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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

The main aim of this research is to contribute for the understanding of the schoolyard spaces or the 
outdoor playground as a space that can help children living on the 21st century facing the biggest 

problems of our cities that bloom without leaving space to freedom and to play activities. The intention 
is to reflect about the qualities that this space has to guarantee, so that the development of children 
can happen in a proper and valuable way. 

Childhood is one of the most important periods of a children's life, since this is the time where 
children’s brain can develop faster, when challenged with the right stimulations. Children's physical, 

mental, cognitive and social development increases when stimulated by the right ambience where 
they can find place to explore, test and learn. In the past, children could find in the city streets a place 
to play and to discover the outside world, the challenges of life, as well as to meet some friends. But 

nowadays cities are full of cars, noise and people, leaving no space for children’s play. In addition to 
that, parents don't feel secure about letting children play outside without their supervision. The big 
problem is that most of the time, the new society lifestyle doesn't allow parents to have that time to go 

outside and play during the week days with their children. So children start to play more inside home 
instead of going outdoors and play. This situation created a reality where children almost don’t contact 
with nature or natural elements anymore. The biggest problem due that is the fact that children 

stopped understanding basic natural relationships, cycles and evolutive processes. In “How children 
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lost the right to roam in four generations” is possible to understand the huge impact created by the lost 
of contact with nature. With the decreasing relationship between both there is an increase of physical 
and mental health diseases in childhood like obesity, attention deficit and hyperactivity disorders. Thus 

children’s health and their proper development may be in risk. 
Carlos Neto, professor and researcher in Faculdade de Motricidade Humana, in Lisbon, points out the 
influence that play activities have in child’s development and to the problem that is been created by 

locking them inside home without freedom, autonomy and contact with the natural world. In fact, in 
Portugal this situation is serious, like was shown in the study “Independent Mobility: An International 
Comparison” where Portugal was placed in the fourteen position in a group of sixteen countries. The 

first positions were placed by north countries like Finland, German, Norway and Sweden, were 
children can find more opportunities to independent mobility. In order to provide a child’s correct 
development, society has to create more opportunities to children’s play, for independence, choice and 

freedom. Parents should change their minds based in fear and overprotection. Spaces where children 
spent most of their time, which nowadays is the school, should provide an outdoor space where 
children can recover the opportunity to play, to contact with nature, to do sports, to socialize, to 

explore, basically a place where they can find a balanced growth. The outdoor playground should be a 
rich experience where children can find all their development needs. 

Since early, many pedagogues like Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Fröebel, Dewey, Steiner, Montessori, Piaget 
and Malaguzzi evoked the need that children have to contact with nature. Their contribution brought 
many other valuable thoughts like the importance of freedom of movement, the connection that should 

exist between the classroom interior and the surrounding exterior, the use of the exterior as an 
educational space, the need to exercise the body, the use of experimental activities as a learning 
process instead of the old ways that require just to sit and to listen. Teaching methods that valued the 

observation and experimentation were considered by them the best ones. Besides that and believing 
in the benefits of an environmental and ecological education, the contact with land and with animals 
was praised, as well as the existence of a flower garden or a vegetable garden in the schoolyard. It 

was also defended by them that the school’s outdoor playground should be proper to the social 
meeting, to share, to discuss ideas, to communicate, to cooperate with others, to discover risk and 
conflicts that may be valuable for the future as an adult. This space should also reflect the ideas, 

values, attitudes and cultures of people who may use it. 
Due to their work the outdoor space was valued as a learning space, and in architectural projects, its 
relationship with the interior classrooms or its quality as a space that provide children’s development, 

began to be planned more carefully. In the beginning of the 20st century this space change with the 
covered playgrounds. In addition, the new information brought by the pedagogues required a new 
school model - the open air school - which was a solution which respected and valued the connection 

with the outdoor space, as well as the transparency and the permeability between inside and outside.  
One example of the influence of this new teaching methodologies is the Herman Hetzberger’s Delft 
Montessori School (1960-1970) (Fig. 1 e Fig. 2), where is remarkable the use made of the exterior 

space as a natural space suitable for learning and for playing activities. The limit between the school 
and the community was smoothed what allowed the use of the outdoor playgrounds even in periods 
outside the lessons. 
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Is possible to understand the importance of the new methodologies for the development of the outdoor 

playground as a space for children’s education, recreation and well-being.  
  
