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ABSTRACT

The landscape renovation project of Shekou
School Square in Nanshan District of Shenzhen,
Guangdong Province, China is a micro renewal

of urban public space. Through a seven-day
investigation on user behaviors of the square,

the design team recorded various usage needs
and learned about the deep feelings of the local
residents to the site. The team then conceived

a design theme of “Time Story” by opening the
boundary of the site and creating recreational
spaces and features such as modular seats,
school logo display wall, childhood game
silhouettes on planters, interactive installations
for science education, and physical game patterns
on the ground, the needs of various groups were
met and more ways to use the square could be
developed. The team adopted a research-based
method and refined design to create a public
space that is conducive to the physical and mental
health of children and the elderly, promoting
communication and interaction between different
user groups, and significantly improving the
quality of urban public space. In addition, the
team’s post-occupancy observation and reflections
on maintenance and utilization provide valuable
experience for future design.

KEYWORDS
Pocket Park; Children; Micro Urban Renewal;
Corner Square; Modular Design
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1. Before renovation, the
inward square failed
to provide diverse and
clear function zones for
visitors.
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The renovated square
is conducive to the
physical and mental
health of children

and the elderly,
significantly improving
the quality of urban
public spaces.
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5. The square hollows in
the wall are designed
as a part of the school
logo.
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1 Background

For more than 40 years since the reform and opening up,
Shenzhen has witnessed world-widely impressive development.
However, this urbanization process is at the cost of the gradual
disappearance of local rural landscapes such as villages,
farmlands, and mud flats. Meanwhile, as one of the most densely
populated areas in Shenzhen, the old town of Shekou suffers
from the increasingly aging and deficient public spaces, arousing
a wide attention from the society and the government in recent
years.

In 2018, City of Fun: Shekou Community Micro Renewal
Initiative Design Competition was launched. It was supported
by Shenzhen Urban Planning and Land Resources Commission,
co-hosted by Shekou Sub-district Office of Nanshan District
and Shenzhen Urban Planning Association, and organized by
Shenzhen Urban Planning and Land Resource Research Center.
It aimed to create ingenious neighborhood spaces by upgrading
small squares, mini parks, and urban facilities such as signage
systems and trash bins. Four pilot projects were selected for the
competition, and Zizu Studio won the first prizes of two pocket
park projects and was designated as a general contractor for the
subsequent design and construction. Shekou School Square is
one of the winning projects.

2 Design

2.1 Site Investigation
Covering an area of about 500 m?, Shekou School Square is

located at the intersection of two city roads. Sitting among the

high-density communities nearby and neighboring the entrance

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / THEMATIC PRACTICES

of Shekou School, the site was an inward space defined by
high walls and accommodated few activity facilities, poor-
maintained notice boards, and over-height planters, failing to
serve citizens’ daily activity needs. The site was heavily used
by the students and parents during the peak hours of school
commutes, but saw a disordered circulation of pedestrians
and cyclists.

At the very beginning of the project, the design team
conducted a seven-day investigation on user behaviors of the
square in 2018 — including two days in the summer holiday
(August 5 and 14), three working days (Monday, Wednesday,
and Friday, October 22, 24, and 26), and a weekend (October
27 ~ 28) — by recording the usage of the site at different time
periods in one day and interviewing the students, parents,
teachers, security staff, passers-by, etc. to understand their
needs.

Based on the investigation results, the team identified
three types of users by site use frequency. The first group is
children (students) and parents (including grandparents).
They are the major users of the site with four usage peak
hours, namely 7:00 am - 8:00 am (going to school), 11:00
am - 12:00 am (lunch break), 1:30 pm - 2:30 pm (going
back to school after the lunch break), and 4:00 pm - 6:00
pm (leaving school). Parents ask for more parking space for
electric bikes and bicycles and waiting space where they can
easily pick up and look after their children and communicate
with each other; and children hope to have more sitting space
and play facilities that can be used in the before- / after-school
hours. The second group is the residents living nearby and the
passers-by. Their usage of the site saw a spontaneous pattern,
such as walking and square dancing. The third group includes

S18)/Zizu Studio
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teachers, administrative staff, logistical personnel, and security

staff of the school. Except the teachers who are responsible for

taking care of younger students during the leaving school hours
and who temporarily park their bicycles here, few of this group
would use the site. Besides, due to the lack of lighting facilities,

the site was little used or passed by at night.

