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This article investigates views and discourses on outdoor play in Received 27 January 2023

preschool teachers talks about their playgrounds and outdoor  Accepted 12 January 2024

practices in Swedish preschools. Included were a strategic sample

of teachers from newer, larger preschool facilities with more P .
reschool teachers;

progrgmmed .c?qtdoor space, and teachers from oIc!er, more playgrounds; socio-material

traditional facilities containing more nature. Through interviews discourses

with 38 teachers at 21 preschools and a thematic analysis inspired

by socio-material theory, we identified three main themes: The

meanings and limits of free outdoor play, the view on nature and

children’s encounters with nature,and dangers and risks in the

playground. Within these themes, we show how the teachers’ views

construct discourses related to the outdoor educational places and

spaces that are available. Furthermore, changes in preschool

curricula as well as in the playground material and design are active

agents in constructing discourses on outdoor play, including risks

and limitations, beyond teachers’ own beliefs on children’s needs.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

Nordic countries, such as Sweden, have a long tradition of catering to outdoor activities
and encounters with nature for children (cf. Gericke, Manni, and Stagell 2020) and
research into the issue indicates that outdoor play promotes children’s well-being
(Chawla 2015; Mygind et al. 2021). However, competition for land and a general densifi-
cation of neighbourhoods have left schools, and preschools, with smaller playgrounds
(SCB 2018) and new preschools are nowadays built on two floors with changes in the
overall layout and design and fewer green areas available for outdoor play (Manni
2019; Martensson, Manni, and Froberg forthcoming). As family structures and lifestyles
also change, children spend much more of their time indoors and for many children, the
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preschool environment has become the most important arena for outdoor play, physical
activity and opportunities for encounters with nature (Soéderstrom et al. 2013).

However, there is an increased focus on teaching and learning than before in the
Swedish preschool curriculum which has made preschool teachers shift their focus
from caring and play to more planned and predefined activities (Lofgren 2016). In
addition, interpretations of safety guidelines for playgrounds have further restricted
the opportunities for local measures (Sandseter 2012). Agendas and trends in overall
community planning and policymaking impact the kind of outdoor facilities and
encounters with nature that are offered by preschools, as well as the ongoing discursive
understanding and shaping of these social spaces (Lindgren 2020). From a critical edu-
cational perspective, policy changes like these might affect how teachers view their tasks
as professionals in their preschool practice, as well as how they act. Playgrounds could,
therefore, be seen as arenas in which discourses are shaped and negotiated by both
present, i.e. teachers and children and absent actors, i.e. architects and policy-makers.

This article draws on interviews with preschool teachers and aims to explore how the
current changes in Swedish preschools influence children’s outdoor play regarding phys-
ical and social activities and encounters with nature in relation to the places provided in
different kinds of preschools. We analyse teachers’ views on children s outdoor activities
at new and old preschools and how these views construct discourses of preschool edu-
cational spaces. The specific questions we seek to investigate are as follows:

e How do preschool teachers describe children’s outdoor play in physical as well as
social activities, and encounters with nature in old and new preschools?

» How do the teachers describe the opportunities and limitations of outdoor play?

o What kind of socio-material discourses can be found in teachers’ descriptions of chil-
dren’s outdoor play?

Background

This research takes its departure from the field of early childhood education and care, ECEC
but results are relevant also for planning, environmental psychology and outdoor/environ-
mental education. We here contextualise the topic aiming for this large audience.

Swedish preschool facilities and outdoor activities

The history and development of Swedish preschools and their facilities have been well
documented. In the early development of preschools during the mid-twentieth
century, the form and content of many preschools were shaped by national investigations
(SOU 1972:26; 1972:27). A statistical survey has documented a reduction in children’s
access to outdoor spaces (SCB 2018), and the focus regarding playgrounds is, therefore,
set on issues regarding health and space requirements. National advice (Boverket 2022)
recommends all new schools and preschools plan for children to have access to outdoor
facilities that are adequate for both play and education, immediately adjacent to the
building. The advice further emphasises the importance of outdoor spaces for children
‘s interaction with nature and a design that includes hilly terrain and green play areas.
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Outdoor activities and play are integrated into Swedish preschool practice and daily rou-
tines (cf. Kane 2015), where self-regulated ‘free’ play, risky play and play-based learning, are
also discussed and problematised intensely by scholars (cf. Hjelmér 2020; Pramling and
Wallerstedt 2019). Regarding why, what and how outdoor play can contribute to children’s
learning and meaning-making are also well documented internationaally (cf. Brostrom and
Frokjeer 2019; Knight 2009; Rickinsson et al. 2004). Outdoor play and learning have proved
to be beneficial for increasing creativity, stimulating co-operation as well as concrete and
holistic learning experiences (Arlemalm et al. 2008; Chawla 2015; Quay and Seaman
2013). Swedish preschools have tended to view nature within three domains: as a classroom
for learning, as a ‘home’ providing care and safety and as a fairyland - a place for fantasy and
imaginary play (Anggérd 2010), where children’s outdoor play, to some extent, are also
found gendered even though nature in itself is not (Anggard 2011). Furthermore, memories
of favourite places during childhood as recalled in adulthood often relate to places outdoors
(Sandberg 2002).