Different opinions supporting the idea that the outdoor playground is the best space in our society to 

assure the correct physical, mental, cognitive and social development of children, are researched and 
presented. 
Play activities are essential to cognitive, physical, social and emotional development. The conference 

“The decline of Play and Rise of Mental Disorders” led by Peter Gray (2014) supported the outdoor 
playground as an important space for child’s development. The concept of risk is introduced here as a 
valuable factor that can enhance the child’s abilities and provide a better development. This is also the 

space where children should find freedom and room for independent play. Some risk and challenges 
should be added, always without putting their own security in risk, in a way that enable the 
development of their senses, abilities and stimulate the process of growing up in harmony. Risk and 

danger are not the same thing.  
It is also the space where children should find the contact with nature and natural elements that 
nowadays are not provided in the cities. This fact should give them back the natural experience that 

can create a sense of sustainable principles as well as an environmental awareness. The Royal 
Society for the Protection of Birds (2007) concluded that the school performance is enhanced in the 
cases where the outdoor playground is made by some natural elements.  

Children can play inside or outside, but the importance of the outdoor playground is notable by the 
words of some authors like Frost (2012), who shows that both boys and girls prefer to play outside 
rather than inside. 

Besides the facts that prove the importance of this space, the reality is “few child development 
professionals are skillful in design, and few designers are skillful in child development” what 
contributes to a situation where playgrounds are not well designed and are not responding properly to 

child’s development (Frost et al. 2012). 

The natural playground is defended by many authors who affirm that this is the right place to develop 

creativity and imagination. It is also described as the place where children can find variety and 

!3

Fig. 2 - Delft Montessori SchoolFig. 1 - Delft Montessori School



complexity. However Petersen (2005) and Frost (2006) allege that the majority of traditional outdoor 
playgrounds don’t respond properly to the integration of natural elements and nature. 
In some countries some os these have been transformed in some more actual playgrounds, for 

example in Denmark, the architect Helle Nebelong has designed some natural playgrounds like the 
Nature Play and Activity Space at Hindsgavl Peninsula (2013) or the Garden Crisis Shelter for Women 
at Ringsted (2015), are two projects where is possible to find the connection between the child and the 

nature. 
Many benefits of using natural playgrounds such as the improvement of imagination and creativity, 
knowledge of biodiversity, independence, auto discipline, concentration, well-being, mental and 

physical health, as well as the reducing of violence, stress, irritability and sickness can be pointed. 
The forest kindergarten or the forest school is a solution that is studied like an example of natural 
playground where children can enjoy the contact with nature. Created in the 1950s, in countries like 

Denmark or Switzerland, brought the possibility to discover, interact and play outside in the natural 
world. In Portugal, this solution is started to be used in Casa da Mata, like later is going to be 
explained.  

About technologies the opinions can differ depending on the author. Dudek (2005) gives an opinion 
that highlights the problems about the use of technology: the first one, and probably the biggest one, 

the dependence which it can create; the second one, the problem related with the fact that it can give 
immediate answers, what is not stimulating the child’s imagination. However Frost (2012) shows a 
picture where this solution can be used as a tool to improve creativity, imagination and empathy. The 

argument in its defense consists in the belief that due guidance and proper support, by teachers and 
parents, its use can provide stimulating learning processes at the same time that can improve the 
child’s interest. Besides that it is also important to highlight the opportunity that technology can create 

in the inclusion of every child, providing good moments of inclusive play to those who have some 
mental or physical disabilities. The outdoor playground should be inclusive to all the differences that 
might be found in the community like physical or mental disabilities, as well as gender, culture or social 

conditions.  

In order to understand what qualities that this space should provide there was a need to study the 

main guidelines, themes, built elements and values that can transform the outdoor playground in the 
best space to play, develop and grow, using like models some good international examples in this 
area. 

The main guidelines try to give some social interaction, dialog, control, independence and movement 
conditions to children, as well as diversity, different types of scale, accessibility, security, challenge, 
risk and adventure. The natural elements should be present, adding to this space some mutability, 

complexity, changes and beauty.  

