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A design proposal of a small preschool yard in 

Växjö 

 

Introduction 

Today, the unfortunate trend is that children get less and less space in the city, 

schoolyards are shrinking and the environments outside the predetermined 

playgrounds are hard for children to manage by themselves (Mårtensson & Kylin 

2005). Even the core function and understanding of children’s play is threatened, when 

children’s environments are designed from the adult perspective (Olsson 2010).  

This essay presents a design proposal and theory of how a small preschool yard can be 

redeveloped and adapted to stimulate activity and the everyday play. It has been 

proved that large yards with over 5000m² are the ones that function best (Grahn 2007) 

and that preschool yards less than 3000m², regardless of the amount of children, can 

create difficulties for children to develop play and social interaction (Mårtensson et al. 

2009). Even though this is recognized, there still exist many examples of small 

preschool yards. That’s why I asked myself the question, how can we improve these 

small environments with other elements than size, to make them partially equal to the 

larger ones? 

 It has been proven in other contexts that smaller green areas can work as restorative 

environments just as well as a larger one, owing to a rich environment with other 

qualities than size (Nordh et al. 2009). Is this also possible when redesigning preschool 

yards? Nothing can make up to larger space when discussing children’s play, but today 

we have a problem to face as cities become denser and denser. Children need their 

space but we see an opposite trend. It is every child’s right to play (United Nations 

1989) and that equals a good play environment that should be well designed and 

thought out, no matter where your preschool is located or how big the play 

environment is.  

The meaning of supporting environments is more and more mentioned as something 

that can trigger health behaviours with children. Their surrounding environment 

affects both the children’s physical activity and the vegetation can function as sun 

protection. It can therefore decrease health risks such as overweight and protect 

children from dangerous UV rays (Boldemann et al. 2005). The primary reason of 

overweight among children, together with unhealthy eating, has proved to be the lack 

of attractive environments and the possibility to activating play (Boldemann et al. 

2005). The preschool environment is therefore becoming more important, it can for 

some children be the only place where they are allowed to be active. The sensory and 

motion based activities that the play consists of, prevents physical illnesses and creates 

space for moments of wellbeing (Mårtensson & Kylin 2005). More than just the health 

benefits there are other ways that the outdoor play has been proved to be beneficial. 

In Sweden, there is a strong tradition of outdoor play and it is considered to be more 
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creative and imaginative than indoor play. Here children are expected to take their 

own initiatives, develop their own ways of communication and solving conflicts mostly 

by themselves, the staff is more passive than in other countries (Lenninger & Olsson 

2006). The outdoor play also creates strong childhood memoires, inspires and gives 

children foothold. For that reason we need to provide a good physical environment, 

for children to be able to go outside and also want to play outside. 

 

Aim 

The aim of this essay is to explore what it is that creates a good preschool 

environment. I want to focus on the different zones, elements and factors that can be 

relevant especially for a small preschool yard and from these, work with a possible 

solution and design proposal.  

 

Method 

The essay consists of a literature study about preschool yards and what elements are 

important for a preschool environment. It also consist of an analyse of S:t Mikael’s 

Preschool yard concluding in a design proposal. Through the literature study, elements 

that are especially important when designing a smaller learning environment have 

been chosen and these elements are later implemented in the design proposal. 

Questions of issue 

 What creates a good preschool yard? Are there different ways of defining a 

good preschool environment? 

 How can a small preschool yard offer maximum play qualities, to its capacity? 
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Analysis 

Current situation  

S:t Mikael’s Preschool is a private staff cooperative located in Hovshaga, a housing 

area rich with nature in the outskirts of Växjö. The preschool is placed right next to a 

large forest called Ryttartorpet, which they try to visit at least once a week. The 

current schoolyard is small but functional. They have few built elements, a slide, a 

sandbox and a larger hut (see Picture 1-2). The ground material consists of a newly 

landscaped lawn, sand/macadam, soil and some concrete tiles just by the building (see 

Picture 3). The vegetation that is on site is in good condition and the trees are well 

established. Some of the species are birch, spruce, wild cherry, blackberry and lilac. 

After analysing the vegetation I found that the yard lacks a good shrub layer and needs 

more variation in species.  

 

Picture 3. Outlook 
over the whole front 
part of the yard 
where you can see 
the new lawn and 
the seating area 
under roof. 

 

Picture 2. The small forrest and the balance 
cource.  

 

Picture 1. Outlook from the back of the yard 
over thesandbox, the hut and the slide. 
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When talking to the staff I found out what they experienced as missing from their yard. 

