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Executive summary 
 

This report deals with the analysis of 269 entries for the Children’s story writing 

competition organised by the Blue Mountains City Council. The children had to imagine 

that they were an adult in the year 2025 and write a story about what their home and city 

would be like at that time. The report also discusses the complex problem of consulting 

with children on planning matters, drawing upon the extensive research literature that has 

developed on the topic in the past two decades. It then specifically discusses the results 

from analysis of these competition entries in the light of those problems. 

 

The competition was an excellent way of tapping into children’s visions for their future, 

but it also threw light upon the way children view current changes in their 

neighbourhoods and the ways that these impact upon their lives. The entries were initially 

judged by appropriate people who were remote from the City Strategy process for the 

purpose of awarding prizes. A copy of the body of entries was then passed on to me for 

analysis 

 

The competition was not, admittedly, an ideal way of consulting with children since the 

‘rules’ formulated by the adult organisers of the competition tended to ‘lead’ the children 

in ways that a carefully planned research study might not. However, such a research 

study, including the very long lead times required to establish the ethical protocols for 

working with children, would have taken more time than even the generous period 

allowed for consultation in the Blue Mountains Strategy process could provide. In their 

approach to the story writing competition the children were in any case not afraid to bend 

and even ignore the ‘rules’, so their entries, taken as a whole, probably reasonably reflect 

their views on what is happening and what will happen in their City of the Blue 

Mountains. For purposes of analysis the stories of boys and girls, and children over and 

under ten were analysed separately. 

 

One of the most important impressions emerging from the analysis is that children were 

far from optimistic about that future. Thirty-five percent of entries had a negative tone, 

whereas only twenty-four percent were positive. The remaining forty-one percent were 

written in a matter-of-fact narrative style that indicated neither enthusiasm nor 

disappointment with the future of the city. The children were more or less evenly divided 

on whether the future would be strongly based on advances in technology, much the same 

as now, or would be based on simpler technology than at present. 

 

The following table lists the issues that emerged as sufficiently important to be mentioned 

in the ‘top ten’ list of mentions, either by children as a whole, or by component groups of 

children. Many of these matters are, of course, also very important for adults, but the 

children’s perspective may well emphasise problems that might arise when their needs 

are not considered to be as important of those more easily expressed by adults through the 

political process. The order of the table is determined by the number of times that issue or 

matter was mentioned by all children. In some cases, individual groups (such as junior 

boys or senior girls) gave more prominence to particular issues. 
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ISSUES MENTIONED BY CHILDREN (N0 = 269) 

 

Rank and issue No % 
1 Cars, personal mobility and traffic 116 43 

2 Impact of urban development on neighbourhood and city as a whole 109 41 

3 Places for children to play, including parks, bushland and urban streets 98 36 

4 Protection of trees and natural bushland 90 33 

5 The ability of children to keep pets 73 27 

6 Availability of public transport 72 27 

7 Pollution of the atmosphere, water, and environment by modern lifestyles 69 26 

8 The impact of clever machines and technology on lifestyle 68 26 

9 The necessity to use solar energy 55 20 

10 Toys, play tools and play equipment# 49 18 

11 Water scarcity and the need to conserve water# 37 14 

12 The need for houses to have their own backyard# 36 13 

13 The impact of crime and need for security in urban areas# 30 11 

14 The need to grow food and produce in the home garden# 29 11 

15 Environmental damage caused by exotic plants and animals# 25 9 

# These items were mentioned less uniformly, but were very important to one or more of the sub groups of 

children. 
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1. Introduction: consulting and planning with children’s needs in mind 
 

1.1 All groups in the community have a right to be consulted over major planning 

decisions. This applies even to those who do not have direct political power. Children 

aged from approximately 7 years and over are perfectly capable of understanding their 

needs and expressing their opinions on how those needs can be met. It is perfectly 

reasonable, therefore, to include them directly in the consultation process, rather than 

simply relying solely on advocacy of their cause by parents and guardians. With the best 

will in the world, adults, even those with the best interest of children at heart, can 

misinterpret or trivialise children’s needs from the environment because providing for 

those needs may conflict with adult needs or plans. 

 

1.2 This seems to be particularly true when we look at issues that arise in urban planning 

and particularly strategic planning. Second best seems to be good enough for children 

when issues of urban planning and management are discussed. Commercial concerns for 

investment in well-selling residential property, convenient work places, goods and 

transport modes to support high material living standards, modern shopping centres, and 

facilities for adult recreation, dominate the thinking of urban designers, engineers and 

planners.  

 

1.3 Even in the management of the natural environment, children’s spontaneous uses of 

bushland and natural areas is commonly regarded as detrimental to those areas. Children 

have a deep-seated need to play in and explore nature— to use and manipulate rather than 

just to admire it. However, this seemingly instinctive need to pick flowers, build cubbies, 

dam creeks, and to capture and play with wildlife is seen, even by otherwise sympathetic 

adults, as wanton vandalism. There is thus a call for control of the access of children to 

nature and a seemingly irresistible urge to transform the child’s experience of nature into 

an ‘educational’ experience with adult-directed activities and an overwhelming ‘don’t 

touch’ message.  Nevertheless, if children are excluded from their own way of growing 

with, and learning to love, nature they will grow into a generation that is indifferent to, or 

even afraid of, the natural world.  As adults they will be harder to convince that nature is 

important enough to conserve and restore. 

 

1.4 Independent mobility of children is very important but most often neglected in the 

planning process. Many research papers, such as those reviewed in the following section, 

have demonstrated the decreasing independent range of urban children over the past five 

decades, both in Australia and overseas. Reliance by the whole of society on the private 

motor vehicle as the dominant means of urban transport privileges the 47% of people 

who have independent access to a motor vehicle. There are many groups among the 53% 

without such access, and one of the more important of these is children. The need for 

investment in urban roads adversely affects the quality of their play experience in many 

ways, and in particular reduces their capacity for independent mobility. In summary, the 

focus upon adult needs in the planning process short changes children of their rightful 

share of community assets. As this report makes clear, the children of the Blue Mountains 

are well aware of the restrictions which new highway developments are making on their 

personal free mobility. They are the least demanding social group as far as that share is 
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concerned: if their needs, especially for independent play, are understood, they are not 

difficult to accommodate in the urban design process. If they are accommodated, then 

there are important benefits which flow on to society as a whole 

 

1.5 When one considers the complexity of the needs of children in their environment and 

in their society, it soon becomes clear that planning with children in mind is much more 

than developing, and then following, a straightforward set of technical principles. 

Virtually every aspect of human relationships and the relationship between people and 

their environment is drawn into the picture. In looking at the world through the eyes of 

children, we see more clearly some of the wounds that society is inflicting upon itself in 

its clamour for higher economic growth and material output. That is why this contribution 

of children to the Blue Mountains 2025 Strategy is important. 
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2. Children and city planning: a review of research 
 
2.1 This report looks at the way that primary school children in the Blue Mountains 

envisage their City in 25 years time. There is a general theme running through the report 

that planners and city managers and adults generally need to be able to understand the 

needs of children— to play and to explore their environment independently — before 

they can usefully allocate resources to satisfy that need in the City of Blue Mountains of 

the future. The exercise requires that we look at the world in two ways. The first of these 

is through the eye of the child, as it were, to understand what it is like to be a child in the 

modern urban environment. The second is to see it from the conventional, adult oriented, 

planning perspective. These two ways of seeing need to be kept in mind simultaneously. 

Initially there will be dissonance, for the two worlds are very different, but out of 

consideration will come the realisation that they are not completely incompatible. 

Attending to the needs of children may well provide a better and saner environment for 

adults as well. 

 

2.2 Providing specifically for the physical environmental needs of children may not even 

be expensive, but those needs have to be clearly recognised and acknowledged. Cities 

designed solely to satisfy adult needs do not work well for children (Ward, 1977; Moore, 

1986). There is indeed a subtle conflict between the generations for the use of urban 

space and resources, just as there is a conflict for such use between rich and poor, or 

between men and women (Little, 1994). Effective resolution of that conflict requires 

diligent attention to the requirements of all sections of society rather than merely 

applying oil to the squeaking wheels that appeal to economic or political power. 

 

2.3 Shifting the attitudes of adults to give due recognition to children's claims to urban 

space may be even more difficult to achieve than gender equity. For one thing, adult 

women have considerable political power and influence; for another, children have 

always been associated with the social roles of women in stereotypical thinking, so much 

so that the phrase, women and children, has itself become a cliché. Technocratic 

masculine approaches to urban planning have effectively marginalised both groups. The 

focus of planning has been promotion of economic growth, allocation of land for business 

and employment, development of transport systems primarily based upon maximising 

mobility, and organising neighbourhoods into patterns that best serve this mobility.  

 

2.4 Redressing the balance for women may not advance the cause of children very far. 

The feminist critique of the planning process has, almost automatically, adopted the 

cliché and assumed that it was speaking on behalf of children as well as women. The 

natural role of women as child bearers and their more stereotypical role as nurturers of 

the young have made this assumption seem almost unassailable. Social policies and town 

planning measures which redress the disadvantages of women  including provision of 

child-care support, appropriate location of child care facilities, measures to allow women 

to claim communal space, and designing for the specific mobility needs of women  are 

all assumed to be beneficial to children as well. This may be true as a generality, but 

women, as adults, may also be in conflict with children for the use of urban space, just as 

much as men. 
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2.5 The difficulty for children is that, unlike adults of either sex, they have limited ability 

and opportunity to speak for themselves. They only have political power through the 

adult guardians, parents, teachers, public officials and advocates who speak publicly for 

them. Their stage of development is such that they mostly cannot master the abstractions 

that political power demands. Everything done on their behalf is interpreted and 

implemented by adults. Nevertheless, they do have choices, and they exercise those 

choices within their limited resources, as these studies show. Unless adults see those 

choices as important as their own, then children will continue to be short-changed by 

their elders.   

 

2.6 This report, then, is an attempt to understand what those choices by children are in 

respect of their urban environment in the Blue Mountains.  Those choices are expressed, 

sometimes obliquely, in the responses they provided to a writing competition organised 

by the Blue Mountains City Council as part of the consultation process for the City 

Strategy 2025. While this process, like all public consultation processes of this type, was 

not ideal (and the weaknesses as well as strengths of the process are discussed in the 

following section) it did provide valuable insights into the ideas of the City’s children for 

the future of the City. 

 

2.7 We recognise that younger children, and teenagers, also have important different and 

conflicting demands on the physical environment. However, the needs of infants and of 

adolescents have been rather more studied, and more vigorously advocated by adults, 

than those of the middle childhood years from seven through twelve. Indeed, it appears 

that children become 'invisible' as they pass through this middle stage of growth (Newson 

and Newson, 1986). This may be partly because of their tentative searches for 

independence. Children of this age group are characteristically calm and poised despite 

their innate energy. They are normally less of a burden to parents and other adults than 

children of earlier and later ages. They seek to do their own thing, but still largely accept 

parental control of their lives. They subject parents to neither the constant demands of 

infancy nor the turbulent breaking away of adolescence. For the community also, middle 

childhood is not the squeaky wheel that gets the oil. It nevertheless has needs which 

should be fairly weighed alongside those of other community groups. 

