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Chapter 10: Children as heterotopians: town planning with and for children 

 

Jenny Wood 

Introduction 

Children interact with their environments in a variety of ways, and whilst sometimes their 

place-based experiences may be similar to (some) adults, we cannot accurately make 

that assumption. Research in environmental psychology, sociology, and geography 

increasingly takes a child-focus, showing that children are particularly sensitive to their 

local neighbourhoods, cannot drive like their adult peers and so are more dependent on 

active travel or the help of others and value the social connections and opportunities in 

their immediate surroundings. Yet, whilst childhood researchers frequently cite the 

concept of affordances as offering a starting point to understand children’s 

environmental needs, it lacks a theoretical and practical application in the field of town 

planning. Considering the procedural and politicised nature of the planning profession, 

furthering this cause requires a nuanced understanding of power dynamics and their 

effect on spatial form. 

 

Development of a child-centric understanding of place is timely given the almost 

universal international ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) (UN, 1989). This declares all children have a right to freedom of association 

and assembly (Article 15), and to play, rest, leisure, and access to cultural life (Article 

31), along with a right to participate in the matters that affect them (Article 12). Whilst 

the term ‘participation’ is usually used to describe only active influence in the decision-

making process, as Gillespie (2013) concludes:  

 

’the true test of children’s inclusion and the development of adult capacities to 

genuinely engage children may rest more on children’s [re]integration into the 

informal aspects of public space, rather than their formal participation in planning 

processes’.  

 

The dearth of child friendly urban form and the above view shows the fundamental need 

to conceptualise children’s participation as all three of Article 12, 15 and 31 when it 

comes to the environment. Along with the UN's New Urban Agenda (United Nations 

2016), this gives children and young people a right to the city that demands a planning 

response.  

 

In this chapter, I take the above international precedents, the views of children collected 

in fieldwork, and reflection on research and practice, to propose a theory of children's 

spatial participation that counters the current doctrine of separating child and adult land 

uses. It recognises children as active participants in places, whether or not they engage 



in formal processes, by using Foucault's theories of governmentality and heterotopia. I 

illustrate how space affects children, and children affect space in ways that adults 

cannot fully understand – but that planners can appreciate. I begin by exploring 

governmentality and heterotopia, relate this to existing research on children and place, 

before elaborating this conception through participatory research with primary school 

children. I end by drawing together the threads to show heterotopia as a useful 

conception that challenges adults’ preconceived notions of what children need from 

place, so that we can plan better for and with their participation. 

Governmentality 

Power differentials in society is an important lift off point for this discussion. Through 

conducting historical genealogy, Foucault theorised power not as something to possess, 

but as something to exert. This stretches from institutions to individuals, through 

complex networks and relations. We can thus understand it better through analysing the 

networks that exert it in what he terms governmentality (Foucault 2008). This shows 

how practices of government play out in everyday situations between individuals 

(Mckee 2009), and Foucault likens these structures to the form of a chain (Foucault, 

1980). Those that can exert the most power are those that have access to the top of the 

chain, in the form of resources, technologies, or networks of power, such as decision-

making processes.  

 

Foucault (1988a) identifies four features of governmentality of which two are relevant 

here: technologies of power; and technologies of the self. These are intricately 

intertwined, but the former are concerned with governing others, whilst the latter are 

concerned with the way we govern ourselves. For instance, Foucault (1977) provides 

the overlapping examples of normalisation; surveillance; classification; hierarchisation; 

distribution of rank; individualisation; and examination as technologies of the self in the 

prison system. Institutions embody and enforce these regulations, but in so doing, 

infiltrate into the subjectivities of inmates – who, even in their limited freedom, self-

regulate. Such analysis has been transposed to schools which regulate children’s 

behaviour through a mix of voluntary and coercive tactics that help shape individuals 

into the adults demanded by society (or societal elites) (Gallagher 2004). What results is 

governable subjects who have been encouraged to govern themselves, and no clear 

face to the governing source.  These actions can transform individuals into an order 

where they can attain happiness, purity and wisdom (Foucault 1988), but both prisoners 

and school children remain free to resist the power exerted on them through various 

tactics. Thus, power relations do not render children powerless (Gallagher 2008a, 

2008b).  

 



Extending governmentality to the built environment, various exertions of power from 

many unclear faces have contributed to the complex systems of infrastructure, 

architecture and urban design we experience today. These amalgamations of many 

instances of power over time lead to a relatively fixed structure that influences the 

decisions that can be made in the present. Viewing space through governmentality 

allows an understanding of how space itself is a technology of power that unconsciously 

produces a variety of wider effects.  For instance, playgrounds began as an adult 

construct of how children should play and behave, and where they should be 

(Cunningham and Jones 1999, Gagen 2000, Hart 2002, Davey and Lundy 2011). 