The main thing was somewhere to ride a bike. When the preschool moved to their 

current location they tried to create a bike path through the small forest but that did 

not work out, the children simply didn’t want to use it. The second thing they 

mentioned was a smaller hut- the one they have today is too large and open for the 

children to want to play in it by themselves. One also suggested swings but we 

reasoned about that not being a good idea because of the lack of space. Maybe that is 

a need the nearby playground can fulfil rather than the preschool yard. The changes 

the staff wants to make is mostly to the new part but in my suggestion, I have however 

chosen to redo the whole yard. The built elements that occur on the place today will 

be integrated and used in the new suggestion and moved if needed.  

 

The new part 

After the New Year, the preschool will rent almost 200 m² of new yard from the 

municipality. This new part is today an open forest area with a few trees, brushwood, 

stones, stubs and tall grass (see Picture 4-5). When the new part is added the 

preschool will have 518,5m² of yard, which equals 26m² per child. Boverket, the 

Swedish authority for urban planning, suggest 40 m² per child for a preschool yard 

(Boverket 2015) but on Växjö municipality's webpage you can find the numbers 20-30 

m² per child that the municipality’s School- and childcare committee has 

recommended (Växjö Kommun 2015). The Swedish Planning and Building Act don’t 

specify the amount of space a schoolyard should have, only that the space sound be 

enough and suitable for being outdoors and playing (SFS 2010:900). What that means 

can be interpreted differently. That's why you can find all sorts of answers when 

searching for recommendations and standards.  

 

 

Picture 4 -5. The new 
part as it looks right 
now. A forrest like 
area with a few trees 
such as pine and 
birch and a lot of 
stones, tall grass and 
stubs.  
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Other municipalities like Malmö, suggests 30m² per child and a minimum of 2000m² 

coherent space (Malmö Stad 2011). Malmö City has also created something they call 

“play value factor” that works as a compliment to the existing Planning and Building 

Act. This describes what factors they think creates a suitable schoolyard. One of them 

is of course size and the other six are zoning, accessibility, vegetation and topography, 

the integration of the play equipment in the landscape, the possibility of understanding 

their environment and views of greenery/the connection between outside and inside 

(Malmö Stad 2011). These factors are technical and works as a direct way of describing 

a preschool environment, with precise elements and measures connected to each one.  

 

Different parts of a preschool yard 

There are other ways to define a preschool yard than the way Malmö City has chosen 

to do. Patrik Grahn (2007) explains it with seven different parts with support from 

Mårtensson (2004).  He has chosen to look at the environment with the play in focus 

and how the play divides and creates spatially over the yard. Compared to Malmö City, 

this describes the yard in a better way when seen from a child’s perspective.  

The entrance zone 

The first one is the entrance zone, the area and border where inside meets outside. 

Examples of designs that are suitable in this area is a porch with a roof, a sandbox 

close to the porch and furniture that provide seating preferably under the roof (Grahn 

2007). With a good entrance area both children and staff find it easier to go outside 

and bad weather is easily avoided when you can move the play under the roof 

temporarily. It also creates a retreat for the younger children where an adult is often 

close by (Grahn 2007). 

Bases for play 

The bases for play are dynamic centres on the yard where games involving several 

children take place. One example given from Grahn (2007) is a couple of large boulders 

that can encourage different types of games where the boulders serve different 

purposes. Another example is a shrubbery that can be used as a jungle by some and a 

residential area by others. Where nature is lacking, play equipment can work as a base 

or even a sculpture (Grahn 2007).  

Calm areas  

While the play-bases are intensive areas, the calm areas are located besides these. This 

is a resource not used as frequently but here you can find children that need to get 

away, that are tired, want to be with their best friend or play for themselves. Activities 

in the calm areas often involve talking, resting, making discoveries with their senses or 

fantasies about cones, sticks and stones that you can play with (Grahn 2007).  
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Stops along the way 

Compared to the play-bases, the stops along the way are smaller, secondary bases. It 

could be a crevice, a shrubbery, a small hidden corner, a place where you keep you 

secrets or a place that you in some way have made your own (Grahn 2007). These 

stops create context between the play-bases. This is a place you visit two and two or 

alone, and children often have names for the different places. The clearest sign of 

these stops along the way is when the child in some way has changed the place. It 

could be some grass picked for the doll to rest in or a stick that marks a door. The mark 

could be small and unnoticeable for people outside the ongoing play (Grahn 2007).  

Dynamic area 

Between the play-bases, the calm areas and the stops, the play also need open spaces 

and room. This is the place where children can run, chase each other, wrestle, climb, 

roll around, spin until they lose their balance and so on. These areas are often placed 

as roads between play-bases and are lined with stops along the way. Here children can 

learn to make contact over distance, with looks, body language, motions or physical 

contact (Grahn 2007).  