Outdoor education is often a part of environmental education activities as the benefits
of encounters with nature are associated with fostering environmental and sustainability
values (cf. Chawla 2015; Gericke, Manni, and Stagell 2020; Giusti, Barthel, and Marcus
2014; Palmberg and Kuru 2000; Sandell and Ohman 2010). Outdoor environmental edu-
cation is also common in Swedish preschools, particularly outside playgrounds (Arle-
malm-Hagsér 2013; Arlemalm-Hagsér and Sundberg 2016). Furthermore, it is proven
that emotional and relational encounters with nature are essential for promoting
environmental ethical awareness, as well as sustainability learning and action (Héigg-
strom and Schmidt 2020; Manni, Ottander, and Sporre 2017).

In addition to the educational benefits of outdoor activities, spending time outdoors
promotes physical activity and is favourably associated with multiple health parameters
in preschool children, including motor and cognitive development, night sleep and
overall well-being (Carson et al. 2017; Soderstrém et al. 2013; Veldman, Paw, and Alten-
burg 2021), with access to green spaces having a beneficial role for children’s socio-
emotional development in particular (Martensson et al. 2009; Mygind et al. 2021;
Tzoulas et al. 2007). Public health actors, therefore, recommend an overall increase in
children’s opportunities to play outdoors (Gray et al. 2015; Tremblay et al. 2015).
Overall, self-directed (free), active outdoor play is perceived as being essential for
healthy child development and it is recommended that any exaggeration of the risks
associated with outdoor stay is avoided (Tremblay et al. 2015).

Why do teachers organise outdoor activities?

Swedish early childhood education institutions have developed from being primarily care
settings, to settings for teaching and learning (Lindgren and Soderlind 2019; Lofgren 2015;
2016) and relates to preschools being given their curriculum (National Agency of Education
2018). The curriculum also emphasises that young children should be given the opportunity
to spend time in different natural environments and participate in physical activities.
When teachers talk about organising outdoor activities for children, they often recall a
particular sense of freedom which they associate with their own childhood experiences of
being outdoors (McClintic and Petty 2015), in particular, the sense of excitement associ-
ated with active risky play (Jerebine et al. 2022a). However, safety issues and rules tend to
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impact the extent to which they follow their inner vision and ultimately organise outdoor
activities; in other words, teachers emphasise the general benefits of outdoor learning, but
convey little about what kind of knowledge guides them to concrete actions in practice
(Erdem 2018; McClintic and Petty 2015).

A contemporary discourse on children’s outdoor activities addresses the possible risks
(and potentials) in children’s active play outdoors, i.e. ‘risky play” (Jerebine et al. 2022a).
Scholars state the need for children to assess and manage new and possibly risky situ-
ations for them to develop their self-esteem and learn how to handle different situations
(Sandseter 2009; 2012). Teachers and parents although fear children’s safety in uncon-
trolled places, why potential risky play is limited (Jerebine et al. 2022b). The quality of
the outdoor environment also severely constrains the educational practice, including
when teachers emphasise the importance of risky play for children’s development and
independence (Little, Sandseter, and Wyver 2012).

Furthermore, and somewhat problematic, the arguments fearing risks contradict the
‘competent child- discourse’ (cf. Corsaro 2015) in early childhood education in which
trust in the child’s capabilities is at the forefront. According to Herrington, Brunelle and
Brussoni (2017), the boundaries for children’s play have been reduced compared to pre-
vious generations of children. Due to factors such as changed perceptions of risks, they
further argue that the view of the child as resilient has been replaced by an image of the
vulnerable child in need of protection. Furthermore, risky play is also found to be
gender normative since there was a higher acceptance for boys than girls in ‘rough-and-
tumble play’. This acceptance did although not include war-like play, an activity that
was always restricted (Storli and Sandseter 2015).