However, over time both planners and non-planners have come to see them as the 

primary place of play. Concomitantly, streets have become places for transport - not for 

play - and parents may be reluctant for children to travel alone in areas with high 

volumes of traffic (Valentine and McKendrick 1998, Barker 2003, Mitchell et al. 2007). 

Heterotopia 

 

To transpose governmentality from social relations to spatial form requires a spatial 

perspective that can situate children as political actors in their everyday lives (Philo and 

Smith 2003, Kallio 2007, Skelton 2010). I therefore frame children’s participation in 

place in Foucault’s (1986) heterotopia. The word Heterotopia can be broken down to its 

constituent parts - ‘Hetero’ meaning ‘other’, and ‘topia’ meaning space – to see that a 

heterotopia refers literally to a space of difference. This theory explains how features of 

place have come to be and how they can become ‘other’. I extend it to include how 

children understand and transform space through their actions as competent social 

agents (Hart 1979, Ward 1990).  

 

Johnson (2006) explains that heterotopia ‘contains a sense of both space and place that 

is not conveyed by the word ‘site’’. These places are spaces between the private and 

public sphere where culture and leisure occur. Heterotopias can exist anywhere, 

completely hidden from others or deliberately cultivated for a shared experience. 

Dehaene and Cauter (2008) describe them as the places of play, where fantasy exists 

alongside reality. They use the example of a theatre, which is a building with a stage 

and seating, but once a performance begins actors reimagine it into whatever space 

they require to tell a story. An alternative frame is a boat; this is both static and moving, 

with the physical space constant, but the environment changing. It is therefore ‘a place 

without a place’ (Foucault 1986, p. 26).  

 

Heterotopia contends that there is more to place than the physical infrastructure. This 

leads Foucault to talk of heterotopia as ‘actually existing utopia’ (Johnson 2006), 

distinguishing his ideas from Marxist spatial theorists who place a great emphasis on 

revolutionising space (c.f. Lefebvre 2011). Heterotopia is about understanding how 



people live in the present, realising that a single place simultaneously contains ‘several 

sites that are in themselves incompatible’ (Foucault 1986, p. 25). Varying interpretations 

have criticised the scarce development of the theory, its loose nature (Genocchio 1995, 

Soja 1996, Johnson 2013), or it synergies with Lefebvre’s theories (Soja 1996). On the 

other hand, its looseness allows existing sites to be both the topic of analysis, and aid in 

the analysis (Johnson 2013). Sohn (2008, p. 48) explains: 

 

‘Treating all spaces and human groups that deviate from the established order as 

potentially subversive, challenging and resistant formations, and hence reading 

into them all sorts of positive, utopian transformative powers endowed by their 

liminality, is to miss an essential point of Foucault’s heterotopia: as an ambivalent 

formulation meant to destabilize discourse and language, as a rather obscure 

conception endowed with negativity, defying clarity, logic and order.’ 

 

I thus use heterotopia to explore the playful (rather than confrontational) position that 

children in middle childhood have with their environments.  

Children, power, and heterotopia 

 

If heterotopias are the spaces of play, where the inner workings of the mind meet an 

existing place, then children have a unique predisposition to access them. Children’s 

play often includes a complex mix of real and imagined, and the play space can reflect 

and contests this simultaneously (Russell 2013). Through play, children can break from 

the networks of power that govern their everyday lives, and heterotopias (knowingly or 

not) become sites of resistance for children to the established adult order (McNamee 

2000). For instance, both Ward (1990) and Lester (2014) emphasise the anarchic 

nature of childhood play. However, taking this back to the logic of governmentality, 

dominant ideas about children and planning can lead to places that eclipse potential 

heterotopias. Emphasis on childhood spaces being only structured and segregated is 

problematic, as many studies show that whilst parks and playgrounds are often 

important in children’s lives, they are rarely their most important or favourite spaces to 

play, and children frequently report preferring less structured activities (Valentine and 

McKendrick 1998, Aitken 2000, Jones and Barker 2000, Valentine 2004, McKendrick 

2007, Castonguay and Jutras 2009).  

 

Without recognition that children have environmental needs beyond playgrounds, parks 

and schools, they cannot participate equally in public space (Dickerson 2013); vice 

versa, with children in public space symbolising disorderly conduct, they cannot be 

taken seriously in public and political debate (Kulynych 2001). A range of social and 

physical issues hamper the freedom children are given to play outside, particularly by 

themselves. The most prominent is motor traffic which has led to dramatic decline in 



children’s independent mobility in the UK across the last two generations (Shaw et al. 

2015). Parents mediate this most directly, but the structure of the built environment 

interacts with social issues and pressure to determine where parents allow children to 

go. As children become less visible in the public sphere and cultural norms emphasise 

structure and education over freedom and participation, it becomes ever-easier to 

dismiss children’s environmental needs. This relationship between children’s 

independence and the licenses granted them by adults lead Mikkelsen and Christensen 

(2009) and Nansen et al., (2015) to view children’s mobility as interdependent; a 

complex assemblage of social, environmental and economic issues.  