Places for distinctly sensory play 

Places for sensory play can for example be the sandboxes where children pour warm 

sand over their feet or the shrubbery where children pick leaves and crush them with 

their fingers and smell the green. These places should be placed all over the preschool 

environment, in the entrance zone, the play-bases and the stops along the way (Grahn 

2007). Mårtensson (2004) writes that these areas give children the necessary foothold 

and leads to games becoming less wild and filled with a more interesting content.  

A gradient from safety to challenges 

This aspect focuses on the challenge of designing a yard that is both suitable for 

younger and older children. There should be challenges for the older ones, which the 

younger children can grow to manage. This can be done by a gradient that often is 

represented as an entrance zone – garden – nature. Between the nature and garden 

area there can be an edge that younger children hesitate to cross. In the nature part of 

the yard you can find climbing trees and larger rocks (Grahn 2007).  

 

Alternative ways of defining a good preschool environment 

A study about preschool childrens health in relation to their preschool environment, 

which was conducted by Söderström et al. (2013), defined the quality of the outdoor 

environment with three aspects compared to Grahn’s seven. They are; the total 

outdoor area, the amount of trees, shrubbery and hilly terrain and the integration 

between vegetation, open areas and play structures. This is a more general way of 

analysing the outdoor environment then Patrik Grahn (2007) and Malmö City’s (2011) 
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more specific ways of defining different parts of the yard. There are similarities 

between the different ways of looking at a preschool environment but the purposes of 

them are different. Malmö City’s was created so that preschool yards can be compared 

to each other and Söderström et al. for a study comparing different aspects that affect 

children’s health.  

In this suggestion, when redesigning an environment, I have chosen to look at it from 

the seven aspects that Grahn describes.  This feels like the most appropriate and 

comprehensive aspects that can support the new design proposal. If I can find a way to 

stimulate most of the different types of play that Grahn describes, maybe a smaller 

preschool environment can be comparable to a larger one. The biggest challenge will 

be to not overdesign the surfaces and not try to fill the space with too much content.  

 

Summary 

The most important factor is that a yard should be multidimensional and contain 

several expressions of colours, shapes, smells and sounds. There should be places for 

climbing and balancing but also a place where you can feel and smell leaves, mud and 

water. This type of environment can manage children in different stages of 

development. A varied yard can handle children in different mindsets, both a happy 

and a sad child (Grahn 2007). The outdoor environment should challenge children both 

intellectually and bodily and at the same time offer them safety and tranquillity.  

 

Result 

The suggestion 

My suggestion takes its inspiration from nature and different types of nature as a way 

of creating interesting rooms. I wanted to create different types of spatiality that have 

the same characters as a specific nature type such as a coniferous forest, a meadow, a 

garden and a leaf forest (the Illustration Plan can be found as an annex). Because of 

the small space I have tried to avoid large spaces of asphalted ground and instead 

work with natural materials such as grass and gravel as much as possible. The paths 

through the grass will instead be created by the children themselves. Divided into 

three different zones that are shown in different colours of green on the plan, the 

zoning is based on both Malmö City’s zoning proposal, safe zone – discursive zone – 

wild zone and Grahn’s proposal entrance zone – garden – nature. I chose to name 

them safe zone – garden zone – wild zone. There is also an additional edge zone that is 

marked on the plan as a guideline for where the grass is allowed to grow higher and 

not be cut.   

Because of the staffs wish for a place to ride a bike, I chose to create a small path 

through the garden and the safe zone. The path goes through both the adventure 

garden, with the treetops as a roof and out in the sun close to the entrance. It doesn’t 
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have to be an even path, it should be allowed to be crooked and a bit bumpy to 

heighten the experience when cycling. To distinct the path from the grass I chose small 

fractioned gravel as the ground material. There is also a material change when the 

path goes from gravel to concrete tiles just outside the building, also for a more exiting 

ride. 

There are bushes planted along the sides all over the yard to create more interesting 

corners and small stops along the way. My hopes are that this will add to the illusion of 

a larger environment when also the edges of the yard will be used. Around the fence 

there will be climbers planted to heighten the experience of a green and leafy yard. An 

inspiration picture for this can be found in Chronvall’s (2010, p.34) master thesis where 

a Danish preschool have used climbers.  

 

The rooms 

I have chosen eight different names for the most obvious rooms I have created. They 

are all found in Grahn’s theory as different aspects such as play-bases, stops along the 

way, the entrance zone, calm areas, dynamic areas and places for sensory games. 

The enchanted forest 

This is the part furthest from the safe zone and where your imagination can allow you 

to enter a different world. The enchanted forest is located in the wild zone and is the 

largest part of trees and bushes in this environment. Here the wild and messy are 

allowed and to add to the enchanted feeling I have chosen to incorporate o lot of 

conifers such as Picea abies, Pinus sylvestris and Picea omorika ‘Nana’. This will also 

preserve the feeling of forest during winter time and also make the place a bit darker. 