 

2.8 A key concept in understanding the needs and world of children in the physical 

environment is play. It has been said that ‘play is the work of childhood’. Certainly it 

occupies a lot of the child’s time and is more likely to exercise the free run of imagination 

than many of the more formal activities involved in education. Through play children are 

exploring the world, manipulating it and learning many skills that will be important to 

them later in life. Nevertheless, despite its importance for the adult that the child will 

become we must never forget that the most important reason for playing is that it is fun. 

Play, of course demands a variety of physical settings which are termed here playspace. 

Playspace, cities and suburbs 

2.9 Children's play and the environment in which it takes place are not topics which 

excite most urban planners, especially if discussion of gender differences and bias against 
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females is involved. Yet children are a significant group in the population. They make 

legitimate demands on the use of urban land, but can only express those demands, in a 

legal and political sense, through the advocacy of informed and sympathetic adults. 

 

2.10 Apart from being fun, which, according to the philosopher Huizinga (1970) is its 

prime justification, play is one of the complex shapers of experience, intelligence, 

competence, values and creativity. The physical environment of play, especially of the 

free adventure play of middle childhood, is an important part of the child's growth 

experiences, at least as important as the formal education process upon which society 

spends so much time and devotes so many resources. 

 

2.11 A serious study of play and its territorial imperatives has important implications for 

the way cities are planned and shaped. Such study not only has academic value, but can 

provide important practical insights for urban planners. Much valuable theoretical work 

has in fact been done. Highlights of this work are the efforts of Iona and Peter Opie 

(1969), who comprehensively studied children's games and folklore as well as the 

environments in which they took place, Colin Ward (1977) who looked at the child's 

relationship to the city in a holistic way, Joseph Chilton Pearce (1977) who reminded us 

of the inherent creativity of childhood, and Roger Hart (1979), Robin Moore (1986) and 

Hugh Matthews (1992) who comprehensively studied the relationship between children 

and the physical environment.  Moore in particular (p.9), introduced the term Terra 

Ludens... 'the special quality of children's relations with living environments and the 

particular knowledge and developmental support that can be acquired through playful 

interaction with natural materials and phenomena'.  

 

2.12 To a great extent, the field owes a debt to the work of the epistemologist, Jean 

Piaget, whose many works developed the theory of stages of human development, 

understanding and growth of competence. While many psychologists now doubt if those 

stages are as clearly defined as Piaget believed, there is nevertheless general agreement 

on the significance of play in development, and the importance to the child of complex, 

manipulable and natural environments in middle childhood. 

 

2.13 In Australia, an important and practical manual, Planning with Children in Mind, 

authored by Suzanne De Monchaux (1981), was published by the New South Wales 

Government. This encompassed an excellent literature review, and a wealth of research 

and anecdotal evidence, including primary research done especially for the report, all of 

which demonstrated both the complexity of the subject and its importance. While it 

provided a very sound theoretical basis for understanding children's environmental needs, 

this report quite rightly avoided recommending simplistic 'rule of thumb' formulae for 

planners in the field. 

 

2.14 Unfortunately it is such formulae, rather than the complex considerations that 

emerge from research, that appeal to practical planners. A passage from Louis Keeble's 

(1983), Town Planning Made Plain, provides a good summary of the current attitude of 

many urban managers towards provision of public open space, and which incorporates 

virtually the only context in which children's needs are actually considered by planners. 
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'...let us first try to distinguish sensible steps in the hierarchy of open space and 

then suggest how the members of each class may be related to each other. 

 

(a) A large town park for the whole town or the whole of a district of a large city, 

including bandstands, boating lakes, pitch and putt fields, and playing fields. 

 

(b) Smaller but similar areas each serving a locality with a population of the 

order of 10,000. 

 

(c) Local open space, mainly for children's games and exercising dogs, with 

perhaps a few tennis courts and ornamental planted areas, catering for a 

population of the order of 2000. 

 

(d) Minor open space for sitting in and exercising small children, placed 

wherever one is needed to ensure there will be some public open space within 

about ½ kilometre of every home' (Keeble 1983, 26). 

 

2.15 There is much of value in Keeble's prescription, and few communities are in fact 

able to match it. Nevertheless, it represents the epitome of adult thinking about urban 

planning for children. Here is an orderly hierarchy of land uses distributed systematically 

throughout the urban area, with client users specifically anticipated and provided for in 

design. The usual rhetoric of open spaceand the Keeble model is quite typical of such 

rhetoricparticularly stresses the needs of children and implies equality of access for all. 

 

2.16 In reality, not all people have equal access to play space, even when the accepted 

model with its maximum (and, in practice, minimum) spacing of parks at one kilometre 

intervals is adhered to. Not all play needs of children are found in open space, a point that 

is emphasised by the findings of this report. Not all children have access to appropriate 

play environments, and this is particularly true of female children.  As we shall see, few 

children are able to range as far as 500 metres to find their playspace. Girls, in particular 

have a very limited play range which is rarely taken into account in planning of open 

space facilities and, even if it were, the details of design or access to that space may deny 

its use to them. 

 

Play and the environment 

2.17 While there is a huge volume of literature on childhood, play and child development, 

very little of this relates to the landscape of play (Moore, 1986, 11). Less again deals with 

the years of middle childhood when children increasingly seek independence from adults, 

explore their environment, and test themselves against it. Pringle (1974, 78),  after 

Maslow (1954) argues that children have a 'ladder' of needs, each later step requiring the 

previous 'rung' to be negotiated, as they progress from the dependence of babyhood to 

assuming the mantle of independent and responsible adulthood. The rungs in this ladder 

are: 
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1 Love 

2 Security 

3 New experiences 

4 Sense of achievement 

5 Fantasy and adventure 

6 Acceptance of responsibility.  

 

2.18 This idea is useful for placing environmental exploration and manipulation in 

perspective with the constellation of other development needs resulting in a fully 

developed, self-directed human being. Interaction with the physical environment, as part 

of steps 3 through 5, may be a necessary, but not sufficient, condition of such 

development. The quality of environmental play is particularly important during middle 

childhood (Hodgkin 1976, 96). Before we can engage in abstract reasoning and creative 

thinking we need a storehouse of knowledge and experience of the world and its 

phenomena. This inner need of the individual to influence, and be influenced by, the 

environment is stressed by Björklid (1982). 

 

2.19 Responsibility for the environment grows out of the understanding of it. Michael 

Hough (1995) writes of the alienation of industrial society from the understanding of 

landscape, and he particularly refers to the need for children to be exposed to landscape 

processes in their play. Earlier commentators on child development, such as Froebel, 

Winnicot and Margaret Mead also speculated on the significance of environmental play 

as a developmental stimulus. New play experiences must become available with 

biological growth, and too many barriers to such experience will destroy motivation 

towards competence. Hadfield (1962, 61-67) stresses the critical role of environmental 

play in skills development. Taken all in all, the necessity for children to interact with 

complex, and especially natural, environments which they are free to manipulate is a 

constantly recurring theme, usually implicit and sometimes explicit, in the literature of 

child development. 

 

2.20 Formal play spaces are also a necessary part of the childhood environment. Middle 

childhood is a time when children are playing games of two distinct kinds. There are 

firstly the informal games, rhythms and rhymes of universal childhood celebrated in the 

work of the Opies (1969) and in that of the Australian collector of children's folklore June 

Factor (1991). Such games have complex cooperative rules and no prescribed territorial 

boundaries, but are part of the playground, the street or the wild places. Secondly, and at 

the same time, children are developing an adult-inculcated interest in formal sports. 

These have tightly prescribed, though simple, competitive rules and are played on level 

spaces with very formal boundaries which are part of those rules. Although the games are 

adult devised, or cut down versions of same, it would be absurd to say that the motivation 

to play them is entirely adult driven. The basketball rings which are a feature of many 

Blue Mountains backyards, the impromptu cricket pitch or baseball diamond in the street 

or backyard, the homemade rugby goal posts in the paddock are all testimony to the fact 

that children take spontaneously to these adult-encouraged pursuits. Indeed this is an 

important part of the rites of passage into the adult world. Sports fields, and places for 
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impromptu sport, are a very necessary part of the physical environment of childhood, 

possibly the only part that is readily recognised by many urban officials and planners. 

 

2.21 The usual mode of planning, however, does not encompass the complexity and the 

holistic nature of children's environmental needs and use. It assumes that all these needs 

can be met by open space reserves of a fairly limited type. It ignores the ubiquitousness 

of playthe backyards, streets, shopping centres, drainage reserves, wastelands and 

bushland as playspaces. Conventional ways of planning also assume a unisex view of 

children and take no account of male and female play patterns or the reasons for them.  

Failure to understand that these exist, and the reasons why, may lead to unthinking 

discrimination against children in general and girls in particular in the allocation of 

community resources.  

 

2.22 In fact, work in Lismore NSW and Ipswich Queensland by Cunningham and Jones 

(1996, 1998) has found relatively few differences in the way that boys and girls use their 

play environment, but the differences that are there could be important. Boys have a 

greater propensity to favour places where they can operate bicycles, skateboards and the 

like in ways not always envisaged by those who manufactured the machines. Girls have a 

higher propensity to favour playground equipment and gymnastic activity. This is not to 

say that either of these ways of using the environment were exclusive to either sex: plenty 

of boys enjoyed play on fixed equipment and plenty of girls enjoyed hooning around on 

bikes. Boys and girls appeared to have an equal attraction to natural areas, bushland and 

to secret places and cubbies. In a seemingly paradoxical finding from children’s 

photography, girls seemed to play with boys more than boys played with girls, but the 

record of mixed-gender play was still significant and demonstrates that the seemingly 

hard dividing line between the sexes in this age group frequently reported in literature 

based on observation in crowded playgrounds is more apparent than real. 

 

2.23 Research on the environment of children's play thus firstly emphasises the complex 

and holistic nature of environmental use. Children play anywhere and everywhere 

(Young, 1980; De Monchaux, 1981; Moore, 1986). They use whatever environment 

happens to be available, and they manipulate it to suit their ends.  

 

2.24 That any environment can serve their purpose does not mean that all environments 

are equally suitable for realising the developmental benefits of play. Moore (1986, 4) 

writes of the delicate relationship between parents, child and the environment. Children 

are looking for challenge in complex settings which they can manipulate, and are 

particularly attracted to wastelands or natural landscapes. Parents seek to minimise 

danger to the child. These, not necessarily conflicting but not easily reconciled, 

differences in outlook  require negotiation of territorial limits. Children must find their 

challenge and adventure within a tightly circumscribed local area. Where, as Cunningham 

and Jones (1998) found in Ipswich, there are features of the environment that present 

obvious danger, such as roads heavily used by motor traffic, the child's range will be even 

more restricted. Parental perceptions of danger from strangers, danger in rough land or 

bushland, or in water bodies, old industrial sites, or even parks, will impose tighter limits 

on play range. These appear to apply with more force to girls (Moore, 1986, 207-8). In 
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parts of Ipswich parental fear of ‘stranger danger’ was a significant, though not 

overwhelming, constraint on children’s independent exploration (Cunningham and Jones 

1999). 