 

To extend heterotopia, Dehaene and Cauter (2008, p. 92) consider how it relates to the 

management of space: 

 

‘We could venture a hypothesis that many heterotopias were translated from 

event in to building, from time to space, from transient moment to the 

permanence of a place, and that this translation occurred in some cases as a 

structural reaction to a crisis’  

 

For example, the UK planning system evolved from a need to manage increasingly 

complex demands on space in towns and cities. Rapid urbanisation birthed a modern 

economy that, to continue growing, required a structured land use approach. With 

increasing density came a crisis in the spread of disease and poor living conditions at 

the end of the 19th century, and further crises post First and Second World Wars led to 

a further need for state intervention in spatial organisation. One concern for planners 

was idle children hanging around on city streets, and with schooling becoming 

compulsory, they needed to allocate more schools and find ways to organise children 

outside of school hours (Gillespie 2013). The result of an evolving, ever-complex society 

is that planners have increasingly moved to designate land use for specific purposes, 

and this can limit the adaptability of space to a range of other uses and users. 

Combining governmentality with heterotopia to explore the evolution of planning and 

place thus helps explain why children’s movements have been particularly limited since 

the 1990s (Shaw et al., 2013).  

 

To link children’s use of space with land use planning, Kyttä's (2004) Field of Action 

Theory is helpful. In this model, the outdoor environment provides a range of potential 

affordances for children, in which lie three ‘fields of action’. On one side, the ‘field of 

promoted action’ contains environmental exploration encouraged by adults. On the 

other side, the ‘field of constrained action’ contains explorations adults limit. For adults, 

these lie at opposite ends of what a child should and should not do. In the middle lies 

the ‘field of free action’, in which a child freely chooses their activities. This overlaps with 



the other fields, but also sits within its own sphere of ‘other’ activities they undertake 

without adult intervention. The child seeks to increase the time they spend in the field of 

free action, and here they experience the actualised affordances of a given 

environment. The challenge in practice is to increase the size of the ‘field of free action’ 

(without inadvertently turning it into a ‘field of promoted action’), and reduce the ‘field of 

constrained action’. Similarly, Wood (2017) provides a framework that shows child 

friendly environments lie at the intersection of supportive time, space, and attitudes from 

all actors involved in mediating space and access to it.  

 

Delving further into heterotopia, Dehaene and Cauter (2008) describe a type of person 

that is  

‘hated and adored, expelled and embraced by the polis; always ambiguously 

hosted as representatives of otherness, of ‘the rest’. That is: the sacred, the 

taboo, the eccentric, the abnormal, the monstrous, the secret, the extraordinary, 

the grandiose, the genius, the irrational, the transgressive, the frivolous or simply 

the aimless’ (p.96)  

These people seek heterotopia in all space, and are described by the authors as artists, 

wandering philosophers, religious leaders and other kinds of eccentric ‘others’. Whilst 

they do not mention children, the description strongly parallels their ambivalent 

treatment in wider society (c.f Cahill, 1990), and their propensity to seek playful 

experience in any place (Lester, 2014; Ward, 1990). This corresponds with Russell and 

Lester's (2013) theory that children do not ‘play’ in a discrete, definable way, but 

wayfare through space. Arguably, the crisis of children playing in the street was 

motivated by children's ability to reimagine organised space into their own imagination, 

and this became inconsistent with modern demands for formal organisation. It is now 

time for a crisis in the interdependent mobility of children to spur a more inclusive land 

use planning. To begin elucidating what is required, I now turn to a case study of 

children’s participation in place. 

An ethnographic exploration 

 

The case study is a section of a Scottish city which covers 14km² and includes 93% of 

the homes of primary school children who took part in the participatory element of this 

project. This mostly-residential area is 3km from the city centre and includes a wide 

range of land uses - most notably a zoo, two sports stadiums, a prison, a golf course, 

and a large local park which was facing restoration at the start of the project. It contains 

a range of architectural styles and building types, built across a range of periods. For 

instance, traditional Scottish tenements make up much of the housing stock in the 

southern areas, but 1930s council houses make up a significant portion of the homes 

further west, with larger houses in the northern neighbourhoods. The area is socio-



economically mixed and more ethnically diverse than the city average. Importantly, it 

also contains three A-roads that experience heavy traffic volumes and connect the case 

study with another major population centre. 

 

The empirical evidence I present here was gathered as part of a wider research project 

on children’s rights and the Scottish town planning system (Wood, 2016). I employed a 

Critical Ethnographic Participatory Action Research approach consisting of a range of 

classroom sessions conducted in a city location with primary school children between 

the ages of 9 and 11 (n=60). This methodology allowed me to explore the ethics of the 

built environment; instances of power exertion and domination entailed by a largely 

static environment; and the actors that impose, negotiate and instigate incremental 

change upon it (c.f. Wood, 2016).  