Clark (2005) and Koralek and Mitchell (2005) alert to the importance in the participation of children in 

the outdoor playgrounds planning process, once “adults and children have very different perceptions 
of architectural space” and this spaces are for them. 
In Portugal, the child is not involved in the planning process and this is a situation that deserves 

special attention due to their own ability to communicate the real needing about this spaces. About this 
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topic is possible to conclude that architects should communicate more with children when planning 
spaces for them, for example, when planning outdoor playgrounds.  

Sanoff (2016) defines eight play areas, which are considered the most important ones that can 
improve different types of play activity, like adventurous, dramatic, imaginary, manipulative, natural, 
open, private and for physical exercise. The playground is improved by the number of different play 

areas that exist in it. 
Lester (2006) shows that natural features like water, trees, flowers, grass, animals, sand, different 
colors, private spaces, with places to sit on, above, under and loose parts are the best elements to 

have in the playground according to a child’s view. 

Color is an important factor that can add some aesthetic, visual, emotional or symbolic value. Light, 

colors and shapes are important since that young children show preference for red colors when 
compared with blue colors, or for round shapes when compared with angular shapes. This is a fact 
that should be considered when choosing colors, forms and materials for pavements and equipments. 

The texture is also one important feature, how bigger the diversity of texture that could be found the 
better, once that different types of stimulus can provide a better development. The materials can be 
synthetic or natural. The first option offers a good solution to fall zones, with material that can absorb 

the impact. The second option is the best to provide the different types of stimulus, textures, diversity 
and complexity. It is defended that should exist three types of pathways: the primary ones which 
create a fast, easy and direct route; the secondary ones create a more exploratory route; and the 

tertiary ones provide a more adventurous, private and bend circuit. Fences and barriers should exist 
so that parents can be confident when leaving children on playgrounds to play. However, this barriers 
should be smoothed with the addition of some natural elements like shrubs or small trees, in order to 

provide a better comfort and a small visual impact. Loose parts are also needed in the playground and 
the natural loose parts like flowers, leaves and fruits are a good example of that. Loose parts are 
essential to add some mutability, variety and complexity to the playground ambience. The terrain 

modeling is one important aspect, once that can add play value to the playground. It is useful to have 
some flat platforms but is also useful to have some areas with different modeling, once that is 
important to children to have variety of places so they can choose to jump, to lay down, to crawl, to 

run, to sit. When choosing the type of equipment some aspects like risk/security, quality, functionality, 
versatility and durability should be in mind. It is possible to mention some different types of equipment 
like sculptural, with rope structure, electronic, musical, loose parts, modular structures, natural 

structures, metallic structures and for ecological education. Specific Spaces are mentioned by Lester 
(2006) as places that should exist and provide secret places for children’s need and quiet moments. 
The outdoor playground should also provide as many affordances as possible. It should be a place 

where children can find opportunities to run, to jump, to climb, to build, to play games. The richer the 
playground is the biggest is the number of affordances which are possible to find. One of the most 
important features in this space is the risk, confrontation and security that it can provide. The 

conclusion is that the outdoor playground should give a proper experience of risk, which is not the 
same of danger. So the main objective is to provide the necessary confrontation that children should 
find to guarantee the right development, but to assure that is only the acceptable risk that is being 

provided, not putting the security of children in cause. The outdoor playground should also be 
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prepared to receive different ages, because according to Goldstein (2012) the youngest children learn 
while watching the oldest ones, and the oldest children improve their knowledge by explaining it to the 
youngest ones. To finish and to sum up the themes, built elements and values, is necessary to 

remember the importance that the natural elements like water, sand, animals and green elements 
have to the outdoor playgrounds planning process. 

In an international level some good examples are shown in order to make understandable the 
characteristics that are practiced outside our country, and to be possible to compare the results that 
are shown. One good example is the Tidhar School, made by Schwartz Besnosoff Architects (2013), in 

Afula, Israel. It is an example that praised the outdoor areas, with gardens and courtyards. The 
outdoor is also used as an educational space. The main objective was too create different green 
zones, with some trees and shadows. The school building is involved by a green garden which 

transforms the outdoor playground in a natural setting (Fig. 3 ). 