 

2.25 Whatever the reason, most researchers note the markedly smaller play ranges of girls 

(Saegart and Hart, 1978; Moore, 1986; Walmsley, 1988, 32). Studies by Cunningham and 

Jones (1987, 1995, 1996, 1999) show similar play ranges for 10 to 12 year old children in 

many different Australian urban settings. Table 2.1 indicates these play ranges. In all 

cases the children were asked where they played after school on a fine week day in early 

summer. The figures are remarkably consistent, considering the varied nature of the 

places where the surveys were done.  Lismore and Armidale are provincial cities, Canley 

Heights and Canley Vale (Sydney), Para Hills (Adelaide) and Ipswich (Brisbane) are 

outer fringe metropolitan suburbs, Semaphore Park is a middle ring suburb of Adelaide, 

while Rose Park and Thebarton are inner Adelaide suburbs. There is also a wide range of 

socio-economic status and ethnicity represented in these places, but the differences 

between the sexes in play range appear to transcend both culture and social class. In all 

cases, except Armidale, fewer girls than boys played away from home, and in all cases, 

without exception, the range of boys who played away from home was greater than that 

of girls who played away from home.  
 

 

TABLE 2.1  PLAY RANGES OF AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN 

 

Place Median play 

range of girls 

who played away 

from home 

% of girls who 

played only at 

home 

Median play 

range of boys 

who played 

away from 

home 

% of boys 

who played 

only at home 

     ARMIDALE     

Armidale 200 31 500 33 

     SYDNEY     

Canley Heights 200 85 800 52 

Canley Vale 200 71 300 23 

     ADELAIDE     

Rose Park 300 77 700 43 

Thebarton 100 83 400 76 

Semaphore Park 200 63 300 28 

Para Hills 250 64 500 58 

Para Hills West 150 68 350 50 

     LISMORE     

Lismore  150 75 400 40 

     

IPSWICH     

Ipswich 75 50 350 50 

     

ALL CHILDREN 200 71 500 44 

Source: Cunningham and Jones 1999. 

 

2.26 In Goonellabah, a fairly recently developed suburb of Lismore, and in Ipswich, 

however, the difference between the sexes was less striking. This was not because girls 

had more freedom — their play range patterns were similar to those of girls elsewhere in 

Australia — but rather because boys seemed to have less. Gender equity in this sense was 

not necessarily a better deal for children as a whole. In both Goonellabah and Ipswich the 

constraining factor seems to be motor traffic. 
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2.27 Few, even of the children whose play range exceeded the median, played very far 

from home. Individual children ranged further. One girl in Armidale played more than 

three kilometres from home and got to the play place independently. It is apparent, 

nevertheless, that the blanket formula for one kilometre spacing of parks will serve less 

than 30% of boys well, and only a tiny proportion of girls.  

 

2.28 If children in middle childhood have access to complex, yet manipulable, 

environments near their home this may predispose them to later enjoyment of the broader 

resources of the landscape as adults. Fear, not only of attack by strangers in natural 

environments, but also of the environment itself, is commonly felt by women (Little, 

1994, 63-64). Nevertheless, such fear can be experienced by either sex where there has 

been no opportunity to explore both the built and natural environment early in life (Tuan, 

1978). The greater adult male propensity to use public spaces, parks and the natural 

environment, which was clearly evident from observation studies in both Ipswich and 

Lismore, may reflect the wider freedom of males to explore and interact with their 

environment in childhood. 

 

2.29 Certainly, at times when there is competition for the use of open spaces, males are 

the dominant users. Studies by Cunningham and Jones (1987, 1991, 1995, 1996, 1999) in 

several parts of Australia confirm the results of overseas work in this respect, but the 

Ipswich results (1999) are more ambiguous. Associated with the greater freedom of boys 

to explore is the tendency for wild places and bushland areas to be used more by boys 

than by girls as playspaces. In a study of weekend recreational use of the Wolli Creek 

Valley in South Western Sydney, Hawke (1988) found that children in middle childhood 

were by far the most numerous users of a lush, but environmentally threatened area. She 

looked at three sites within the three kilometre linear reserve. The first was accessible by 

vehicle and contained conventional play equipment. In this area boys and girls were 

present in roughly equal numbers. In the other two sites- a fairly accessible wetland area 

and a fairly inaccessible rugged area of bushland, the proportion of boys increased with 

reduced accessibility. It would not be true to say that the inaccessible areas were 

unattractive to girls, since significant numbers of girls did play there.  

 

2.30 Nor would it be true to say that boys actively drove the girls away from these play 

spaces, indeed mixed gender play was not uncommon there. The competition for space 

between males and females is rather more subtle. When males are occupying the territory, 

females tend to avoid it. When adults are in the space, children simply drift away and 

play elsewhere (Cunningham and Jones, 1991). Where there is enough space, such as 

urban bushland, it is easy enough to carve out alternative territories. If, however, space is 

relatively scarce, as in the school playground or formal sportsfield, a pecking 

orderAdult males/ adult females/ child males/ child femalesis typically asserted. 

Provision of better quality or better accessible open space, but in limited quantity, might 

have the effect of reducing the ability of those lower in the pecking order to use it. The 

Blue Mountains area is somewhat lacking in formal parks, but it also has very 

considerable tracts of informal open land and bushland. Potentially,  it could be a very 

good place for children between the ages of eight and twelve because of this. 
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2.31 Different parental attitudes to boys and girls in play territory probably explains 

much of the dominance of male children of the richer, more complex play spaces. While 

innate or learned aggression and competitiveness of males may provide part of the 

explanation for the smaller number of girls in wild places or natural areas, there is 

evidence (I. and P. Opie, 1969) that play in such places is less aggressive than in confined 

and sterile playgrounds. The reduction in male aggression is accompanied by a greater 

tendency towards mixed age and mixed gender play than would normally be found in the 

school or municipal playground. Much of the thinking of urban planning about play is 

based on observation of the behaviour of children in artificially confined play spaces 

where the carrying capacity of the space is well exceeded. In children's photographic 

studies in both Ipswich and Lismore (Cunningham and Jones 1996,1999) there was 

significant incidence of mixed-sex play (31% and 49 % respectively, of all images 

showing children). Table 2.2 summarises those findings. 
 

TABLE 2.2  MIXED GENDER PLAY DEPICTED IN CHILDREN’S PHOTOGRAPHS: IPSWICH AND LISMORE 

(as % of all images which included children) 

 
Attribute Ipswich Lismore 
   

GIRLS (as photographers) n = 122 n = 58 

Mixed sex group 29 21 

Only boys in image 20 31 

Total 49 52 

   

BOYS n = 127 n = 70 

Mixed sex group 4 20 

Only girls in image 12 27 

Total 16 47 

   

CHILDREN   

Total: implied mixed sex play 31 49 

   

Source: Cunningham and Jones 1996 and 1998 

Children and lifestyle changes 

2.32 Two major challenges to society are also very relevant to the provision of 

appropriate space for both children's and adult recreation. These are firstly the changing 

nature of community, occasioned by affluence, different ways of doing work, and 

increasing emphasis on the  individual at the expense of community. The second, closely 

related to the first, stems from the changing roles of women and men in society. Adult 

roles, which are both consciously and unconsciously communicated to children, condition 

the way that recreation is pursued, and the sorts of places where it takes place.  

 

2.33 These changes are clearly reflected in the current debate on urban design, 

particularly as it relates to urban containment, urban consolidation, or whatever currently 

fashionable term is used to advocate more compact cities and city living. The supporting 

arguments for abandonment of the, so-called, quarter-acre-block are based solely on adult 

imperatives. The efficacy of the home backyard as a play space for children may be 

mentioned in passing, but it is assumed that the open spaces and streets of the more 

compact city will provide acceptable substitutes (Evans, B.1992, 38). These Blue 

Mountains children’s responses as with other Australian studies, do demonstrate the 

importance of the home yard as part of the child’s environment. 
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2.34 On the other hand, the commercial land development market is aggressively 

pursuing a policy of less compact cities. With low density suburbia and rural residential 

development, the distinction between city and country is becoming very blurred. Again, 

the value of the setting for children is frequently raised as a selling point, while children's 

needs are actually deprecated or ignored in development practice and the urban design 

that results from it. For example, in the northern Ipswich suburb of Karana Downs, while 

children in the age group under study had excellent access to natural and open places, 

parents were greatly concerned about the lack of facilities for older children and young 

teenagers as well as the lack of an effective public transport system to give these young 

people adequate access to urban facilities (Cunningham and Jones 1999). 

 

2.35 In fact, either of these forms of urban development are potentially capable of 

producing very satisfactory children's environments, provided that planners and designers 

consider children's needs as important as those of adults. The new urbanism, advocated, 

among others, by Duany and Plater-Zyberk (1992), can produce the interconnected 

streets, the frequent and cheap public transport, the sense of community and the freedom 

from domination by motor vehicles that children need to be able to explore their 

environment in a holistic way. On the other hand the suburb can potentially provide the 

generous yards and the proximity to natural areas that attract children, and that children 

need. Unless adults are prepared to recognise that good, or even just adequate, children's 

environments require compromise on the achievement of adult objectives of convenience 

or mobility, it is unlikely that any approach to urban design or form will, of itself, achieve 

good children's environments. Generically, however, sense of community appears to be 

an important ingredient of such environments (Engwicht 1992), and this has been eroded 

by the modern industrial culture that fosters individualism and deprecates community 

(Bellah, 1985; Seabrook, 1990, 11; Cunningham, 1996, 91). 

 

2.36 This is not to say that the suburb, and especially the detached cottage with its private 

yard cannot be both good community and good children’s environments. The Australian 

country town or outer metropolitan suburb which developed prior to the advent of mass 

car ownership was a genuine community and its physical form reflected that community. 

It was more or less surrounded by open landfarmland or bushlandwhich helped to 

establish a clear boundary to that community. At the centre was the railway or tramline 

which was universally used and cheap, especially for children. There was an authentic 

community culture. The schools, local shops, the cinema, local sports teams with 

genuinely local sporting heroes, were all focal points in that culture. The growing child, 

exploring in the bush, buying sweets at the corner store, riding the tram or train on longer 

excursions to the city, the beach or the hills, was always moving in a familiar milieu. 

Environment and society were understandable and escape from adults was easily and 

safely achieved close to home. The national political culture was parochial and pro-

suburban. Intellectuals, then as now, condemned the suburban ethos as stifling and 

uncreative, but from the recounted experiences of its children the suburb appears to have 

been an unusually good environment in which to raise children (Cunningham and Jones 

1994). The instincts of ordinary Australians appear to have been sound. Since the 1950s, 

however, two artefactsthe private motor car and televisionhave between them 
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strongly influenced changes in the nature of the suburb and particularly to children's play 

patterns and opportunities. 

 

2.37 The effect of the car has been profound. Its heavy demand for land, for both roads 

and parking, has changed urban form.  The open land between and around towns and 

suburbs has been developed. The so-called ‘quarter acre block’ has more or less 

remained, though somewhat shrunken, but its community context has been attenuated. 