 

The title and basis of each data collection session with child participants is shown 

below:  

1. Your Local Area  

Finding key locations on an Ordnance Survey map and individually 

annotating their own maps with thoughts about the area. 

2. Journey to School 

Describing their routes to school through writing or drawing and letting me 

know the mode of transport they take. Some pupils also drew or wrote 

about their ideal route to school. 

3. What do you think of the park? 

Completing sheets about what they like, dislike, want to stay the same and 

want to change about the park (a child-friendly SWOT analysis), and then 

writing or drawing about improvements to make. 

4. The Park Proposals  

Working in groups to comment on working proposals for the park, and 

what they would add or change, before producing a list of events they 

would like to see happen in the park. 

5. The Park Masterplan 

Individually annotating a copy of the Masterplan with stickers and post-it 

notes to explain their views on it.  

6. Submission of the park funding bid and Interdependent Mobility 

Discussing the process after this point in terms of the park and my 

research. 

Completing a worksheet about Interdependent Mobility. 

 

Sessions took place from September 2014 to November 2015 and each began with 

feedback and discussion of the previous exercise and progress on the park restoration 



design and funding status. I was deliberately as flexible as possible in allowing the 

participants to write and draw their views, with ideas developing through an iterative 

approach with heavy child involvement. Along with outputs produced directly by the 

children, I kept a research diary and made notes of class discussions throughout.  

 

In the discussion that follows, I use textual and spatial theoretical analysis conducted by 

myself (a trained planner) using the outputs of the children’s work, photography, and 

lived experience as a local resident of five years. All names ascribed to children in this 

chapter are pseudonyms. The exploration is further peppered by insights from 

qualitative interviews conducted with three professionals related to the area; two third 

sector organisations focusing on children’s play in Scotland and Wales; and two UK 

academics that study children’s play in the environment. Finally, I attended a ‘Friends 

Group’ of the park throughout the research both as in interested member of the local 

community and to enhance links between the children’s views and the restoration 

process.  

  

Place, planning, and power  

The case study area has been built at various times and contains many former industrial 

sites. It was not planned with a coherent masterplan, and the range of decisions made 

by different people that impact on the built environment have come to form it, leading to 

instances of unintentionally unwelcome design. Industrial sites surrounded by high 

fences, narrow pavements and busy roads allow cars to drive fast and dominate the 

streetscape which has a clear effect, most prominently around the local park. All 

pedestrians may feel unwelcome in this environment, but children may feel further 

dominated by a fence that narrows the pavement and allows only occasional access 

points to the park. This fence blocks access to the ‘community woodland’, advertised by 

a sign placed directly behind the fence, and Figure 1 shows how one of the child 

participants suggests replacing fences around the park with more welcoming versions 

that fulfil the same purpose. These subtle planning and non-planning decisions that 

influence the built environment can combine to create places that are unfriendly to 

children. 

Figure 10.1: The local park surrounded by a high fence, and fences are common around 

green areas in this area of the city. On the right Hassan shows his dislike of the fences 

and suggests a lower alternative. (Source: the author) 

Further analysing the area from a planner’s perspective, the allocation of space for 

certain uses and buildings may dominate other interests. For instance, some restrictions 

for children’s use of space come to light by examining the case study through GIS 



maps.  It includes a large park, but also a golf course which is double the size (0.4km² 

to 0.2 km²). The area contains 16 public parks in total that together account for slightly 

more space than the golf course (3.91% compared with 3.71%). However, out of eight 

playing fields, only two are publicly accessible (The Local Authority 2009, Sandison 

2012). It is also well-provided with formal sports facilities and areas for watching 

professional sport but these are not free to use. Many boys in this study complained on 

multiple occasions of the entrance fees for the AstroTurf at the local sports complex. 

This fits with narratives of the privatisation of childhood space, which is separating the 

experience of children from more and less affluent families (McKendrick et al. 2000, 

Holloway 2014, Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson 2014). This broad stylistic, adult-centred 

view sets the stage for the case study but only hints at the level of child-friendliness. I 

now move to explore some of the children’s views of the area and relate this to the 

conception of space expounded in Heterotopia. 

 

The Journey to School 

 

Most interesting about children’s experience of the journey to school is that those driven 

were most likely to draw their route as a map, with landmarks picked out along the way. 