Teachers’ professional knowledge is not stable but changing with contemporary dis-
courses and is sometimes found to conflict with other professionals when fields of prac-
tice meet (Fenwick, Nerland, and Jensen 2012). The potential conflict between
professionals could result in performative actions if one profession has a more powerful
position. Different professions refer to different internal rationales and legal documents
when enacting new policies and acting in what is regarded as a professional manner
(Lofgren 2015). This study offers the opportunity for examining discourses, originating
from different professions, in the design, planning and use of preschool outdoor facilities.

To summarise, the beliefs and actions of preschool teachers might be influenced by
playground affordances, both positively and negatively (Goodling 2016), as well as by
their own experiences of the outdoor environment (McClintic and Petty 2015) or by
the performative implications of preschool practice (Lofgren 2015). Thus, how teachers
express their views about outdoor activities in a changing preschool policy and practice
will be further examined.

Theory and method

In this study on preschool playground encounters, we assume that physical places,
material and social spaces intra-act and affect the nature of human activities (cf. Barad
2010; Dewey 1966; Fenwick, Edwards, and Sawchuk 2011). We have, therefore, found
it valuable to understand and analyse our study of Swedish preschool teachers’ views
on playgrounds within a socio-material theoretical framework in relation to its simi-
larities with Manassakis’ (2020) study, which concludes that “The effect of non-human
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materials, and their interactions with humans, could exclude, regulate, limit and or invite
children into the learning process’ (20). Building on the comprehensive work by Tara
Fenwick, we find that a socio-material perspective offers a holistic, relational and inte-
grated understanding of actions and beliefs since ‘Both material and social forces are
mutually implicated in bringing forth everyday activities’ (Fenwick et al. 2015, 123).

The concepts of place and space in a socio-material context

The concept of ‘place’ is used in this study as the physical and material aspects that are
intertwined in the holistic processes of learning and meaning-making (Dewey 1966;
Manni, Ottander, and Sporre 2017; Quay 2013). ‘Space’, on the other hand, is used in
this study as the social aspects that form the rules and opportunities for action and
agency in different physical places (cf. Ronnlund 2020). Place and space are thereby
seen as two entangled concepts (cf. Barad 2010) that communicate the socio-material
aspects of our study, which examines preschool teachers’ understandings and approaches
to children’s outdoor activities (cf. Fdgerstam 2012). A socio-material theory also
suggests that materiality or physical places can exclude or invite social constructions
and actions but also be analysed through its relations and intra-actions:

The focus is on the relations between things: how things influence and alter one another in
ways that are continuously opening as well as foreclosing new possibilities. (Fenwick et al.
2015, 124)

Furthermore, in early childhood educational research, social constructions of the
child, together with policy, are also shown to impact the educational practices and didac-
tical approaches in preschools (cf. Lofgren 2017). This study is interested in both how
physical outdoor places construct, and are constructed in, the educational settings of pre-
schools, creating different discourses of social spaces. We will try to show how physical
places interact and relate to the social-educational spaces that are created at preschools,
i.e. how socio-material discourses are constructed at both more traditional types of pre-
school facilities and later developments at old and new preschools.

Qualitative interviews with preschool teachers

The participating preschools represent both old preschools often characterised by large
playgrounds, more green areas and fewer children per unit, and new preschools often
characterisedby smaller playgrounds, fewer green areas and more children per unit.
For this article, we analysed 21 interviews involving a total of 38 preschool teachers
who described their experiences and views on preschool playgrounds and children’s
activities in them. The 21 preschools were located in a Swedish municipality and rep-
resent old preschools (n =10) built from 1952 to 1989 (median: 1978) and new pre-
schools (n=11) built from 2013 to 2021 (median: 2018). The preschools are referred
to in the analysis as O1-10 and N1-11.

The research project has been ethically approved (Dnr 2021-02403) and the data have
been processed according to our data management plan regarding safety, confidentiality
and access. All participating teachers received written and oral information and agreed to
take part voluntarily.
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The interviews with teachers took place at each preschool. Upon arrival, the teachers
spent considerable time showing the researchers around the preschool and the play-
ground. Before our visits, the teachers had made three-day observations at their pre-
schools on children’s outdoor activities. They made their annotations on a map of the
outdoor area. The interviews had an open character and where we asked the teachers
to tell us about their experiences and observations in relation to the focus areas of the
study. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.