Whereas in the past most employment was local, and that which was not was in the centre 

of town or 'down the line', the private car now gives the freedom of the city to the job 

seeker. Teachers, doctors or shopkeepers no longer need to live within the community 

where they earn their living. Social polarisation, which is always present, now occurs on 

a scale beyond that of the local community. In North American cities, 'gated 

communities', where the rich isolate themselves in walled and guarded ghettoes, remote 

from the general community, are now common. We are also seeing their appearance 

around Australian cities, and pressure for development of such enclaves can be expected 

even in provincial cities. Individual residential districts within the city have become more 

socially homogeneous, although neighbours do not necessarily know each other. There is 

increasing cross-commuting to school, work, shopping and leisure. Urban districts are 

neighbourhoods in name only. This social polarisation is clearly evident in Ipswich, and 

the children’s survey responses relating to their journey to school show a remarkable 

degree of cross-commuting by children. 

 

2.38 The car has affected the child's lifestyle in both obvious and more subtle ways. 

Ownership and use of cars by most households has made the suburb a large generator of 

traffic. Networks of heavily used roads are fine-grained, even in residential areas. This 

poses a major danger to children, who do not develop traffic sense until their early teens. 

Their potential free range is thus curtailed. The uptake of land for urban development 

beyond walking range of fixed public transport routes has diminished the availability of 

happenstance open land even within their limited range. The parks and playgrounds 

provided by local edict to serve this new development do not adequately substitute for 

this loss. They are often bland, uninteresting sorts of places. The main objective of their 

landscaping is to ensure economical maintenance by labour-saving machinery. Municipal 

councils and authorities, with the possibility of negligence suits in mind, like such places 

to be open, grassed, and with few if any shrubs, water features or landforms such as cliffs 

or gullies, which landforms are particularly attractive to children in their search for 

adventure.  

 

2.39 Public transport services to new suburbs have lost their 'public' character of 

universal use: rather, they are default services for those who cannot afford cars. 

Frequency is low and cost of using them is relatively high, especially for children. The 

most profitable bus routes in fringe suburbs and country towns are the publicly subsidised 

ones to take children to and from school. This journey that was most commonly walked 

before the attenuation of home to school distances, or before parental fears for the welfare 

of their children became a major issue. Not only does the community pay heavily for the 

service, but the independence of children is considerably curtailed in the process. 
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2.40 Perhaps, for children, the most critical effect of the shift to the private car as the 

main means of transport is the erosion of their independent mobility. There is an 

increasing tendency for the family car to ferry children from place to place in pursuit of 

adult-directed educational, cultural and sporting activities. This loss of freedom noted by 

Perez and Hart (1980) and Zill (1984) in North America,  Hillman (1995) in the United 

Kingdom, and Tranter (1993) in Canberra, is obvious in most large and medium sized 

Australian cities. In Ipswich the data collected by Cunningham and Jones (1999) show 

that even the bus is a relatively minor mode of transport for the journey to school — 

seven out of every ten children were driven to school by their parents. This high level of 

car-dependence has profound implications for children’s independent mobility.  

 

2.41 Television, and the subsequent electronic revolution, have also changed the nature of 

the child-friendly town or suburb. It has created a generic universal and individualistic 

commercial culture that transcends local community. As an example of this, high profile 

sporting teams are no longer genuine city or suburban institutions with local heroes, but 

commercial enterprises selling their wares in a national or international marketplace. The 

culture of materialism fostered by television subverts children's developmental needs and 

subjects them to the commercial imperatives of the marketplace. To a significant extent, 

television has pre-empted some of the best time available to children for free and 

independent play. The child is becoming increasingly adult-directed, whether that 

direction be well intended or merely commercial. The advent of the home computer and a 

huge choice of electronic home entertainment options through cable and other networks, 

despite the many benefits these bring children, threaten to further reinforce this adult 

direction of their lives. 

 

2.42 Urban consolidation, as currently advocated, is not child-focussed either: indeed 

many of the ideas currently being promoted are positively anti-child. Katz (1995) notes 

how the society and culture of metropolitan New York is moving from one that ignored 

children towards one which positively discriminates against them. It is certainly possible, 

nevertheless, to envisage neighbourhoods which, while being more compact, can serve 

children's needs well. Those needsprivacy, freedom, and access to naturemust be 

understood by urban designers and all who are involved with planning for children.  

 

2.43 The role of culture is important. Play provides a complex range of experiences for 

children. These experiences may include the manipulation of nature, exploration of the 

natural and the built environment, opportunity for social interaction, opportunity for 

development of physical skills, and opportunity to compete with peers in formal sport. 

Some of these experiences relate to innate needs, but many relate to the culture in which 

the child lives. That culture may imply well understood gender roles, and dictate assigned 

patterns of play and play spaces to children. If society is content with the status quo it 

may be satisfied to perpetuate learned cultural roles rather than developing innate creative 

traits in its children. 

 

2.44 Culture itself is far from static. It is important to ensure that neither girls nor boys 

are impeded by artificial barriers to full development of intellectual capacity, self-

confidence, and humanity. Free play and exploration of the environment, as well as 
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participation in social and sporting activity, is important for both sexes in that 

development. 

 

2.45 It is difficult enough to redress gender imbalances in provision of sportsfields, where 

demand is capable of measurement, and space or time allocation of resources is 

administratively possible. This may well be a less daunting task than attempting to 

measure and account for the bias in provision of facilities for so-called free play or 

passive recreation, which, children themselves tell us is more important than sport. 

Gender bias in investment in recreational resources is rarely raised as a planning issue. 

 

2.46 The advent of child care centres for infants, and long day care for older children has 

created opportunities for women to forge careers and assert their independence. 

Nevertheless, without understanding of the innate needs of children, these institutions 

could easily place further constraints on the child's capacity for independent play and 

exploration. The main justification for design and location of child-care centres in 

Australian cities currently appears to be their commercial prospect (Walsh, 1994).  On the 

other hand if they are appropriately located, designed and managed with consideration of 

children's needs as first priority, they could be a liberating influence in the lives of those 

children who are otherwise rigidly confined to the home yard by parental fears for their 

safety. 

 

2.47 After-school long day care is frequently provided in school buildings and grounds. 

This may not be appropriate in that the logistics of care provision, as well as legal 

liability, focus attention on adult-directed ‘activities’keeping children occupied and out 

of troublerather than play. These centres should certainly have a domestic rather than 

an institutional character. Like homes, they should be located in places where children 

have access to quiet and attractive streets, parks and natural areas. Older children 

attending, especially after-school and in holiday times, should have freedoms equivalent 

to those they would enjoy from a parent at home.  

Why playgrounds? 

2.48 When children are under discussion by planners or urban designers the word 

‘playground’ instantly enters the discussion. Let us commence by stating what is patently 

obvious. Playgrounds are an important part of the child’s environment. The playground 

provided and operated by the local government authority, often, but not always, 

associated with public parks, is clearly a significant element in the city’s pattern of land 

uses for children aged from three to eight.  The children are the main beneficiaries, 

though parents or guardians who accompany them on their excursions to play also 

benefit. The school playground is just as obviously important for younger and older 

children. Children spend of the order of 200 days at school. Up to two hours of each 

school day is spent within the confines of the school playground. An environment in 

which young people spend so much time is surely worth serious consideration. Thus, 

while its cause is passionately espoused by a minority who recognise the importance of 

planning for children’s environmental needs, the playground is not usually one of the 

more important places in the repertoire of most urban designers or built environment 

researchers.  
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2.49 Play is now well recognised as an important factor in development of the child’s 

social and intellectual capacities. The classic works of Lady Allen of Hurtwood (1964), 

Clare Cooper (1970) and Arvid Bengtsson (1973) led to recognition that the playground 

must go beyond the provision of a few pieces of static equipment and provide 

opportunities for adventure, free play, exercise of the imagination, and independence 

from adult manipulation of play time and process. Many researchers, including Iona and 

Peter Opie (1969), Moore (1986b), Kritchevsky and Prescott (1977), Corkery (1987) and 

Walsh (1991) have contributed to the debate on the relationship between play and 

appropriate design of the playground and its composite elements, including the right 

allocations of space for equipment, free space and nature, so that it better fits the 

behavioural needs of its young users. Many Lismore and  Ipswich children told of the 

need for suitable equipment for the nine-to-twelves: most playgrounds are designed for 

the under-eights (Cunningham and Jones 1996, 1999). 

 

2.50 Beyond the ardour of playground designers and researchers, who seek this right 

balance of nature and artifice in the playground environment, are the manufacturers and 

purveyors of equipment and novelties with their claims for the developmental benefits or 

educational excellence of their products. Almost any conference on the topic of play and 

playgrounds is largely sponsored by these industries and their various colourful wares are 

prominently displayed for delegates. Paediatricians, concerned at playground injuries 

reported in their casualty departments, advise on safety standards to minimise risk. Social 

scientists, ever mindful of current ideological rectitude, advise on the appropriate social 

milieu to ensure lack of discrimination against any individual or group, while lawyers 

advocate measures in design and location of playgrounds and equipment to ensure that 

parents will be unable to blame the community or local authority for even the least hurt or 

injury sustained by children when using playgrounds. As with many aspects of modern 

life, the central players in all this — the children — are apt to be forgotten.  

 

2.51 Town planners develop formulae for the right distribution and sizes of playgrounds 

throughout the community An example of the typical practitioners’ attitudes to 

playgrounds is well illustrated by the quotation above from Lewis Keeble. Above all, one 

gets the impression that designers of the built environment have developed the notion that 

all children’s environmental needs can be encompassed in the design of the playground. 

Lismore and Ipswich children gave a more balanced picture of the role of the playground 

in their play. In their photographs, playgrounds and play equipment were important but 

not dominant elements. In their recording of feelings about favourite play spaces, and 

suggestions to planners concerning improvement of their environment, play on 

playground equipment ranked well behind other activities. 

 

2.52 Most adults, and especially those with some record of achievement in the 

community, have fond childhood memories of freedom to explore their urban or rural 

environment with considerable independence, and from a surprisingly early age (Aldrich, 

1979, Sobel 1990). Colin Ward (1991,105) describes the ability of city children to 

explore the metropolis by public transport, or the wonder of urban children exposed to the 

freedoms of the countryside by wartime evacuation (Ward, 1988, 48-56).  
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2.53 For the author this freedom was a significant shaper of my own adult life, and my 

personal experiences echo of the sort of childhood remembered by many adults. I grew 

up in the Blue Mountains, in the midst of dramatic cliff and forest scenery that was, and 

still is, both an adult and a child recreational paradise. This stunning natural environment 

was part of the everyday in my childhood. However, among my most cherished memories 

were the independent weekend excursions to Sydney, as an eleven year old with a ten 

year old brother in tow, to explore the whole metropolis on the city’s extensive electric 

train and tramway networks. Sixpence would buy an all day pass on the railway, and each 

tram ride, no matter how long, only cost a penny.  