The forest consist of three layers with a rich tree, bush and field layer. When the trees 

are fully grown, an idea could be to add an elevated footbridge as a new feature. Here 

you can find both stops along the way, play-bases and calm areas.  

Sketch 1. An example of 
how the forest could 
look when fully grown. 
Three well developed 
layers.  
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The cave 

The cave is the new hut that is placed further away from the staffs looks and also is a 

bit smaller than the previous one. To enhance the feeling of being in a cave a small 

height difference is excavated so that the cave is located partially under the ground. 

This is best described as a stop along the way.  

Adventure garden 

This place is for running around, cycling and 

playing together with your friends. Here the 

vegetation is less dense than in the enchanted 

forest with a more open character and a 

permeable tree layer with mainly birches. In this 

part you can find elements as a hanging hazel, 

Corylus avellana ‘Pendula’ (see Picture 6) that 

can create a fun play-base and a natural hut. 

You can also find loose materials such as logs, 

sticks and stubs that can be moved around. This 

area consists of several different aspects such as 

dynamic area, play-bases and stops along the 

way. 

Salix shrubbery  

This is the typical play shrubbery that is suitable for all ages. Inside the Corylus avellana 

and Salix purpurea ‘Nana’ fun play tunnels is created where you can hide, play or tell 

your best friend a secret. In close connection to this, the play tower is located where 

you have an outlook over the whole preschool yard but also over the nearby forest 

outside the fence. This area is best described as calm area or a stop along the way. 

The hill 

Because the yard today is lacking any sort of height difference, I have chosen to 

incorporate a small hill in one of the corners. The more steep side is faced towards the 

challenging wild zone but the main part of the hill is located in the active garden zone 

of the yard where the play can get new directions and speed from the hill. A small 

space is created behind the hill where you can hide if the hill isn’t used. The aspects 

you can find here are play-bases, calm area and dynamic area. 

The rocks  

This is a new play-base where children can get a new view and imagine themselves on 

a pirate ship or a deserted island. In the creases of the rocks water will gather on rainy 

days to add a weather dependent change.  

 

 

Picture 6. An example of how a hanging hazel can 
develop. 
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Place for the senses 

When creating places for the senses, I chose to place the sandbox closer to the 

entrance for easier access for the younger children. Other new elements that are 

specific for the senses are the new berry bushes, cultivation boxes and the apple tree. 

Here you can find aspects as places for sensory games and stops along the way. 

Entrances 

The entrance to the yard from outside will 

be framed by Aristolochia manshurensis that 

will create a portal into the yard (see Sketch 

2). Adding a clear entrance will enhance the 

feeling of the place being “ours”. I also want 

to add a personalised sign that the children 

can be a part of making, inspirational 

pictures can be found in Chronvall’s thesis 

(2010, p.35). When entering the yard from 

the preschool there is a small roof that 

protects the benches and can work as 

shelter for younger children. This area is the 

entrance zone and a dynamic area. 

 

Conclusions 

It has been harder than I thought to work with a small preschool environment and to 

justify the decisions you make. A green environment has been proven beneficial for 

childrens health but one more bush is automatically less space for games that require 

more open space. This was a problem I had to face when I added the hill and the rocks. 

Hopefully they will encourage a different type of play and the open space that is left 

will be enough for other games. I have chosen to make a larger coherent part of the 

yard into a new forest/grove so that children can imagine themselves enveloped by 

nature. Maybe this can lead to them not thinking about how “small” the space is.  

When researching about the recommended size of a preschool yard, I was surprised 

that I got so many different answers. It awakened my curiosity on what basis the 

municipalities make their decisions. The research I read from several well-known 

authors all recommended 40m² as well as Boverket. Why does Växjö municipality 

recommend 20-30m² when they plan new preschools? You could think that they 

would recommend 40m² as a standard and smaller would only happen in special cases 

when for example planning a new preschool in the dense city centre. My interest for 

childrens rights in the city has become greater and I have really realized the 

importance of allowing them more space. 

Sketch 2. An example of how the entrance could look from 
the outside. With a sign, the new entrance becomes more 
inviting than before.  
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When working with Grahn’s seven aspects, it was hard to imagine which elements on 

the yard that would become a play-base, a stop along the way or a calm area. I realized 

that these are aspects you can originate and work from but the result is solely based 

on where the children chose to play. All you can do is create good conditions for 

different types of play. To become a landscape architect with a good child’s 

perspective I think you have to study how children play but also remember back on 

what you found interesting and fun as a child. To let go of the presumption that it has 

to look “good” and really try to imagine.  
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