In the first stage of analysis, the transcriptions were organised using thematic analysis
in relation to the three focus areas of the study: physical activities, relational encounters/
social activities and encounters with nature (Braun and Clarke 2006). The first stage of
the analysis highlighted the features that were most as well as least frequently described
during the interviews (Braun and Clarke 2019). Following on from this approach, we
started to work with the data closer to the interview accounts. This involved identifying
and describing the data on a semantic level, i.e. how the participants explicitly described
their views and experiences (cf. Braun and Clarke 2006). In the third stage of the analysis,
we used theory and previous research findings on preschool playgrounds to deepen the
analysis. This process was interpretative and focused on both the assumptions and mean-
ings that underpinned the semantic meanings (Braun and Clarke 2006). The analytical
process generated three main themes comprising different discourses that cut across
the data, which are exemplified in the results through extracts from the interviews.

Results

Overall, the descriptions by the teachers were positive in the sense that they expressed
their appreciation for and appeared to value the outdoors as a place for various activities
for preschool children. Three main themes of various understandings were identified in
the analysis: The meanings and limits of free outdoor play, the view on nature and chil-
dren’s encounters with nature and the dangers and risks in the playground. Within
these themes, we show how the teachers’ views construct discourses related to the
outdoor educational places and spaces that are available.

The meanings and limits of free outdoor play

Providing high-intensity outdoor activities

The teachers described the children’s bodily movements in the playground, such as
walking, running, dancing, sliding and/or rolling and also how the children moved
around on their own in the environment, or with the support of a teacher holding
hands or in the company of other children. A variety of physical activities were men-
tioned such as ball games, skating, sledding, cycling, as well as activity on the swings
and slides. Climbing and balancing were also mentioned, both at locations intended
for climbing, such as marked trees or climbing frames, as well as other places such as
fences and sandpits. In total, a variety of physical outdoor activities were described
although many teachers, especially teachers at new preschools, stated that they missed
the opportunity for the children to climb. Furthermore, there was a strong perception
among all teachers at both old and new preschools that the children needed high-inten-
sity movements. For example, two teachers stated the following:
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Because they find other things to play with outdoors than indoors, and also because they can
move around more, be more physical active. That kind of space do not exist indoors and the
children need to get rid of some of their energy. In order to keep it calm indoors, we have
rules that restrict running, jumping around and such things. (O1)

It easily gets intense, like they chase each other and wrestle. I mean, it gets.. or ..I think that
[...] it might be that they show that they need to run. (N8)

Apart from the teachers’ views and experiences of the main purpose of the playground,
i.e. to ‘run and release energy’ (O4), the examples also highlight that playgrounds are per-
ceived as providing more freedom for high-intensity physical activities, compared to
indoor spaces often associated with restricted bodily movement and calmer activities
(cf. Maynard, Waters and Clement 2013). One interviewee described how some children
took a nap after lunch and other children participated in what is called the ‘the quiet
moment’, all indoors. Thus, it is not only the physical limitations of a place that seem
to affect the differences between the outside and inside but also aspects such as routines
and ideas about what children need at different times of the day, such as peace, quiet and
rest after lunch. Place is here associated with space since ideas about when and where
different activities should take place affect the extent to which children engage in
indoor and outdoor activities, how long they spend indoors and outdoors during the
day and what they are encouraged, or even allowed, to do in different places (cf.
Fenwick et al. 2015).

Supporting children’s autonomy

Many teachers also refer to children’s free play, which is considered to be an important and
valuable part of outdoor activities (cf. McClintic and Petty 2015). The teachers talked about
social activities in ‘unedited places’ (cf. Hammarsten 2021) such as bushes, rocks, hills, fences
or outdoor storage rooms where the children wanted to be at peace, talk about secrets,
engage in role-playing, negotiate rules for play or/and observe other children playing.
One teacher at an old preschool also talked about encouraging the children, especially the
older children, to take command of their activities and to use the playground independently:

No, but what I think is so nice with these children is that they have always been so indepen-
dent, I mean you let them out and then they find things to play with on their own. Either
they walk right away to the sandpit, or to the storage and get some favorite toys. (O1)

Independence is viewed as a strength since the children manage to engage in activities on
their own. Another teacher, at a new preschool, touched upon the same topic when
talking about the children’s use of the playground during the day:

[...] the kids moved around across the playground and started playing [...] it looked won-
derful, like this morning, when we were outside,
I was standing on the lawn here and suddenly 15 children were running around ... . (N11)

While this account indicates how independence seems to be an appreciated part of the
children’s outdoor activities, it also discerns an emotional view of ‘it looked wonderful’
of childhood and free play. This includes an image of a happy child, playing outside with
their friends while moving around freely in the playground (cf. Bennet 2010). The tea-
chers” accounts about independence and free play are consistent with what the preschool
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is commissioned to stimulate (Lpf618), and the current Swedish societal view of children
as independent and competent actors in their own right (cf. James and Prout 2015).