In a national level the main objective is to analyze and to characterize this outdoor spaces using Vila 
Nova de Gaia primary schools as a sample, in order to understand the educational, physical/motor 
and architectural principles that guide the design process. It is also analyzed if it can respond in a 

good way to children needs in the different areas of their development. 
The first step consisted in the understanding of the evolution of this space in Portugal. Some data 
shown that this space changed according to some political views and in the past this space was many 

times conceived by gender separation and separated by a fence. By this time the space dedicated to 
the playground was a covered space. Also in the past, this space was frequently orientated to north 
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and it was placed next to the bathroom volume. Beja (1996) shows some LNEC studies identifying the 
orientation like an evident problem that should be solved. In the 1960s and according to the new 
methodologies it was necessary to adapt this spaces to the new learning requirements. The solutions 

had some consequences to this covered playground that saw its area reduced due to an addition of an 
area to manual works. In 1971 arisen the new typology nominated P3. This new type was built until 
1983 and its outdoor playground brought a new change: a space to a flower garden or to a vegetable 

garden. Since 1979 that the planning of outdoor playgrounds is responsibility of the local authorities. 
The fences were most of the time small elements and the visual impact caused by them was not that 
big. But nowadays with the increasing of criminality, it has been added some taller fences that can 

create an unfriendly visual impact. In 1986 the responsibility of local authorities was reinforced by 
legislation “Lei das Bases da Educação”. In 2007, arisen a new type of school building that arrived to 
nowadays - the school center. This is a multifunctional space that tries to provide social, cultural, 

recreational and sports activities for students and also for local community.  

There is some legislation (Decreto-Lei nº203/2015) that assure the security in the planning, about 
equipment, material and surfaces. Besides that this legislation also points the inclusion of every 
children. In order to do that the accessibility is one of the actual demands.  

There is also a program which gives some guidelines for the reorganization of school network. This 
program includes the valorization of outdoor spaces as a natural space, with different play areas, 
vegetable gardens, other green areas, terrain modeling, flat zones and some other conditions that 

support many other types of opportunities to add play value into the playground.   

Frederico Meireles, landscape architect, criticizes the portuguese outdoor playgrounds in a 2017 

publication made by O Público newspaper. According to him the playgrounds are empty of 
equipments, materials and opportunities to play. There are no nature and almost no affordances that 
can add some value to play activities.  

However some good news arisen in this area and it should be mentioned two of them: 
- The first one is brought by Faculdade de Motricidade Humana da Universidade de Lisboa in 

partnership with Cascais Municipality (2017). The main objective is to use the outdoor space as a 

place to support physical, mental, cognitive and social development, like already happens in the 
North countries.  
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1898-1910 1930/35 40 50 60 1960/70 70/80

Adães 
Bermudes 

Raul Lino e 
Rogério de 
Azevedo

Centenário
Escola Piloto P3

Fase I Fase II Fase III

Espaços 
Cobertos

Pátio

Recreio 
exterior

 Área verde 
Hortas

Table 1 - Outdoor playground evolution in Portugal (Lourenço 2015).



- The second one is the project Limites Invisíveis (2016) where children can enjoy of a natural 
outdoor playground as a space to learn, to play and to experiment the outside world. This project is 
influenced by the forest schools or forest kindergarten mentioned before, and assure the right place 

to children’s development.    

The city Vila Nova de Gaia was chosen to this research due the increasing interest for the better 

quality of teaching methods as well as the intention for creating an educative, inclusive and 
sustainable society. Programs like GAIAaprende+ or Gaia-todo um Mundo are examples that show the 
existing concerns about educative processes in this city. The research allows the reading of the major 

concerns in the design process of these outdoor spaces, since they were confronted by the actual 
legislation of our country, as well as by the evolution of outdoor spaces data over the past years until 
now. 

Having this in mind, two primary schools were selected as case studies of Vila Nova de Gaia primary 
schools, which will be the focus of this study. It should be added the fact that school failure is pointed 
out in Carta Educativa de Gaia like one of the biggest problems to solve. It is also known, like before 

explained, that a good playground design can be an answer to school failure. 

The first one is the primary school Dr. Fernando Guedes, a school center opened in 2014, in Avintes. 