Conversely, the most common approach overall was for the children to either write a 

passage about their journey (with or without illustrations) or to produce a labelled 

illustration of where they go, and what they see, hear and smell. Figure 2 shows this 

range of approaches and suggests car travel can divorce children from environmental 

experiences and, like the metaphor of the boat in Foucault’s (1986) heterotopia, the car 

becomes its own ‘place without a place’, constantly moving but never stable. Thus, 

children remember well-established landmarks along the way, or the names of roads, 

but do not develop the experiential relationship of children who walk (Cele, 2006). In 

contrast, Joshi et al. (1999) suggest that mode of travel to school has little effect on 

children’s spatial perceptions, but the act of accompaniment by an adult can increase 

their knowledge of landmarks, and predispose them to a more technical (or adult) 

understanding of place. 

 

Figure 10.2 Different ways children represented their journeys to school. (Source: the 

author) 

The children who walked were better able to describe the sights and smells they noticed 

along the way. As the children live at varying distances, and had different opinions, 

some provided more detail than others. Figure 2 shows how Isabel demonstrated a 

close connection with her walking environment, remembering the details of a friend’s 

home she passes, the relationship she has with the School Crossing Patrol Officer, and 

details such as a sign for a missing pet on the lamppost. Yet, Dylan had little to say 



about his route. Interestingly, participants that scooted to school on most days appeared 

to have a similar attachment to place as the children who walk. The way the children 

expressed themselves in this exercise suggests many features of the built environment, 

travel mode and individual personality that affect how a walking or scooting child 

represents their journey. These came through less strongly for children that were driven. 

 

Differences in perception based on travel mode are important in understanding 

children’s relationship with place. However, a commonality across all the children was a 

general dislike of cars and their effects. In discussions, they were mostly negative about 

being driven to school. Whilst some studies suggest this routine is a positive way for 

parents to spend time with their children (Granville et al. 2002) for these pupils, being 

driven meant getting up earlier, long, boring waits in traffic, and a lack of interaction with 

friends. For children who walk, scoot, or get the bus to school, traffic and the associated 

noise, smells and inconvenience were the most commented on negative aspect of their 

journeys. This suggests both being in a car and being close to cars affects the 

cultivation of children’s heterotopias – disrupting their ability to perceive the environment 

in ways that suit their needs and preferences; those within are deprived of sensory 

experiences and social connections, whilst those outside smell, see and navigate the 

impact of cars on their environment. This breaks the connection between internal 

enjoyment of space, and external pressures such as keeping safe. Moreover, adults 

driving children to school increases the number of cars on the road , with UK 

government estimates suggesting one in five cars at rush hour is transporting a 

child/children (House of Commons Education and Skills Select and Committee 2004). 

 

Interdependent Mobility 

 

Table 1 shows the most common places the children reported being permitted to go by 

themselves. These show all places, broadly grouped into types, that more than three 

children included in their interdependent mobility exercise. Though most children can go 

to nearby shops by themselves, there is limited consensus on the number of places 

they can go without accompaniment of an adult. This means some children have 

significantly more freedom than others. Indeed, the worksheet asked where they could 

go outside with adults, and the most common answer was ‘anywhere’ or ‘everywhere’. 

This suggests the children’s mobility was very adult-dependent.  

 

Table 10.1: Proportion of children who were able to go to different places by themselves 

(Source: the author) 

 

 

In several of the worksheets, the theme of safety was strongly evident:  



• Alex talked of the dangers of getting lost, even when accompanied by an 

adult;  

• Max detailed that he could cross quiet streets alone or use traffic lights, 

but only cross busy roads with an adult; and  

• Ryan detailed how his independence was dependent on whether an adult 

could see him from a window. He also reported some independence to 

walk around the district where he lives and stressed that he could go 

anywhere with a ‘trusted’ adult (Ryan’s emphasis).  

 

An increase in safety concerns fits with trends in previous research about parental fears 

and children’s own concerns (Valentine 1997, Valentine and McKendrick 1998, Harden 

2000, Backett-Milburn 2004, Veitch et al. 2006). Indeed, some members of the local 

park Friends Group expressed concern over the safety of younger children alone in the 

park, citing risks such as paedophilia as a reason to ensure good surveillance.  

 

If children’s permission to walk around the local area is restricted, then other transport 

may provide them greater freedom. However, only a few children reported they were 

allowed to use public transport by themselves or with friends. Indeed, for those that 

could, the permission was largely conditional, such as visiting a relative, or accessing a 

shopping centre. This fits the trend identified by Shaw et al. (2015) that only by age 14 

were the majority of children across their international comparison allowed (by their 

parents) to use local buses. Combining the work of Hillman et al. (1990) and O’Brien et 

al. (2000) shows the percentage of children age 10-11 allowed to use buses alone saw 

the most dramatic decline in the period from 1971 to 2000. This reluctance, along with 

the potential costs for some parents, is one of the greatest limitations for children to 

access the range of facilities they might wish to use. The technologies of power used to 

exert control over children’s movements become embedded in social and spatial 

practice. In turn, children begin to internalise the logic of their experience to create 

technologies of the self that enable them to navigate societal expectations by governing 

their own behaviours.  