However, our data show how both views of an autonomous or a vulnerable child (Her-
rington, Brunelle, and Brusonni 2017) coexist since the playground, as a place in which
children’s activities take place, is constituted through entangled social and material pro-
cesses that strengthen or limit the autonomy of children (cf. Fenwick et al. 2015). The
latter especially applies to newer preschools, as will be shown below.

Fostering desirable play

The children’s activities are related not only to the playground design, lack of materials
and everyday routines but also to the teachers” views on play, the type of play that is
encouraged and desirable or not. According to many teachers, children’s play varies
little over time as particular children tend to have their favourite games and areas in
the playground. Many times, the teachers appear to support the children’s initial prefer-
ences and choices so that they participate in the same activities over and over again.
However, some teachers emphasise the importance of variety in children’s outdoor
activities and may intervene to get the children to do something different and to
promote ‘curiosity, creativity and a will to play and learn’ (Lpfo 18).

Even though the teachers intervene to challenge the children to participate in different
kinds of play and movement (see, for example, O3), interventions mainly happen when
the children’s play is undesirable; when children are playing by themselves when they are
using material or equipment the ‘wrong way’ or are playing war or zombies (Jerebine
et al. 2022a; Storli and Sandseter 2015). One of the teachers at an old preschool talked
about children’s play during the interview and said that

Yes, it is a lot of playing, the Summer-shadow (a popular character in a TV-show) and ... .
yes a lot of role-playing. It is either playing the summer-shadow or playing family. Some
role-plays you try to stop; like war-like games from YouTube, then you try to change
their play to something else to stop them using the sticks as swords and guns and so on. (O9)

Apart from showing how playing war is not allowed, the example also shows how unde-
sirable play is regulated by the teacher. The teacher mentions using a strategy of distrac-
tion, to lead the children into other more desirable activities. The teacher further
emphasises the origin of the undesirable activity as being outside the preschool by indi-
cating how the children learned to play war at home through YouTube. Another teacher,
from a new preschool, said that

The children use hockey sticks and pretend to shoot with things they are not allowed to use
[...] you have to remind them quite often on how to use the tools, like hockey sticks, because
it tends easily to be such kind of play you do not want, especially when you have a group of
children with lots of energy. (N8)

This teacher describes another strategy of regulating undesirable activities in the play-
ground which, in turn, is linked to children using equipment intended for something
else, such as shooting with a bandy stick. Rather than just ending play or removing
the equipment, this teacher describes how she reminded the children about what the
material was originally intended for, and therefore what it was not intended for. This sub-
jugation of things, such as bandy sticks, by teachers, limits both the qualities of the items
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themselves and the actions of the children since certain kinds of use and play are forbid-
den (cf. Fenwick 2015). A majority of the undesirable activities in our study involved the
older boys at preschool, or typically boy-like activities, in comparison to girls or younger
children, similar to results by Storli and Sandseter (2015).

Furthermore, while all preschool teachers in the study seemed to value and encourage
free play outdoors, our data show that the teachers had particular ideas about the play-
ground, which largely seemed to decide the type of play that could take place in specific
areas. For example, many teachers described how preschool playgrounds are becoming
more structured through ‘activity stations’, implying that the toys should stay in this par-
ticular area. Similarly, bicycles could often only be used within restricted areas and at
certain times. When asked whether they - the teachers and children - take out toys
during the day, one teacher at a new preschool replied:

No, but we have a box that we take out sometimes, in the box we have sand buckets and spades,
tractors and dinosaurs. And then we try to make them keep those things in the sandpit. (N10)

While the previous examples with sticks and bandy sticks show how the qualities of a
material can be limited by the way it is allowed to be used, this example shows that
there are more rules in place since a certain material, like the toy dinosaurs, may only
be used in a certain area, a particular box or the sandpit, for example. These kinds of
rules tend to be more common in new preschools in our study with a large number of chil-
dren using the same playground. Furthermore, children’s activities often relate to a certain
area that is more or less predetermined for the kind of activity that is taking place there. For
example, a play-house is a coffee shop/restaurant or a family home, baking or cooking with
sand in the sandbox, or going on vacation on the bus in the playground. In comparison to
previous research (cf. Martensson 2004), not many cross-cutting activities were men-
tioned such as the dinosaurs buying ice cream in the playhouse.

Our analysis of the data indicates how teachers, material, environments as well as edu-
cational discourses intra-act in children’s outdoor play. All of these aspects, together with
the sizes of groups of children sharing the same playground areas seem to have an effect
on the activities going on in the playground. Hence, networks of both human and non-
human relations regulate activity and how active play is performed in the playgrounds
(cf. Fenwick et al. 2015).