 

2.54 These were perhaps privileged, but not unusual, experiences for children at the time. 

Similar stories are told of small children independently using the Glasgow tramways to 

access the countryside of Milngarvie from the central city slums (Liverani, 1978). The 

playscape, for many children of the mid twentieth century, was the whole city and 

surrounds, rather than specific parts of the environment set aside especially for children. 

The playground and its equipment was there, and for most it was a significant, but not 

overwhelmingly important, part of their playscape. The Ipswich children’s responses 

suggest that the attraction of nature and the urge to explore, not only the natural but also 

the artificial environment is still part of the drive of children (Cunningham and Jones 

1999). 

 

2.55 Modern lifestyle, and particularly in the modern city, does not deal so fairly with 

children. The focus on design of playgrounds as children’s environments is largely driven 

by the increasing constraints that lifestyle puts on the child’s ability to explore the world 

independently. Recent research in Australia by Cunningham and Jones (1996, 1999) 

gives some support to that perception, while demonstrating that the play environment of 

children aged from eight to twelve still extends well beyond the playground.  

 

Diminishing play ranges and children’s mobility 
2.56 The play ranges in Australian studies quoted above are echoed in studies done 

elsewhere in the world, and most researchers comment upon the diminishing of children’s 

independent range over time. Parental anxieties about children’s safety and the changing 

nature of childhood are the two most significant influences on children’s access to 

independent play (Valentine and McKendrick 1997). There appear to be many forces at 

work to cause this. Media reporting of violence against children clearly adds to the 

perception of fear held by parents. In many places a majority of households either have 

both parents, or a sole parent, in the paid workforce, giving rise greater incidence of non-

parental, and professional, adult supervision of children. There is naturally a fear of legal 

liability on the part of carers, and children are likely to be accorded less independence at 

a given age than a stay-at-home parent or guardian might allow. Overwhelmingly, 

however, decline of children’s independent mobility appears to be a function of the rise in 

popularity of private car transport and the increase of motor traffic on streets. 

 

2.57 This decline in children’s independent mobility is well documented. A survey 

conducted over two decades in the United Kingdom has shown a steep decline in the 
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mobility of junior school children in spite of an increase in bicycle ownership (Hillman 

1997). A parallel study in Canberra, Australia, has shown a similar and precipitant 

decline in children’s mobility (Tranter, 1993). Girls are suffering more restriction within 

their neighbourhood than boys (Hart 1979, Moore 1986, Matthews 1987, 1992), and this 

was clearly evident in the studies by Cunningham and Jones quoted above.  

 

2.58 Individual play opportunities, together with children’s development of 

environmental awareness and social interaction, have all suffered because of this 

declining mobility of children (van der Spek and Noyon 1997). Hillman (1997) found 

that boys were twice as likely to make the journey to school alone or in company of 

another their own age than girls, who were more likely to be accompanied by a parent. 

The freedom accorded by the car has, perhaps, made it easier for adults to maintain social 

networks. Nevertheless, the quality and frequency of public transport, necessary for the 

independent mobility of children, to explore their broader environment and maintain their 

own social networks, is reduced as adult usage declines, and travel costs increase. There 

is also a perception, exacerbated by sensational media reporting, that public transport is 

unsafe (Tranter, 1993). Notwithstanding the continuing reduction of children’s mortality 

in traffic accidents in most countries, the steady increase in motor traffic over the past 

four decades has reduced the ability of children to use streets safely, and at the same time 

has reduced the general utility of streets as social places (Appleyard 1970, Engwicht 

1992). Children are separated from desirable playspaces by major roads, and safe 

cycleways are rare. Some children responding to this Blue Mountains competition 

commented on the difficulties that highway development posed for them. 

City planning and children’s environments 

2.59 Given the physical and social changes in urban life and lifestyle in advanced 

industrial societies over the past half century or so, it is hardly surprising that these have 

had repercussions on the lives of children. Many of these changes have indeed been 

positive for children. Reduction of childhood diseases, generally better nutrition, and 

more interesting educational opportunities are among the many benefits. Perhaps also the 

fond memories which articulate adults have of past childhoods are somewhat 

romanticised and do not necessarily represent the typical experiences of all of their 

fellows. Nonetheless, it is clear that modern life has, at the very least, eroded the potential 

independent mobility of children, and, in taking away their freedom to move and explore, 

may have reduced the potential of children to grow up as independently-thinking adults. 

 

2.60 The playground is a very valuable and necessary part of the child’s opportunity 

spectrum of play environments, but are we asking too much of it to expect it fill all, or 

even most, of the many losses in children’s play opportunities created by changing 

lifestyle? Certainly there is much that can be done to understand play and to make the 

playground a more exciting and imaginative playspace. It does often have to substitute 

for environments for free play and imagination that previous generations of children 

could find for themselves. But, if thinking about children’s environments has come down 

almost solely to consideration of the design and location of playgrounds, is that not a 

confession of failure to include children’s needs in the broader perspectives of human 

behaviour, politics and social change as well as in urban planning and design?  
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2.61 The following sections deal with the specific ways I have attempted to find out, from 

Blue Mountains children themselves, firstly how they currently use their environment, 

and secondly what would they like to see done to transform that environment into 

something more suited to their needs. What they tell us is complex, but the overall 

impression is that the children’s suggestions to town planners are sensible, sincere, 

modest and , with good will from adults in the community, achievable. Implementation of 

their suggestions will not only improve the physical and social environment of the Blue 

Mountains for them but for most of the  adult community as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

24 

24 

3. The children’s competition 
 

3.1 It was with the above considerations in mind that the Blue Mountains City Council 

decided to capture the interest of children in the City Strategy. Young people of high 

school age have been directly included in the focus group workshops and the public 

consultation meetings held throughout the Mountains. For children of primary school 

ages, that is from seven to twelve or so, such processes were not appropriate: the children 

themselves are socialised  to defer to adults, and adults, while seeing the contributions of 

children as ‘cute’, might not take them seriously. 

 

3.2 On the other hand, a direct process of consultation with children is fraught with 

difficulties. Apart from the children’s own lack of experience and maturity in 

understanding the abstract processes and concepts involved (and it is difficult enough to 

achieve high-level abstract thinking in adult contributors) there are major methodological 

problems. A questionnaire completed by all children of primary school age might be a 

relatively efficient way of collecting information, but could questions be appropriately 

formulated to be on the wavelength of the children themselves? Achieving a reasonable 

sample of the City’s children for group discussions would be difficult enough. There are 

also ethical considerations which are important. Would it be possible to get parental 

permission for children to participate in such discussions? Could such discussions 

achieve results which were not unduly coloured by the opinions of parents, teachers and 

even the workshop facilitators. Very long lead times are involved in ensuring adequate 

ethical protection of children where a full research study was to take place. For these and 

other reasons it was decided to use a competition open to all primary school children in 

the Blue Mountains City area as the medium for exploring children’s ideas. 

 

3.3  Such a competition had many advantages.  It could be launched with relatively short 

lead times. It could be promoted through the primary schools in the area with spin-off 

educational benefits for the children. The children’s contributions were clearly voluntary. 

The promotion and judging of the competition was carried out quite independently of the 

analysis of the entries for the purposes of the work of the City Strategy team, so the value 

of the contribution to the planning process was not a criterion in the judging of the 

entries. 

 

3.4 The ‘distancing’ of the competition promotion from the purposes of the City Strategy 

consultation process did create some difficulties and flawed methodology. The rules of 

the competition, reproduced as Appendix B to this report had the unfortunate effect of 

suggesting to the children that a particular scenario for development should be envisaged 

(such as strong environmental restrictions, including prohibition on the keeping of exotic 

animals, such as cats and dogs, as pets). From the point of view of the City Strategy team, 

the objective was to ascertain what scenarios participants had for the future rather than 

how they would cope with pre-ordained scenarios. There was also a potential problem of 

‘prompting’ by over-enthusiastic teachers as the children prepared their submissions. 

There was also little control, in the way the competition entries were managed, of 

children influencing each other. In the entries I did detect a certain amount of ‘clustering’ 

of particular issues in submissions from specific schools. 
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3.5 It is probably fair to say that these constraints influenced the range of issues that the 

children adduced in their responses, and certainly affected the issues most commonly 

addressed. However, the way in which children addressed the issues demonstrated that 

they were not willing to take the suggested constraints for granted. In many cases the 

submissions ignored the ‘rules’ or imaginatively invented ways of circumventing those 

rules. I am therefore confident that the matters provoked by any suggestions made to 

children by the competition organisers, by teachers and by other children would have 

arisen in any case. 

 

3.6 In analysing the entries to the competition I had to distance myself from the manner 

in which the children expressed their ideas. It is easy enough to be seduced by whimsical 

turns of phrase, colourful illustration, or a child’s quaint but awkward spelling or syntax. 

What was being said was more important than the way that it was communicated. In 

quoting from the children’s entries in the passages that follow, I have therefore taken the 

liberty of editing the expression to ensure that the substance of the comment rather than 

merely its ‘cuteness’ is clear. Nevertheless such editing has been done with the lightest of 

touch: the expression of the sentence or phrase is still that of the child concerned. 

 

3.7 I was provided with photocopies of 272 entries. Three of these were duplicates, where 

the entry had been submitted privately as well as through the child’s school. There were 

thus 269 entries available for analysis.  

 

3.8 Most entries were submitted through schools. Table 3.1 indicates the schools that 

submitted entries on behalf of 259 children. These represented children from most parts 

of the Blue Mountains with the surprising exception of Katoomba itself. Apart from three 

entries from St Canices School there appeared to be no entries from Katoomba or North 

Katoomba primary schools. There were thirteen entries submitted privately. 

Notwithstanding the lack of entries from some of the schools in the City, the 269 entries 

received do represent a reasonable cross-section of the children of the Blue Mountains. 

 
TABLE 3.1 SCHOOLS REPRESENTED  

 
Blackheath Public School 

St Canices School Katoomba 

John Wycliffe School 

Korowal School 

Lawson Public School 

Hazlebrook Public School 

Springwood Public school 

St Thomas Aquinas, Springwood 

Winmalee public School 

Ellison Public School North Springwood 

Blaxland east Public School 

St Finbars School, Glenbrook 

Lapstone Public School 

Private Submissions. 

 

3.9 Each entry was carefully read and any matter that could potentially be related to the 

City Strategy was noted, no matter how fleetingly the child might have introduced or 
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discussed it. In addition, the style of the entry, its tone (whether optimistic, neutral or 

pessimistic), the general type of future society projected (whether Highly technological, 

much as at present, or employing simpler technology than at present) and the roles which 

the children saw for themselves as adults were recorded.  

 

3.10 The data arising from content analysis were analysed for four groups: 

 

• Junior boys, aged 6 to 9 

• Junior girls aged 6 to 9 

• Senior boys aged 10 to 12 

• Senior girls aged 10 to 12 

 

3.11 The format of entries was very varied. Some children submitted their entries in 

poster form, but most presented text entries with many of them illustrated. Entries ranged 

from simple text statements on a single page to short stories and even novellas of many 

pages with five or more chapters. The quality of literacy demonstrated by the entries was 

very good, and obviously a credit to the children concerned and their schools. Ideas were 

imaginatively conceived and clearly articulated. The entries were separately judged for 

the purposes of the competition and the prizes were awarded before the copies of entries 

were sent to me. The criteria for judging did not thus form part of my analysis. Every 

entry was examined on its intrinsic merits for the role it played in children’s 

understanding and contribution to matters of concern to the City Strategy. 