The local park as a Heterotopia of Compensation 

 

Building on his initial conjecture of heterotopia, Foucault (1986) categorised some 

heterotopias as particular land uses. Heterotopias of Compensation are his term for 

land uses that attempt to fix a problem in society by simplifying and rendering it 

manageable (Johnson 2006). They provide a compensatory space for ‘abnormal’ things 

that cannot be contained within dominant structures. Playgrounds are a good example - 

compensating for the non-child focus of planning by assigning a space where children 

can safely be children. They provide the ‘perfect’ place for play, creating segregation 

from the non-child-friendly environment, and solving the ‘problem’ children represent. 



Though playgrounds play some role in children’s lives, most important for the planning 

system to recognise is that, when asked, children often do not cite playgrounds 

amongst their favourite places (Cunningham and Jones 1999). Indeed: 

 

‘just because there's a state of the art playground, you might find the children 

prefer to play in the old run-down one because dogs are allowed in and they can 

get in with their bikes. Yes, it might be covered in glass and needles, but that's 

where they'll go and hang out, and not where they are ‘supposed’ to play, or sign-

posted to play.’ 

(Officer, play organisation) 

 

Drawing on children’s own views of the local playground, whilst many expressed a liking 

for aspects of it, most had mixed views and suggested improvements often related to an 

opinion that it only suits younger children. The local authority considers it to be ‘very 

good’ in their ‘Play Area Action Plan’, and suitable for ‘Toddlers/Juniors/Seniors’. This is 

an example of disconnect between how children view and use space, and what 

professional adults wish or expect 

 

Playgrounds provide for a very specific form of heterotopia of compensation and ‘field of 

promoted action’ (Kyttä, 2004), but parks in general also serve this purpose by offering 

a break in urban form. Initially developed as spaces for the wealthy to enjoy nature, 

parks transformed over time into places for the working classes to find relief from the 

stresses of everyday life (Certoma 2015). Today, parks are targeted at all types of 

people, with the Local Park here classed as a ‘premier park’ by the local authority, and 

therefore a potential destination from across the city. An officer involved in the park 

restoration commented in interview: 

‘People got expectations of how other people should act in a park, and what's 

acceptable and what's not… but people can come in to the park and pretty much 

do what they like… [This makes them] wonderful spaces actually’ 

The children agreed with this notion, with 33 out of 35 children who mentioned it on their 

maps, listing it a ‘liked’ space, and displayed enthusiasm in expressing how it should 

change in the future.  The park, along with the river, was described by the children as 

an important place to experience nature, and suggests the great value they can have for 

children’s play, and general health and wellbeing (Bird 2007, Hiscock and Mitchell 2011, 

Parkes et al. 2012). 

 

Conversely, in Foucault’s logic, parks can be places of social control (Certoma 2015), 

and the officer working on the park restoration ties up the idea that people can do what 



they want in a park, with the idea that parks are self-regulating. This can be positive as 

it makes a space for a variety of activities. However, one child – Harvey - reported 

instances where gardeners did not welcome his presence, and asked him to leave. 

Additionally, the park displays a sign that attempts to establish the rules of children’s 

play. It states: 

‘Parks provide large open spaces for everyone to enjoy but some popular 

activities can cause problems. 

• Ball Games: if there is no damage to the grass, no threat of 

damage to neighbouring properties and no threat of damage or 

injury to other people, then there’s no problem. 

• Flying kites and operating model aeroplanes and boats: if there is 

no disturbance to wildlife and no threat of nuisance or injury to 

other people, then there’s no problem. 

Do your bit by following the Park Management Rules’ 

These rules are arguably impossible to follow as there is always a risk that play could 

damage other people’s property or cause subjective nuisance, yet similar risks apply to 

most human activity. Such instructions may lead to tighter restrictions on what adults 

permit children to do and constrain their ‘field of free action’ (Kyttä, 2004). In doing this, 

children may learn over time that their actions are not acceptable. Alternatively, they 

may resist rules, and face being labelled as disobedient and problematic.  

When talking about the things they would like to see in the park, many children 

mentioned removing graffiti, making things more colourful, and introducing more plants 

and flowers. However, the needs that children have for public space, including both the 

park and wider area, can be at odds with not only how adults use it, but also how 

teenagers use it. Many children were concerned with anti-social behaviour, and this can 

both encourage children to mediate their own access to outdoor space, and for adults to 

restrict their mobility (Harden 2000, Thomas et al. 2004, Prezza et al. 2005, Barclay and 

Tawil 2015). For instance, class discussions often turned to the ‘bad things’ the children 

have seen other people doing (such as being drunk on the street, drinking outside, and 

seeing or hearing about people committing crimes), and how graffiti, dog fouling and 

litter affect them. Their perceptions confirm the reported fear children have of teenagers 

and adults who break social rules (Thomas et al. 2004). They frequently reported how 

they felt teenagers colonised areas such as the skatepark and expressed their 

disapproval of them acting in ways they deem morally wrong. 

