnerable
and in need of protection (Kjørholt et al., 2005).

Children’s interest in exploring various aspects of the outdoors, such as living beings,
water, sand, mud and sticks, and finding out what they can do with them, is congruent
with other studies (Clark, 2007; Kernan, 2007; Malone & Tranter, 2003; Titman, 1994;
Waller, 2006). This can be seen as a contrast with reality, since the compulsory school
outdoor environment is often covered with concrete and offers little if any experience of
natural phenomena (Lucas & Dyment, 2010).

Children’s preference for being with other children and grown-ups raises the question
of how the outdoors can support social interaction between children, as well as between
children and grown-ups. This has also been found in other research (Clark, 2007; Clark &
Moss, 2005; Titman, 1994). Additionally, the children in this study were inventive and
came up with different ideas of play equipment that they thought could encourage and
give opportunities for interaction. It was also interesting to see that the children presented
ideas which can be interpreted as a critique on the very idea of the school ground as a
place for only children and teachers. Hence, the school ground as a place for all people in
the community to use for being together and also for being in contact with other living
beings.

Children at both school levels favoured natural phenomena in the outdoor environ-
ment such as plants and animals, as well as variation in the landscape, as has been
identified in previous research (Clark, 2007; Clark & Moss, 2005; Kernan, 2007;
Mårtensson, 2004; Titman, 1994). The natural environment increases opportunities to
learn about nature and natural phenomena. Research findings have indicated that good
experiences in the natural environment form an important ground for respecting nature
and wanting to take action to protect it (Bögeholz, 2006; Chawla, 1999; Wells & Lekies,
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2006), which is an important part of education for sustainability. However, many of the
Icelandic children who participated in this study also wanted to have diverse types of play
equipment and other man-made environmental elements on their playgrounds. The find-
ings of this study indicate that diversity in the environment was important to the children,
and thus emphasis should be placed on the natural environment in the design of children’s
outdoor surroundings at school, as well as on built elements. The findings from the study
also indicate that the children liked to make or find ‘their own places’ or ‘nests’, which is
in harmony with other research findings showing that having a place of their own or a
place that encloses them and their friends is very important for children (Clark, 2007;
Einarsdottir, 2005b; Fjörtoft, 2000; Kernan, 2007; Kylin, 2003; Malone & Tranter, 2003;
Titman, 1994; Waller, 2006).

Fun and aesthetic pleasure are among the factors that the outdoor environment can
provide. The study revealed that the children liked fun things, colours and beautiful
objects in their outdoor environment. This is not often addressed in other studies, although
Titman (1994) found in her study that children preferred places that were interesting,
colourful and beautiful, thus offering emotional stimulation.

In this study, the children came up with many ideas of places that can be seen as a
product of their culture (Greenwood, 2013). Examples of this are their wish to catch small
fish in ponds in the ground and to feed the ducks, which is something children in Iceland
often do. This study contributes to the growing field of research with children on their
ideas about the outdoors in various socio-cultural contexts. Few studies have been done
on how children want to use the outdoors and what kind of environment they want for that
purpose. This study supports many of the previous research findings, showing that
children in diverse environments and cultures like similar things outdoors. There are
relatively few studies from the Nordic countries in this area. The study contributes to
knowledge about Nordic children where children’s outdoor play is highly valued and an
important part of their daily lives.

The novelty of the study is also the research design. The study was conducted as part of
a developmental project in which the teachers worked with children to design their outdoor
environment, and focused on how children use and talk about their environment. The
teachers contributed by offering additional information about things that the children had
mentioned in the interviews or that were seen in observations, increasing the trustworthi-
ness of the findings through triangulation. Sometimes the teachers also offered new insights
about what the children wanted to do and what kind of environments they liked, and in that
way advanced to a more comprehensive understanding of this. In addition, it was interest-
ing to see how the project in this study affected some of the teachers, leading them to
change their attitudes about what children were and were not allowed to do.

Listening to children involves more than merely attending to what they have to say; it
is the adults’ responsibility, when consulting children about something in their environ-
ment, to act upon their responses (Brooker, 2011; Einarsdottir, 2012; Perry & Dockett,
2011). But can we simply listen to children and then make changes that give them what
they want? In decision-making, many interests and viewpoints have to be taken into
account, including children’s views. It is important to note that children’s contributions
can be diverse. In this project, the voices of the children were taken into account in the
planning of the play areas. The parking lot was changed into a green play area, and the
architect’s design was influenced by both the children’s and the teachers’ ideas. However,
in a project that aims to help children to understand that they can take part in society and
be actors for change, as ESD emphasises (Ärlemalm-Hagsér, 2012; Breiting, 2008), the
children also learn that decision-making often involves conflicts and compromises among
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different stakeholders. However, importantly, they are included as stakeholders
themselves.
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