 

Children and time 
3.12 The entries reflected the children’s perception of the passage of time. For an adult 25 

years is not an immense span of time, but for an eight year old child it is three times the 

span of their life’s experience, and double that span for a twelve year old. This, to the 

child is a long way into the future. The children’s responses therefore tended to reflect 

futuristic, science-fiction type scenarios, though, as we shall see, not all of these were 

optimistic: 

 

“There will be no work. All the machines will do all the work. There will be 

powered houses run by sunlight” (Junior girl) 

 

“ These days everything is hover, like hover bikes, hover scooters, and hover 

boards, but I just like old fashioned horse riding”. (Senior girl) 

 

“They, teleporters, will transport us to anywhere as long as it is on earth, but 

people will still walk if they feel as though they still need a bit of fresh air and 

exercise” (Senior Boy) 

 

Children’s wisdom and development of communication skills 
3.13 Quite a few of the entries expressed a deep sense of wisdom on the part of the child 

– an understanding that not all the promises of technology will be for better or worse, but 

that what is good will depend upon our humanity. The expression of ideas was sometimes 

very poetic: 
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“Just as I opened the door, I had a flash of deja-vu, as if this had happened 

before, and I went inside and thought about it. It was like a ribbon out of reach, a 

familiar thing I couldn't grasp, just above my hand. Still, like any ‘unimportant’ 

thing in our modern world, by the next morning I had forgotten it and all traces of 

the unknowing innocence of childhood” (Senior boy) 

 

“I decided to go back to 2001 and enjoy my life while I am still growing up and 

while it is the same” (Senior girl) 

 

“I thought it was strange that people were getting so lazy because they were 

working on the internet” (Senior girl) 

 

“ ‘I agree the future is kind of boring’, Joe said, putting on a bored voice” 

(Senior girl) 

 

“Remember things will change. Nothing seems to stay the same”. (Junior girl) 

 

“In a way I liked life in 2001 because you weren’t as lazy then”. (Senior boy) 

 

“I would be happy whatever happens to the Blue Mountains so long as we take 

care of it”. (Senior girl) 

 

“I know that things change and there is nothing much you can do about it” 

(Senior girl) 

 

“Some of the new ways of life are good but I still miss a lot of the old ones. new 

inventions have really changed our town and many other places like it — some 

good, some bad”. (Senior Boy) 

 

“The population of the Blue Mountains has increased dramatically in the last 

twenty years because it is such a nice place to live”. (Senior girl) 

 

“ If you want a good future you have to put in for it as well”(Senior girl).  

 

3.14 It may be of interest to educators that the entries reflected the earlier development of 

literacy skills in girls well-reported in educational research. Entries from girls tended to 

be more elaborate on the whole than those from boys. Only 2% of entries from boys 

exceeded four pages whereas 11% of those from girls did so. Whereas 71% of boys’ 

entries consisted of a single page, only 58% of entries from girls were single-page efforts. 

Nevertheless there were excellent insights from both long and short entries and on the 

whole the contribution from each of the four groups was a balanced one. Brevity, from 

either sex, was often the soul of wit. 
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‘Tone’ of entries 
3.15 The ‘tone of each entry was noted. Three categories were used: 

 

• Positive tone: where the author expressed optimism and a relatively unconstrained 

and happy lifestyle in the future compared with what they currently experienced. 

 

• Neutral tone: where the future was portrayed with a matter-of-fact narrative that 

expressed neither satisfaction nor dissatisfaction with the state of things in the 

future, expressed a future very much like the present, or balanced the plusses and 

minuses of future life. 

 

• Negative tone: where the future was portrayed as being less satisfactory than the 

present, either because of a decline in the security of society, or where the society 

was so restrictive and rule-bound that people had less choice than at present in the 

way they lived their lives. 

 

3.16 The results on this count were perhaps surprising: our children are not overly 

optimistic about their future. Only 24% of submissions overall had a positive tone. 

Considerably more (35%) were negative about what lay ahead. Many entries described a 

loss of environmental quality: 

 

‘In 2025 all the real trees will be gone and there will only be holograms” (Junior 

girl). 

 

“I think there should be fewer machines and they should leave the environment 

alone”. (Junior girl). 

 

“We now have very few bush lands for some people decided to burn them up, or 

maybe it was the hot weather we had in 2018”. (Junior Girl) 

 

“A few years ago this used to be bush – all bush – but now it’s all concrete. 

Nothing is the same any more, but just big buildings and flying cars” (Senior girl) 

 

3.17 Other pessimistic views were based on the kind of society that the writer saw 

developing in the Blue Mountains: 

 

“I think that in 2025 the Blue Mountains will be a polluted tourist-filled paradise 

full of resorts and hotels” (Senior Boy) 

 

“The grass would be fake in parks and picnic areas so you don’t have to look 

after it”. (Senior girl) 

 

3.18 The younger boys were the most positive group, but only 16 out of 54 presented a 

clearly optimistic scenario. This was often enough the result of clever technology that 

resolved many current problems. This is perhaps the way that children deal with 
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problems: they wish it away by finding magical solutions. Adults, on the other hand, wish 

the problem away by pretending that it does not exist. 

 

“We would have cars with no exhaust pipe so the cars wouldn’t pollute” (Junior 

boy) 

 

3.19 Girls in both groups were inclined to be less positive about the future than boys. 

However the level of pessimism increased with age and there was not much difference in 

this respect between the senior boys and girls. However, not to over-emphasise the 

negative comments, there were indeed many entries that conveyed the idea that the future 

would be better than the present: 

 

“The Blue Mountains is a wonderful warm caring and beautiful place and I never 

want to leave”. (Senior Boy) 

 

The type of future 
3.20 The children were more or less evenly divided as a whole on whether the future 

would be dominated by high or low technology. Roughly a third saw a high-tech future:  

 

“There will be no work. All the machines will do all the work. There will be 

powered houses run by sunlight”. (Junior girl) 

 

3.21 A few more saw it very much as it is today, and a few less saw the future in 

distinctly low-technology, back-to-the earth terms. For Junior boys this even split was 

exact. Junior girls strongly favoured a low-tech society in the future. The Senior boys and 

girls reflected the pattern of thinking of the juniors. Senior boys saw a predominantly 

high-tech future whereas senior girls were more likely to consider less dramatic changes 

from the present in either direction. 

 

Children seeing themselves as adults 
3.21 The competition ‘rules’ asked children to put themselves into adult roles 25 years 

ahead. Many of them obviously found this sort of projection difficult and confined 

themselves to narrative descriptions of what they thought the future would be like. While 

only one quarter of the children saw themselves in specific occupations, the range of 

suggested jobs was very diverse, and very few of the jobs were duplicated in other 

responses. Apart from the occasional solar car mechanic, they were generally occupations 

that exist at the present time. I had the impression that those children who saw themselves 

in specific occupations had already begun to think seriously about what they would be 

when they grew up. Appendix A tabulates the occupations described.  

 

3.22  More of the children (38%) saw themselves in the role of parents in 25 years time. 

They had families ranging from one to five children, possibly reflecting the families they 

themselves came from. It is perhaps revealing of children’s increasing awareness of their 

society that senior boys and girls were less inclined to see themselves as parents than 

were the juniors (24% as against 56% respectively). Within each group, seniors and 

juniors, the proportion of girls and boys who envisaged a role as parents was very similar. 
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4. Strategic issues raised by children in their submissions 
 

The main issues 
4.1  The principal part of the analysis was recording the issues raised by the children in 

their submissions. In all, a total of 32 issues were raised, though some were mentioned by 

only one or two children. Appendix A lists the issues raised and the frequency of 

mention.  

 

4.2  While there were many matters raised by only a handful of children, this is not to say 

that these might not be important. Seven senior children wrote about sense of community 

which is something strongly raised by adults in the community and focus group 

workshops. Three children wrote about the consequences of war — something that surely 

could upset and change many plans which people hold for the future. Three raised the 

point that petrol might well become scarce. Four mentioned graffiti and vandalism. While 

only one child mentioned heritage protection, that is surely an important matter for the 

community to consider. Indeed all of the ‘minor’ items on the list, though mentioned by 

less than ten percent of all children, are nevertheless important matters to be placed on 

the check list of the strategic planners. Good ideas are not necessarily democratic. 

 

4.3 Nevertheless the analysis did reveal that some issues were raised by many of the 

children, and it is with some degree of confidence it can be implied that these are 

particularly the matters which are of concern to people of these age groups. To some 

extent these were also matters where the competition ‘rules’ were leading the children. 

Nevertheless, the children showed in the way that they responded to these concerns that 

these matters were genuinely important to them. It was indeed reassuring that the children 

often ignored or bent the rules.  

 

4.4 Table 4.1 summarises the top ten issues for the children as a whole as well as listing 

the rank of that issue in the responses of each of the four groups. Each of the important 

issues will be discussed in rank order shown in that table. Matters which were among the 

top ten in each of the four individual groups will also be taken into account, even if they 

were not in the top ten of overall rankings. 
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TABLE 4.2 PRINCIPAL ISSUES RAISED IN THE CHILDREN’S SUBMISSIONS 

 

Issue and overall 

rank 

No % Rank for 

Junior 

boys 

Rank for 

Junior 

girls 

Rank for 

senior 

boys  

Rank for 

senior 

girls 
1. Cars, personal mobility 

and traffic 

116 43 2 8 1 3 

2. Urban development 

impact 

109 41 4 n 3 1 

3. Places to play 98 36 6 n 2 2 

4. Trees and natural 

bushland 

90 33 7 2 5 6 

5. Ability to have pets 73 27 1 1 n 9 

6. Public transport 72 27 n n 4 5 

7. Pollution  69 26 n n 7 4 

8. Clever technology 68 25 9 4 6 8 

9. Solar energy 55 20 3 9 8 10 

10. Play things and 

equipment 

49 18 5 n n n 

Issues in the top ten for 

each group but not making 

these rankings overall 

(shown as ‘n’ in table) 

  Home 

gardens. 

 

Home with 

backyard 

Water 

scarcity. 

 

Recycling 

 

Home 

backyard. 

 

Damage by 

exotic plants 

and animals. 

 

Limits on 

population 

growth 

 

Crime and 

security. 

 

Limits on 

population 

growth. 

Crime and 

security 

 

Cars, personal mobility and traffic 

4.5 Senior children were specifically asked by the competition rules to think about how 

they travelled around the Blue Mountains, so it is hardly surprising that cars or car-

substitutes featured heavily in their accounts. It was the most frequently mentioned matter 

by Senior Boys and ranked third for senior girls. Junior children were not specifically 

prompted in this respect, but issues surrounding cars still ranked second for boys and 

eighth for girls. This gives some reassurance that the issue was important to the children 

themselves and the adult prompting did not unduly emphasise it. 