 

This tension between how some members of the community view the park and what 

others wish for it to be was also evident throughout Friends of Local Park meetings. 



Here, members of the local community often talked about how the behaviour of 

teenagers (particularly vandalism) has been a historic problem. This anti-social 

behaviour led to lengthy discussions and increasing involvement from the police in 

monitoring park activity. In fact, the local authority at the time of research was 

considering a youth dispersal order, which would mean youths in groups (two or more) 

would be required to disperse, or receive an antisocial behavioural order (Scotland and 

Scottish Executive 2004). This extreme step arguably stems from a lack of attention to 

teenagers’ needs in public space, and the general lack of understanding and tolerance 

of how they act (Matthews et al. 1998, Elsley 2004). This suggests that parks, even in 

their aims towards inclusivity, are still subject to the norms and trends of wider society. 

In a similar way to playgrounds, they provide fertile ground for children to play, but the 

wishes of certain people can dominate in the shape of hidden social conventions (Kallio 

and Häkli 2011). As with the controls on children mobility described in the preceding 

section, the discourses of social control found in the park encourage children to develop 

technologies of the self so that they act in ways adults see as most acceptable. It gives 

them freedom to participate in place, but not on their own terms.  

 

The Local Park as a heterotopia of compensation highlights the difficulty of planning for 

the simultaneous needs of different groups. Perhaps seeing the park as a single and 

homogeneous heterotopia limits children and teenagers’ ability to actualise ‘fields of free 

action’ (Kyttä, 2004). A multitude of heterotopias (both planned and unplanned) are 

sought by different users, and this leads to contestations of public space and the 

exertion of technologies of power such as signs and fences.  

 

Heterotopias of Deviation 

 

Many of the children expressed intrigue for what Foucault (1986) terms ‘Heterotopias of 

Deviation’. These are places that have been constructed to deal with a particular form of 

‘otherness’ and are examples of where a social crisis has required a spatial response. 

This could be retirement homes or hospitals, but the places that captured the 

imagination of the children, were the asylum that used to exist in the local park, and the 

local prison. These non-everyday spaces that the children frequently see, but cannot 

access, suggest a crossing of the real and the imaginary. As Johnson (2006, p. 85) 

explains: 

 

‘The prison and asylum are open-ended, ambivalent and contradictory places, 

enclosures for both punishing and generating criminals, for both liberating and 

morally imprisoning the mad. They are the ideals full of fantasy, mirroring and at 

the same time inverting what is outside. Separate the moral intentions, the prison 



and the asylum become a source of fascination, a forbidden place of secret 

pleasures’  

 

The fascination with the prison could be an attempt of children to transcend some of the 

restrictions on their everyday lives, finding a ‘field of free action’ within a ‘field of 

constrained action’ (Kyttä, 2004). Whilst they mostly have little direct contact with it, the 

prison holds symbolic meaning.  

 

Cele (2006) found children to be intrigued by fear and ‘otherness’, and the forbidden 

element of a prison can evoke an air of mystery that may excite passers-by. The 

children talked about liking to walk near the prison, and one boy told me a story about 

how his sister had once climbed over the prison wall. To the children, prisons could be a 

good place, for they allow the more harmonious functioning of society by keeping bad 

people away, but they can also be bad spaces for the same reason. It represented 

intriguing possibilities for Harvey, who stated ‘I put a heart on the prison because I want 

to see someone being tasered’, but to Kyle, the prison spurred negative emotions as 

‘my dad has been there before and I didnae get to see him only at the weekends’ [sic]. 

This also shows that whilst the prison exists to maintain the proper functioning of 

society, it has its own impact on its surroundings and creates a multitude of other 

heterotopias for those on the outside. No matter the individual reasons for the 

fascination, the prison sparked wild discussions amongst the children and was 

mentioned by 10 participants (six liked it, three disliked it, and one thought it was OK) 

on their maps.   

 

The planning system considers prisons a bad neighbourhood development, with 

planners assuming people do not want to live near them. Reflecting this, the large site 

around the prison lay undeveloped until very recently.  However, in some of the 

children’s views it can be positive to live nearby. In a similar vein, Foucault views 

cemeteries as particularly interesting ‘heterochronias’ (Johnson 2006), or a discontinuity 

in time, because they are a place straddling the living and the dead.  The children 

frequently flagged cemeteries as liked or disliked, often liked because they are peaceful 

places where they could visit relatives. However, for Joshua, they were a scary place 

due to a recent death in the family, and this sense of loss dominated his map.  