The importance given to the accessibility is one of the most important features in this school, where 
children with disabilities can be included. The outdoor playground is distributed by some flat platforms, 
like shown in the plan (Fig. 4). One of those platforms is for pre-school children, besides this space is 

not limited by any fence, the primary children are not authorized to get in. Other one is a covered 
playground where some games are painted in the ground. This space is next to another inferior 
platform which is natural, but where children don’t have access to go. The platform, which is placed 

next to the meal room, is a natural place, but it has no variety or complexity, where children only have 
access in some educational practices. The rest of the space which connects this platforms and the 
school building is open, but empty, and the only natural pavement provided is a rectangular surface 

with sand. There are few trees and few benches. About the relationship between inside and outside 
the classrooms have a good visual contact with the outdoor spaces, provided by large glass surfaces. 
This permeability happens not only in the classrooms but also along the social and the circulation 

volumes. 
The second school is the Chouselas primary school, a P3 school. In this example the pre-school 
playground is separated from the rest of the playground by a fence. The playground area includes a 

football camp and a vegetable garden that are also separated by a fence from the other spaces. 
The classrooms are orientated to south and permit a good visual relationship with the outside spaces. 
Two of these classrooms have doors that create a connection to a courtyard, where children can have 

some outdoor lessons, like shown in the plan (Fig.5). This school promotes the active participation of 
children and parents when the issue is the playground. There are some walls were children can paint 
or redecorate. Also some elements like tires, and wood elements, are used in the playground to add 

some opportunities to extend lessons to outside, creating a reading corner, or to create the possibility 
of planting some flowers. This outdoor space is an example of the effort that teachers, parents and 
children put on bringing some nature inside the school, with different types of flowers, animals and 

trees. It is recommended a secure choice of natural elements considering some security protocols.    
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Fig. 4 - Functional plan with the different play areas of the outdoor playground - Dr. Fernando Guedes



The research allows the conclusion that exist a need for a quality space proper to child’s development, 
which can give back to children the opportunity to play freely and autonomously, as well as all the 
conditions needed to assure a correct development. The outside playground is pointed out like the 

space that should give this opportunities to them, once that this is the closest outside space in their 
daily routines. Due this is possible to conclude that this space should be planned carefully and should 
provide contact with nature. It is also important to transform this space in an inclusive playground 

available for all children no matter the physical, mental, social our cultural condition.  
To sum up qualities like complexity, variability, mutability, scale and natural elements are some of the 
most important ones to assure the value of the outdoor playground. 

It is possible to conclude that is necessary to make an effort to change the child’s participation in 
process design in Portugal, because children are not contacting with architects, what was already 
shown as an important step in order to plan a child’s space properly. The themes, built elements and 

values should be used to provide ways to increase the social and the recreational value of outdoor 
playground, as well as the risk and the adventurous experiences.  
The natural solution should be used when possible, once it can solves the many problems pointed 

before.  
The case studies showed that the visited schools didn’t accomplish the main guidelines pointed out 
like essentials to have in the playground. Besides that is important to alert to the lack of legislation 

about the playground. Most of it only refers about security conditions, putting the other themes like 
equipment, materials, pavements and pay areas only like recommendations in the guideline for the 
reorganization of school network. In conclusion, this space depends on the Educative Chart made by 

local authorities and on the professors or parents desires. The relationship between the outdoor 
playground and the classrooms is good in a general way. The vegetable garden or the outside reading 
corner are good examples that should be followed. In addition is possible to conclude that there is a 

lack of natural elements as well as natural pavements. It is also noticed the lack of openness to the 
outside community and the restriction created when accessing to this spaces outside lessons period. It 
is recommended to add more risk, confrontation and adventure in the outdoor playgrounds analyzed, 

as well as, in the Dr. Fernando Guedes case more natural elements, which can provide more stimulus 
due the different colors, textures and smells that are added to the playground space. 
To finish it is possible to conclude that the outdoor playground needs a strategical planning, with some 

educative, social, physical and intellectual clear objectives, which should provide relationships 
between outside community, outside playground and inside school, making use of some proper 
equipments, materials, natural elements, different textures, play areas and terrain modeling, like 

clarified by  some international examples.  
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