 

4.6 In most cases cars were the magical means of obtaining personal mobility. 

Overwhelmingly they relied on totally new technologies. They hovered, ran on electricity 

generated from the sun, and were equipped with all sorts of communication devices. They 

did not pollute the atmosphere, but they were still kept in home garages. They still had to 
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be parked at the local business centre. So, while children recognised the adverse 

consequences from pollution and the burning of fossil fuels, they welcomed with 

considerable joy the freedom and personal mobility that these magical vehicles would 

give them when they were grown up.  

 

4.7 In many submissions there was a feeling that this was a release from their currently 

confined and restricted ability to move around the neighbourhood independently. In 

particular, children are troubled by the impact of the current upgrading of the great 

Western Highway. In a few cases this was quite explicitly expressed: 

 

“ In the future there might not be any cars. We will have to ride on horses”. 

(Junior girl) 

 

“I walk wherever I go. I do not have any machines”. (Junior girl) 

 

“I’m glad people have started riding their bikes and walking instead of driving 

cars”. (Senior boy) 

 

“There will not be any petrol stations because people ride bikes, walk, ride 

scooters skateboards or rollerblades”. (senior girl) 

 

“They are always changing the highway and it is hard to get through to the other 

side”. (Senior girl) 

 

“There should be at least four roads crossing under the highway in each town so 

it isn’t so hard to cross the highway” (Senior girl) 

 

“The highway has four lanes. It is extremely busy because people like living 

here”. (Senior boy)  

 

“I think the front of the school in Lawson should not be pulled down because that 

would be a stupid idea. Roads or education: which would you prefer”. (Senior 

boy) 

 

“In the year 2025, I would like better access to the other side of the railway line” 

(Senior boy) 

 

“In the future please don’t make any more highways and don’t extend any”. 

(Senior boy) 

 

“The city council will not have put in the four lane highway because there will be 

more pollution in the air which will affect kids near the road”. (Senior boy) 

 

“I reckon we should go back to the olden days because of cars and other polluting 

things”. (Senior boy) 
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The impact of urbanisation 
4.8 This category embraced all mentions of the built environment and references to urban 

growth. Some mention was made by 41% of children. They were more or less equally 

divided on whether urban growth was a good or a bad thing. To some extent they were 

prompted by the rules of the competition which asked them what sorts of houses that they 

would be living in, but there were also many free comments about the nature of the 

broader city. Most commonly children saw themselves living in multi-storey housing in 

suburbs comprised of such housing, though there were a few exceptions: 

 

“My home is going to be a hut made out of bamboo. I am going to sleep in a 

tree”. (junior boy) 

 

 “The best part of being in the Blue Mountains is that it is not like Sydney”. 

(Senior boy) 

 

“There aren’t many houses around any more as some people wanted to move 

away so they sold their houses to the government and the government planted 

trees on the land where the house was. It is a lot better than it used to be”. 

(Senior boy) 

 

4.9 Comments on the broader form of the city of 2025 envisaged by the children tended 

more often to be negative rather than positive, but there was also a sense of inevitability 

in the writing. It was as though with the best will and planning intentions it was not 

possible to halt the slide into urban anonymity: 

 

“We’ll have to make ourselves entertained. The national parks will be full of 

tourists. We won’t be able to use up loads of room. We will have to share it”. 

(Junior girl) 

 

“People won’t be seeing each other”. (Junior boy) 

 

“Thinking back on things that have changed in the last twenty-four years, I feel 

sad that we will have less space, but I do feel that other people have to live on the 

planet as they have been born to live”. (Junior boy) 

 

“In the future there are more take-aways and people sell more drugs and 

alcohol”. (Senior girl) 

 

“Half of the bush has been bulldozed and all these brick houses have been built”. 

(Senior girl) 

 

 “It used to be a dream place to live, but now it is like the city”. (Senior girl) 

 

“Noise throughout the whole suburb. Winmalee is horrible”. (Senior girl) 
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4.10 On the other hand there were many positive comments on effects of urbanisation 

which were seen to make the City more entertaining and interesting to live in. One girl 

referred to the need for a special place for children to be able to ‘hang out’: 

 

“I wish our town had billions of trees and rainforests with lots of places like 

Leura with fabulous coffee shops and lots of colour”. (Senior girl) 

 

“There are no pubs pokies or casinos in the Blue Mountains, so it is  a much 

better place”. (Junior boy) 

 

“There might be more entertainment and more night activities so people can have 

more fun”. (Senior girl) 

 

“Next we went to Leura and stopped outside a cafe called ‘Kids Only Cafe’ for 

kids aged 9 to 14 to go have a drink and hang out”. (Senior girl) 

 

Places to play 
4.11 This category took in all references to geographic locations of play places, as 

distinct from play toys and equipment, which was regarded as a separate category. The 

issue was prompted in the rules for senior students but not for juniors. Notwithstanding 

this prompting, it featured in the top ten list of three of the four groups: sixth for junior 

boys, and second for senior girls and boys. It was only mentioned by three junior girls. 

One would expect children to have a vital interest in play places as it is an issue that 

directly affects them. The majority of mentions were by way of saying that such places 

were lacking in the environment, or in some way deficient:  

 

“Play equipment in parks does not exist any more because of too many accidents 

from children falling off and equipment breaking or being vandalised. Instead we 

have game and exercise stations where we play computer games in a sealed-off 

section of the park. Ball games can still be played but under supervision in court 

areas”. (Senior boy) 

 

“More dog parks should be built to encourage young people to get outside to 

walk their dog off or on the leash”. (Senior girl) 

 

4.12 Nevertheless there were also many descriptions of the child, as a parent in the future, 

taking children to the local park to play games or have a picnic. Clearly the children did 

value the formal park places in their town, even if they were critical of standards of 

maintenance and upkeep. 

 

Protection of the natural environment 

4.13 Closely related to the matter of provision of parks and recreation space is that of 

protection of the natural environment and urban bushland. The research quoted in section 

2 above emphasised the importance of natural areas for children, and particularly 

interstitial bushland in urban areas. While this issue was indeed prompted by the 

competition rules it would be expected that it would be one of the priorities of children 
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anyway. It was on the top ten list of all groups, and One third of all children mentioned it 

in their stories. Most descriptions related to the need to preserve the natural bushland of 

the area. The Planting of Canary Island palm trees in the highway median at Blaxland 

came in for some adverse comment and with considerable wit: 

 

“There would be native flowers, not like the palm trees on the highway at 

Blaxland” (Senior girl) 

 

“The palm trees the council had stupidly planted had died, looking only slightly 

more attractive than when they were alive”. (Senior boy) 

 

4.14 One particularly charming comment ties together a lot of child folklore about the 

favourite secret place involving waterfalls and creeks: 

 

“If my house gets on fire I have a secret passage which is under the waterfall. The 

waterfall leads to a creek in my backyard”. (Junior boy) 

 

Ability to keep pets 
4.14 Children, especially younger children, have a natural affinity with animals and the 

keeping of pets is almost universal. Junior children were prompted by the competition 

rules that exotic animals such as cats, dogs and rabbits would be banned. One could 

almost palpably sense their anger at such a suggestion. This was the number one issue for 

both junior boys and junior girls. The older children were not thus prompted but the issue 

still emerged as important and was ninth in the list of mentions by senior girls. Many 

children simply ignored the rules and wrote about the dogs and cats they would have: 

 

“We can’t take our dog for a walk so he has an exercise machine” (Junior girl) 

 

“Dogs and cats will wear special collars that will stop them killing other 

animals”. (Junior boy) 

 

“We still have dogs and cats, rats, guinea pigs and the other old style pets, and 

the shops are still in village form too”. (Junior boy) 

 

“I will have a bulldog”. (Junior boy) 

 

“I own 50 square metres of flat land with my own animals such as pigs, cows, 

sheep and a sheepdog named Humphrey”. (Junior boy) 

 

“I don’t want any plants and just one cat”. (Junior boy) 

 

“For my pets I would have two cats and two dogs”. (Junior boy) 

 

“I think dogs are the favourite, but we do have lots of cats, birds, fish, mice, 

hermit crabs and even yabbies”. (Senior girl) 
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“Cats no longer kill native animals because at 7 weeks old they are injected with 

microchips that tell them not to”. (Senior girl) 

 

“Domesticated cats should have to wear a collar with two bells so that native 

animals can get out of the way when the cat’s about to pounce”. (Senior girl) 

 

“I have got two cats and one is pregnant. I also have two dogs and one of them is 

pregnant”. (Senior boy) 

 

4.15 It was significant that so many children felt free to ignore the constraints which the 

rules of the competition were supposed to put on them. If they could do so in this instance 

then they probably could also have done so in dealing with other issues. This is 

reassuring as it does indicate that the issues raised in their writing as a whole genuinely 

reflect their thinking rather than that of the adults who devised the competition and its 

rules. Many other children accepted the ban on cats and dogs, but substituted pets that 

would be equally damaging to the environment. Some accepted native animals (which 

cannot currently legally be kept as companion animals) as substitutes for their usual pets. 

Others mentioned robotic pets which would be just like the real thing but which would 

not damage the environment: 

 

“The man-eating plants in our back yard are chomping all the parrots that fly 

by”. (Junior girl) 

 

“The pets I will have will be camels, emus, monkeys and also cyber pets”. (Junior 

girl) 

 

“Pets might be wombats, kangaroos, snakes and goldfish”. (Junior Boy) 

 

“We also have pets but not ordinary pets. These are cyber pets. Cyber pets learn 

from their website. They make great companions”. (Junior boy) 

 

“Instead of real cats and dogs there will be robotic ones”. (Senior girl) 

 

4.16 There is a very clear message for planners coming out of all this. Pets are very 

important to children of this age. While we understand the significance of feral exotic 

animals in environmental degradation we must also understand the needs of children to 

interact with companion animals. It is not simply a matter of banning cats and dogs or 

whatever from the neighbourhood: a very significant part of the population needs them. 

 

Public transport 
4.17 Issues related to public transport ranked just behind pets, with again one third of the 

children mentioning them. Relatively few children wrote about trains and buses: they 

were thinking of futuristic transport options such as hover trains and magnetic levitation 

vehicles that were both faster and more frequent than current services. Public transport 

was much more of an issue for the older groups of children than it was for the younger 

ones. Perhaps this was because the senior primary children were starting to test their 
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independence and trusting and enlightened parents were letting them use the public 

transport services. In this way they were becoming more aware of the deficiencies of 

what was on offer. 

 

Pollution 
4.18 This was another ‘prompted’ issue. It ranked just behind public transport in 

importance with 27% of children referring to it in their stories. Again it was more an 

issue for the older children. 