Views on nature and children’s encounters with nature

The understanding and emphasis on various benefits of children’s encounters with
nature have been shown in previous research studies (Anggird 2010; Arlemalm-
Hagsér 2013; Chawla 2015). However, this is not to be the case in this study. Instead,
most of the answers on encounters with nature related to certain questions that were
asked during the interviews, not in spontaneous descriptions. This indicates that this
aspect of children’s outdoor play is not a main discourse or educational goal but is
rather absent in teachers’ views on playground activities.

An instrumental value of nature
In many ways, the outdoor activities described by the teachers reflect a so-called instru-
mental approach to nature, i.e. using it for human needs, rather than a sustainable and
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relational approach to encounters with nature (Arlemalm-Hagsér 2013; Higglund and
Samuelsson 2009; Héaggstrom and Schmidt 2020). This means that nature is not attrib-
uted an intrinsic value, i.e. valued in itself, but is rather a tool for achieving other peda-
gogical goals and values such as stimulating creativity. For example, one teacher at a new
preschool said ‘So, like yesterday I picked leaves for them [the children] to work with’
(N1). In a similar manner, talking about some outdoor projects at the preschool,
another teacher said that

Yes, but sometimes we bring ... yeah like last time then we had a task for them, to be nature
scouts and look for different colors. We work with different themes, so the children are to
look for colors in nature and then we gather it and other material in our studio. Then we let
the children do artwork and ... Yes, we create things. (O10)

In other words, nature in preschool playgrounds is not seen as having an intrinsic value
from a sustainable, relational perspective to give children a sense of nature and its impor-
tance for all life on earth (cf. Arlemalm-Hagsér 2013). Rather, many teachers’ views are
related to the instrumental values of nature, cultivating for different reasons, picking
things from nature for crafts and so on. Furthermore, related to this are the other dis-
courses on risk as teachers worried about the children hurting themselves with sticks
or damaging plants as they are expensive to replace (not important for the environment).

An absence of relational encounters with nature
Building a relationship with nature, such as learning and caring about plants and
animals, during childhood has proved vital from an environmental and sustainability
perspective (Chawla and Cushing 2007; Giusti, Barthel, and Marcus 2014). This was
described the least by the teachers, compared to other outdoor activities and encounters.
Overall, the results indicate an absence of, or a reduction in, green nature-like areas in the
playgrounds, especially at newer preschools (cf. Authors, forthcoming). Encounters with
nature, therefore, vary, and the ways green areas at the playgrounds are used in practice
by different teachers. According to the teachers in this study, confirming the traditions of
preschools in the Nordic countries (cf. Lysklett and Berger 2017), outdoor activities also
take place in other environments, such as forests, to stimulate a relationship between the
children and nature to a varying degree. Many teachers described the difficulty of going
on excursions due to a lack of resources, for example, staff absence due to illness and/or
lack of transport facilities, these obstacles particularly are applied to the youngest chil-
dren, limiting their opportunities to engage in encounters with nature (Manni 2022).
Opverall, fewer green areas in playgrounds, educational discourses, difficulties in going
on excursions, as well as restrictions on engaging with plants limit preschool children’s
opportunities for relational encounters with nature, particularly at new preschools.

Limits and risks of outdoor play

This theme describes accounts of the dangers, risks and limitations when children play
outdoors, and is also seen in the previous themes. Some risks concern children that
they might get hurt when playing outdoors, but other risks concern the outdoor material
that plants or materials might get damaged by the children.
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Playground limitations in supporting outdoor play

Teachers” views on children’s outdoor activities show, both explicitly and implicitly,
various limiting aspects related to the autonomy and free play of children. For
example, most teachers pointed to the lack of equipment in the playgrounds, such as
actual climbing opportunities for the children. Many teachers stated that the children
attempted to climb in places that were not suitable for climbing, resulting in restrictions
regarding where the children could climb. Also, many new preschools did not have the
same access to equipment and materials that could potentially promote a variation in
physical activity, particularly bicycles and more unprogrammed spaces as natural land
with a wild character and any substantial amounts of trees, bushes and hilly terrain.
There were also rules for the use of equipment and materials in both new and older pre-
schools. For example, some preschools have introduced fixed times during the day when
bicycles may be used in dedicated areas. Such rules were more frequent at new or large
preschools with many children as an explanation to avoid accidents. In this sense, things,
bodies and settings are entangled and regulate the activities in the playground as some
actions are permitted and others are not prevented (cf. Fenwick 2015).