 

The children’s accounts of their walk to school provides further evidence of their 

propensity for mystery and the unknown. For instance, Callum detailed how his walk to 

school involved passing an area where he sees people sleeping rough. Having lived 

close to this area for years, I was unaware that rough sleepers used this grassy bank 

between an industrial site and cycle path. Indeed, I do not know if this is common 

knowledge to the people living by the path. This is one of the places forgotten by adults, 



but often flagged by the children; like land around the prison, an area disregarded by 

developers or public investment and therefore left unregulated. If these areas are too 

neglected or impenetrable, children may not be able to use them for their play and 

recreation, or to cross by foot to access to other spaces. Yet, they may also pose a 

range of scary or interesting possibilities to expand children’s ‘field of free action’, by 

forming private and intriguing heterotopias.  In the case of the abandoned grassy bank, 

it contrasts with the adjacent site to the west of well-maintained and exclusive bowling 

greens that are a ‘field of constrained action’ for children (Kyttä, 2004).  

 

Planning for Heterotopia 

 

Adults (planners in particular) seek to designate heterotopia to fix it temporally, and 

spatially so it can be categorised and managed. This leads to the allocation of parks 

and playgrounds, but not to playful, engaging and pedestrian-friendly environments 

(Dehaene and Cauter 2008). However, if adults view children as heterotopians, and 

play as a natural element of their pursuit, then the value of child-friendly environments 

and how adults can help cultivate them becomes clearer. However, cognisance that 

undesignated spaces are key for children’s ‘field of free action’ (Kyttä, 2004) must be 

borne in mind to avoid the pitfall of further explicit designation of play space. In other 

words: 

 

‘It's this dilemma about thinking that adults can provide play. They can't. You 

know, even putting in a playground doesn't necessarily mean kids will play there’ 

Play Academic  

 

What planners can do is ensure space is available and welcoming for children to create 

their own heterotopias. This would require a planning approach that understands the 

variety of play affordances that any given environment can provide, without seeking 

simply to widen the ‘field of promoted action’ (Kyttä 2004). For instance, when a child is 

presented with a doll to play with, the most likely form their play will take it to treat the 

doll like a baby or a small child. However, when a child is presented with a rock, they 

may imagine that object into any variety of potential play objects. In a similar vein, the 

built environment can provide standardised play equipment that a child can use for a 

limited number of purposes. However, open space, or the built environment as a whole 

can also provide a wide range of potential play experiences that cannot be envisaged 

by adults beforehand (Ward 1990, Lester 2014). Attention to the idea of heterotopia and 

the child-friendly city can help illuminate the potential of urban environments for 

children, but this is currently incompatible with the formalised approach of planning. One 

key way to do this is to both combine direct participation of children, with existing 

knowledge and theory of how to plan with children in mind. Planners can find solace in 



the inherent capabilities of children to develop their own play and recreation 

opportunities, provided that space is left for more informal practices, and that there are 

not undue restrictions to children’s access. In planning for children’s participation in 

place, it is about facilitation and not dictation.  

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has reviewed evidence of how a group of primary school children view 

their local area. Using Foucault’s theory of heterotopia, it has helped to position the 

playful demeanour of children within the built environment and elucidated how planning 

has often worked to establish spatially and temporally fixed heterotopias that appeal to 

a more ordered, adult understanding of play and leisure. Conversely, children have less 

need for an ordered and fixed environment and seek to create ‘fields of free action’ 

(Kyttä, 2004) within a planned and ordered social and spatial structure. Yet, without 

attention to the restrictions children face, the prevailing way of doing planning 

dominates their interests and encourages children to form technologies of self so they 

either restrict their own participation in place, or resist and face punitive responses.  

Heterotopia suggests planners should find ways to allow for a variety of experiences 

and perceptions of space, at any given time. 

  

Of note is that heterotopia shows how much of space afforded children is to 

compensate for environments that are otherwise relatively hostile. Yet, in so doing 

planners and other environmental professionals are pre-determining the abilities of 

children and allowing the perpetuation of unhelpful practices in the remaining space. 

This continues to contribute to a lack of representation of children in the public sphere. 

Interestingly, the concept of heterotopias of deviation also highlights the curiosity that 

children have for their environments and wish to pursue playful opportunities within ‘field 

of constrained action’ (Kyttä, 2004). Whilst adult standards have determined what is and 

is not a good land use in a specific area, children often have different, more fluid views 

that could be channelled in planning to present an alternative opinion.  

 

Ultimately, this exploration brings to light that children’s participation in place is both 

direct participation in the data-gathering and decisions planners and other built 

environment professionals make, but also in having a right to use the public sphere in 

their own playful way – Articles 15 and 31 of the UNCRC. Excessive structure and 

adherence to demands to make adults lives ever more convenient, is eroding children’s 

rights in the environment, but can be reversed if we learn to appreciate how children 

use space and weave this into wider planning strategies and design work. The findings 

and recommendations of this article set out a conception for a more child-friendly 

practice. 
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