 

Clever technology 
4.19 This was prompted in several ways, and is also natural that it is a matter that springs 

to mind whenever one is asked to think about the future. Children wrote about wondrous 

machines that cooked, cleaned, delivered goods and generally served as mechanical 

slaves to a lotus-eating society. The internet, in particular was singled out as the way to 

shop and transact business. Most references were of the wide-eyed ‘gee whiz’ positive 

kind, but, as we saw in Section Three, not all children were enamoured of the 

technological future. The following quotations sum up the extreme positions on the 

continuum: 

 

“ Our brand new cinema size television with 200,000 channels has so many 

channels it needs five controls” (Senior boy) 

 

“ I personally think the internet is a truckload of cow manure without the aroma. 

So booorrring”. (Senior girl) 

 

Solar energy 
4.20  This was another prompted matter. The children showed great enthusiasm for solar 

energy, based presumably on a common misconception (among adults as well as 

children) that it is ‘free’ energy without adverse environmental consequences. Solar 

energy was mentioned by 20% of the children with another 3% mentioning harnessing of 

wind power. 

 

Play things, including toys and play equipment 
4.21 This was the last of the ‘top ten’ groups of issues overall, though it only appeared in 

the top ten list of the junior boys. The children envisaged all manner of clever electronic 

toys, gadgets, and play equipment that would accompany play in the year 2025. Many of 

them, despite the fact that they hovered or flew, served similar purposes to current day 

equipment such as skateboards, scooters and bicycles. The message is clear enough: 

never mind the magic elements, children need places to play with these things and 

appropriate paths and safe paths to allow them to use them as serious transport around the 

neighbourhood. 

 

Other issues 
4.22 There were several matters which were not in the ‘top ten’ group overall, but which 

were specifically important to particular groups of children. The Junior girls (33%) 

mentioned water scarcity more than twice as much as other groups — possibly as a result 
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of prompting — but the issue was also mentioned by 14% of all children. For junior boys 

and Junior girls the home backyard was important enough to make their individual top 

ten lists. The home backyard is important for children and especially for children under 9 

years of age who have limited independent range. This is important to remember when 

many adults are advocating forms of housing with limited area in backyards if any at all: 

 

“I would like my garden to be just the way I have it now, but would like some 

flowers to be native and I want some more trees in my backyard”. (Junior girl) 

 

“The vegetables include pumpkin, broccoli, sweet potato, cauliflower, carrots, 

tomatoes, beetroot, avocardo and lots of other great stuff”. (Junior boy) 

 

4.23 Crime and security were mentioned quite often by senior boys and particularly by 

senior girls. Children wrote about household security systems to prevent burglary and 

surveillance systems in public spaces. Does this say anything about declining sense and 

community and lack of confidence by adults living in parts of the Blue Mountains? 

 

“It’s very peaceful because there are security cameras almost around every 

corner”. (Senior girl) 

 

4.25 The damage done to the environment by exotic plants and animals was a particular 

concern of junior girls. The issue was also raised by senior boys and girls and in total was 

mentioned by 9% of the children. 

 

4.26 For both junior girls and senior boys the notion of the need to limit the population of 

the Blue mountains was a significant issue. Overall only 8% of children mentioned this 

matter, but when they did they were very explicit: 

 

“I think you should not have too many people living in the Blue Mountains 

because they are destroying the animals homes”. (Junior girl) 

 

4.27 In general, I believe that the results of the analysis of the children’s entries in the 

competition do fairly reflect the view of children in so far as it is possible to encapsulate 

those views. While most of the more commonly mentioned issues and topics were 

probably influenced by the prompting involved in the competition rules there is sufficient 

evidence, in the way that children were prepared to ignore or react against those rules, 

that most of the issues would have arisen spontaneously in their work in the absence of 

that prompting. While the order of frequency of mention might have changed in that 

situation, I believe that much the same issues would have emerged at the top of the 

children’s lists. 

 

Chris Cunningham, 24 January 2002. 
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APPENDIX A. SUMMARY DATA FROM THE  ANALYSIS  
 

 

1. The type of submission 
 

Type of submission Junior 

Boys 

n=54 

Junior 

Girls 

n=58 

Senior 

Boys 

n=74 

Senior 

Girls 

n=83 

Children 

n=269 

% 

Lavish, many pages, illustrations 2 5 1 11 19 7 

Medium, 2-4 pages 14 19 21 25 79 29 

Brief, one page only 38 34 52 47 171 64 

 

2 Tone of the submission 
 

Quality of tone Junior 

Boys 

n=54 

Junior 

Girls 

n=58 

Senior 

Boys 

n=74 

Senior 

Girls 

n=83 

Children 

n=269 

% 

Positive tone 16 9 21 18 64 24 

Neutral tone 34 31 17 28 110 41 

Negative tone 4 18 36 37 95 35 

 

 

3. The type of future envisaged by the children 
 

Type Junior 

Boys 

n=54 

Junior 

Girls 

n=58 

Senior 

Boys 

n=74 

Senior 

Girls 

n=83 

Children 

n=269 

% 

High technology 18 12 36 29 95 35 

As now 18 12 27 41 98 36 

Low technology 18 34 11 13 76 29 

 

 

3. Children’s envisaged employment in 25 years 
 

Job type Junior 

Boys 

n=54 

Junior 

Girls 

n=58 

Senior 

Boys 

n=74 

Senior 

Girls 

n=83 

Children 

n=269 

% 

Not stated 42 41 46 72 201 75 

Stated 12 17 28 11 68 25 

Parent role* 31 32 18 20 101 38 

Occupations cited: orthodontist, motor mechanic (3), spy, herbalist, writer, lawyer, teacher (5), pet store 

owner, mouse breeder, doctor, electrician, secretary, flying train manager, computer operator (6), national 

park worker (6), songwriter, vet (3), fashion designer, scientist (4), military, truck driver, wholesaler, 

entrepreneur, graphic artist (2), music impresario, footballer, university lecturer, bank officer, hostler, 

inventor, film director, health worker. 
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4. Issues raised in the submission relevant to the City Strategy 
 

Issue and Rank Junior 

Boys 

n=54 

Junior 

Girls 

n=58 

Senior 

Boys 

n=74 

Senior 

Girls 

n=83 

All 

children 

n=269 

% 

(approx) 

1 Cars and personal mobility* 23 11 44 38 116 43 

2 Urban development impact* 20 7 34 48 109 41 

3 Places to play* 19 3 37 39 98 36 

4 Trees and natural bushland* 17 22 23 28 90 33 

5 Ability to have pets* 38 25 5 15 73 27 

6 Public transport* 5 7 31 29 72 27 

7 Pollution* 7 16 16 30 69 26 

8 Clever technology* 15 16 21 16 68 26 

9 Solar energy 21 10 11 13 55 20 

10 Play things and equipment* 20 7 12 10 49 18 

11 Water scarcity 6 17 5 9 37 14 

12 House with a backyard* 13 13 6 4 36 13 

13 Crime and security 5 0 8 17 30 11 

14 Home grown produce 16 6 4 3 29 11 

15 Damage from exotic species 0 12 5 8 25 9 

16 Waste collection/disposal 6 6 6 6 24 9 

17 Limits on population growth 0 8 8 5 21 8 

18 Enhanced greenhouse effect 3 4 2 9 18 7 

19 Tourism  1 0 5 8 14 5 

20 Bikes and footpaths 2 0 5 5 12 4 

20 School facilities 3 0 2 7 12 4 

22 Recycling 7 0 0 2 9 3 

23 Wind farms for energy 0 2 3 2 7 3 

23 Sense of community 0 0 1 6 7 2 

25 Graffiti and vandalism 0 1 1 2 4 2 

25 Share and barter economy 0 3 0 1 4 2 

27 Bushfires 3 0 0 0 3 1 

27 Petrol shortage 0 3 0 0 3 1 

27 War 0 1 2 0 3 1 

30 Aboriginal culture 0 0 0 2 2 1 

30 Local University 1 0 0 1 2 1 

32 Heritage protection 0 0 1 0 1 - 

 

• Issues where the children were ‘led’ by the competition instructions. 
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Appendix B. The competition package 

CHILDREN’S WEEK  
STORY WRITING COMPETITION 

 
 

SUMMARY STATEMENT  

 

� Two categories 

� Age 7-9 and age 10-12 attending primary school  

� or  

� Years  2-4 and years 5-6. 

� Two prizes in each category  -  4x $50 prizes. 

� Theme - Living a Sustainable Life in a World Heritage National Park. 
 

 

Publicity 

 

� Public notice in Gazette. 

� Distribution of Information Kits to Schools and Libraries. 
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Category One 
 

� Age group 7years-9years 

� Write a story about what you imagine your home will be like in 20 

years time in the year 2025. 

� What will your home be made of. 

� What machines will you have in it. 

� What pets will you have. 

 

 

 

Category Two 
 

� Age group-10years-12years 

� Write a story about what you imagine your town will look like in in 

the year 2025. 

� What shops/businesses will there be. 

� What will parks/recreation areas have in them. 

� What will houses look like. 
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Category One 
 

Age Group 7-9 Years 
Imagine that you are an adult living in the Blue Mountains in 2025.  Write a story 

about what you think your home will be like then.   

We know that our climate will be warmer and that we will have more people living on 

our planet.   

We may have very strict rules about what we can do with our land and buildings, what 

we grow and where we put our rubbish because we are living in a World Heritage 

Park. We may also be restricted in how we use water and power and how we travel 

because cars are very polluting. 

 

� Think about what your home will look like. 

� What building materials will it be made from? 

� What plants will grow in your living space? 

� What will the children in your family play with? 

� What machines will you have?  

� What work will they do? 

� Imagine that introduced pets such as dogs cats and rabbits will be banned - 

What pets will you have? 

Write a story that will tell us what you would like your home to be like in 2025.  You 

can illustrate it with pictures if you wish. 
 

Write your name, age and school or home address on the top of the 

page and send it to: 

 

Children’s Services Development Officer 

Blue Mountains City Council 

PO Box 189 

KATOOMBA 2780 

 
All entries remain the property of  

Blue Mountains City Council 
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Category Two 
 
Age Group 10-12 Years 
Imagine that you are an adult living in the Blue Mountains in 2025.  Write a story about 

what you think your town will be like then. 

Imagine that our climate will be warmer and there will be many more people that want to 

live in the Blue Mountains.  There may be more tourists visiting the city.    

We may have restrictions on how much water and power we can use or how we travel 

because cars are very polluting, there also may be strict rules about where we put our 

rubbish and what types of buildings we build. 

Some of the things you may like to consider when writing your story may be:  

� What shops/businesses will there be?  

� Will the internet change the way we do business?  

� Will there still be petrol stations, corner shops, supermarkets?  

� What will parks and recreation areas have in them?  

� What types of play equipment, ground cover and trees will we have?  

� What types of sporting field’s will we need or other activity areas like swimming pools? 

� What will houses look like? What will they be made of, what will they have in their 

gardens? 

� What will people travel in? Will we still drive cars?  

� Will we still have a railway line? 

Write a story that will tell us what you would like your town to be like in 2025.  You can 

illustrate it with pictures if you wish. 

Write your name, age and school or home address on the top of the page and send it to: 

 

 

 

Children’s Services Development Officer 

Blue Mountains City Council 

PO Box 189 

KATOOMBA 2780 
 

All entries remain the property of Blue Mountains City Council 

 

 