Another example that cut across the data is how the design of playgrounds at new pre-
schools in combination with larger groups of children sharing the same areas tends to
exclude some children, especially younger children since, according to some teachers,
they need to be protected from the older children, as well as from their playground activi-
ties (see N5). The youngest children are also limited by their physical ability to move
around on their own, which is why they tend to engage in activities closer to the build-
ings. One of the teachers at a new preschool said that

The children [the younger ones] are dropped off there by their guardians. So naturally they
just stay there. (N11)

The youngest children are dropped off in the mornings by their guardians in certain areas
of the playground, for example, sandpits, where they also seem to remain. These areas are
often close to the preschool buildings with fewer stimulating environments and materials
such as surfaces of asphalt, have less vegetation and fewer play equipment adapted to
them.

The examples collectively show how things, both material and non-material, such as
routines and pedagogical ideas, alter each other in ways that reveal the opportunities for
the youngest children in the playgrounds (cf. Fenwick 2015). At newer preschools, in par-
ticular, the needs of younger children seem to be both neglected and excluded through
such socio-material processes.

Dangers and risks in the playgrounds

The teachers’ descriptions of playground activities are further characterised by a risk dis-
course (cf. Jerebine et al. 2022b). However, when talking about the potential risks in the
playgrounds, the teachers in this study mention the safety of the children and the play-
ground itself needs protection. This mainly concerns new preschools and is linked to the
fact that green areas in these playgrounds are not yet fully grown. Describing how the
children liked to balance on the bricks next to the bushes by the school building, a
teacher working at a new preschool said that



556 A. MANNI ET AL.

Well, we have told them not to be there, but it is ... well no, but the children have played and
damaged quite a lot of plants. And, well... in the beginning there were small fences to
protect the plants and bushes from the children. (N3)

Experiences of damaged plants have resulted in new rules and the children are now being
told that they cannot enter certain areas. The bushes have also been provided with pro-
tection to further prevent children from entering those areas. This is one of many
examples from new modern preschools in which children are prohibited from exploring
plants and where areas and materials are protected in different ways through rules (cf.
Fenwick 2015).

Other examples from both new and old preschools show regulations aiming at pro-
tecting children and avoid accidents from happening. Notions of what could potentially
occur, have led to a number of restrictions being introduced in the playgrounds as a
teacher from a new preschool said:

No really, it has not been that many accidents at all. Those children that can manage to
climb, they climb. But it is to prevent that something like that could happen why the
branches have been cut off. I mean, then the children cannot climb that high up in the
trees. (N5)

Despite not having many accidents in the playground, they have implemented preventive
measures, for example, cutting branches, to avoid presumptive accidents. Similar yet
different perspectives have also been raised in other interviews as well. For example,
another teacher from a new preschool mentioned having to restrict the children’s move-
ment in the playground to be able to keep an overview of their activities when there were
fewer teachers present (N11). Playground interventions, especially those interventions
described by N5, are introduced to protect children from harm and danger. The question
is what effects the will to protect children can have in the long run, according to the
benefits of risky play (Sandseter 2009; 2012)? Ideas about the potential dangers and
risks have effects, excluding and regulating the material and children’s activities in the
playgrounds (cf. Fenwick 2015).

Furthermore, regulations are not introduced solely to protect children from
accidents that they cause themselves. Due to the number of children who share the
same playground, children also need protection from each other. This principle
especially applies to large preschools and younger children. For example, a
teacher at a new large preschool mentioned that to prevent accidents and protect
children, the teachers ‘had to manage things in such a way that the children
could only cycle in one direction” (N3). At the preschool, clear rules have
been introduced for how and when children can ride bikes. The same teacher also
said that

We needed to regulate the number of children using the swing, we made signs that clearly
showed that a maximum of four children could be in the swing at a time. We also had to post
one teacher there to keep the rules and safeguard that the younger ones do not sneak in and
get the swing in the head or get hurt. We, the teachers, have also discussed this matter quite a
lot. (N3)

Apart from showing how the swings need to be monitored by a teacher and that a
maximum number of children are allowed to stay there to reduce the risk of
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younger children being injured, the example also shows how the material conditions of
a defined area become an important factor for the teachers’ perception of safety. While
it is unclear exactly why restrictions around the swings needed to be implemented, it is
clear that they are the result of discussions between the teachers, objects (the swings)
and children’s bodies and actions, i.e. a socio-material process (cf. Fenwick, Nerland,
and Jensen 2012).

Summing up

Many of the discourses that were revealed in preschool teachers’ views on outdoor
activities are cross-cutting the areas of physical activities, social activities and rela-
tional encounters with nature. For example, the risky play discourse not only involves
physical activities but also limitations that affect relational play and elements from
nature are considered risky and not essential for children’s relational encounters.
The analysis also shows how some discourses are more dominant in either new or
old preschools, for example, views on risks and restrictions are more dominant at
new preschools than old. The opposite is seen in the discourse on the autonomous
child, as old preschool practices tend to trust the children’s own capacity more
than the new. Descriptions of, and discourses relating to, relational encounters with
nature are least frequently seen in both old and new preschools, accompanied by
quite a common (but somewhat un-reflected) discourse of nature given an instrumen-
tal and anthropocentric value.

Concluding discussion

According to teacher’s descriptions, the opportunities for preschool children’s free
and varied outdoor play are more limited at new, and larger preschools than at old
ones. New preschools have more programmed space in their design and smaller
areas of trees, bushes and hilly terrain, resulting in difficulties managing the large
number of children in the playgrounds, resulting in more regulations regarding
active and free play. We find the results to be alarming in several ways. Because
green areas and loose materials are generally essential factors in facilitating children’s
negotiations and making a place inclusive for children of different levels of compe-
tence, age and gender, the use of such factors should be considered in the playground
designs. Another aspect concerns the lack of ‘wild and rough’ terrain that could
provide opportunities for risky play, which is regarded as being important for devel-
oping physical self-esteem and increased activity (cf. Jerebine et al. 2022a). Further-
more, this type of nature stimulates creativity, fantasy and emotional attachment to
a place, all of which are key aspects of sustainable learning and meaning-making
(cf. Giusti, Barthel, and Marcus 2014). Based on studies of children’s perspectives
on newly planted grounds, it should be acknowledged that fencing off plants might
disconnect children from their playground in ways that could last long after the
fences have been removed. Based on such findings, an attempt should be made to
use fewer restrictive obstacles that do not prevent the children from visiting a particu-
lar location, but rather slow the pace and save green areas to the extent that they
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survive (Jansson et al. 2014), as well as for the future planning of preschools to keep
the original forest and other eco-systems to get robust land from the start.

Adding to the physical changes regarding green areas, the results showing an instru-
mental view of nature make us conclude that the changes in preschool playgrounds
affect the understanding of nature also having intrinsic values. This, we argue, needs
a re-thinking in relation to contributing to social and ecological sustainability in
preschools.

Looking beyond the explicit views of the teachers, it is clear that visible and invisible
professional actors compete in different ways when negotiating the social space of play-
grounds. The matter of how the places (playgrounds) are used appears to be a matter of
negotiations between professional groups and their different agendas. The teachers and
children become visible actors that negotiate boundaries of what constitutes acceptable
activities on the one hand (such as high-intensity activities like running, training for
autonomy, and using toys in certain areas), and unacceptable activities (such as risky
play and war games), on the other. This is not new or surprising. The negotiations
about space and place between the teachers/children and the invisible actors, such as
architects, community planners, as well as local and national policymakers, however,
are remarkably evident in the results. It is clear that when new playgrounds are
designed, they follow rationales and presumptions about how children’s play should
be enacted in certain and safe ways (cf. Barad 2010). The playgrounds are made safe,
elements of nature are disciplined and groomed and the things that appear in the play-
grounds all have their purpose and place. It is also clear that the policymakers who
decide the location and size of the buildings and playgrounds follow other rationales
relating to, for example, learning (national curricula) and funding (local consider-
ations). In this multifaced field of different agendas, rationales and discourses, it is
hard for teachers to give voice to their professional rationales, considering, for
example, valuable encounters between themselves and the children (Lofgren and
Manni 2020; Manni and Lofgren 2022), free or risky play (Jerebine et al. 2022b). Fur-
thermore, as the very few references to nature and encounters with nature illustrate,
none of the professional actors (whether visible or not) fight for the children’s right
to play in ways that involve nature in other ways than the purely instrumental ones.
A conclusion is that the newer the preschool, the less likely it is that the children
can develop their relationship with nature since there are so many actors that have
used their professional skills to orchestrate children’s play based on different agendas.

The invisible actors in terms of planners, architects and policy-makers become present
through different things and materials that limit the children’s own choice of outdoor
activities (to a high extent in new settings and a lower extent in older settings). Thus,
different professional agendas seem to form social spaces through the things they put
in the places (cf. Fenwick et al. 2015).

The societal changes that frame the prerequisites for preschool practice are therefore
significant. Viewing it from a distance, it could be said that we are facing a shift from the
Swedish preschools we used to know with sufficient space and place for children’s free
play and outdoor nature encounters, to a new kind of modern preschool with other fra-
meworks, prerequisites and educational discourses.
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