2.2 Design Process

Generally, the design of small-scale sites requires refined
interventions that delicately and smartly address the site
problems, particularly to the projects for micro urban renewal.
Through site document (including photos and videos) studies
and case studies, the team proposed following questions the
design should answer: 1) How to attract people to stay in
and encourage them to use the space? 2) How to increase the
diversity of space usage? 3) How to embody the place spirit?

The team conceived three design strategies: 1) Since the
surrounding high walls, planters, and notice boards together
discourage the visitors to enter and use the site, an open
boundary needs to be introduced to invite various users; 2) The
existing planters were nearly 800 mm in height and made of
rough yellow stones — neither attractive nor comfortable to

sit on. Besides, the corner around the poorly maintained notice
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boards was often littered in a mess. It is necessary to create
more leisure spaces of comfort and cleanliness, and facilities
for various activities; 3) The design is expected to increase
people’s interactions and communication.

Among the interviews, an old gentleman shared the team
with his deep feelings about the site: Established in 1970,
Shekou School is where most residents nearby studied in
their childhoods and so do their children and grandkids.
With memories of generations, the square is conceived as a
spirit bond connecting different types of users. The team then
decided to take the aged lush camphor tree (Cinnamomum
camphora) on the site as an embodiment of the place spirit
to create a unique public space for local residents, blessing
everyone passing by or staying in the site.

As above, the team proposed a theme of “Time Story”
for the landscape design. The existing high wall was partly
dismantled and the remaining part was transformed into a
new logo wall for the school. Hexagonal modular seats were
installed around the old camphor tree, interactive devices for
science education were added, and physical game patterns
were painted on the ground to create a shared space for
resting, waiting, and playing. The hollow-out logo wall makes

the site more visually attractive, and arouses pedestrians’

RE

7. The derivation process
of the hexagonal
modular system, and
construction stringing
on-site to determine
the appropriate design
scale
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Different user groups
develop various ways to
use modular seats and
planters.
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curiosity and encourages users’ interactions. The modular seats
echoing the existing pavement and the shape of the square

can be stacked like building blocks, providing parents and
students with sufficient rest space and flexible seating directions.
The interactive installations were made of steel, consisting

of columns with scale marks, and a rotating device of solar
system displaying basic metrics and geography knowledge to

the visitors. With the columns students can record the increase
of their heights which implies the time passing by, while the
rotating solar system device explains the law of day-night cycle
— both echo the design theme of “Time Story.” Silhouettes of 14
children games well-known by the locals were portrayed on the
outer wall of the planters, evoking people’s childhood memories.
Patterns of hopscotch and long jump were painted on the

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / THEMATIC PRACTICES
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ground, allowing students to play physical games in this limited
space out of class. Light stripes were installed under the modular

seats to provide illuminants, as well as a sense of security, for

users at night.

3 Construction

Given that the site is close to the school’s main entrance, the
client required that the construction must be completed within
one month to minimize the impact on the schooling. The team
therefore decided to use a unified modular system to design all
elements, which allows most facilities to be prefabricated at the
factory to reduce safety and environmental impact caused by
on-site construction. After a careful selection of module shapes

© © BHZE)/Zizu Studio



(in square, rectangle, triangle, circle, and polygon), the team
employed a hexagonal modular system, because the obtuse
angles can minimize the existing dead corners between the edge
of the site and the city road and are safer and more friendly
to children and elderly users. This modular system can also be
easily integrated with site features to fulfill design strategies and
construction goals, especially helping ensure the construction
quality and efficiency.

Safety and scale considerations are prioritized when
designing a public space for children or the elderly. According
to the proposal, the hexagonal seats and planters would be
the most frequently used facilities, therefore all angles of these
modules should be rounded to prevent bumping injury. Besides,
the team finally selected wood as the material of seats due
to wood has a better thermal comfort compared to granite,
waterstone, and steel. In regards to scale, the height of seats was
adjusted from a conventional 450 mm to 400 mm, allowing
children and the elderly to sit down with their heels touching the
ground and making children easier to climb up and down. When
designing the interactive installations, the rotating speed of the
drum and the width of the gap between the dials were carefully
adjusted to avoid entangling children’s fingers. Seemingly simple,
such design details reflect humanistic care for children and the
elderly, which is essential in the design of urban public spaces.

4 Post-Occupancy Observation

One week after the renovated square was completed
and opened, the team conducted the first post-occupancy
observation. Satisfactorily, most people used the square as
expected, which proved the sufficiency and effectiveness of
the site investigation. Before school is over, parents wait in
the square and talk with each other, or sit on the hexagonal
seats, or lean against the planters. After school, students of
higher grades often play and chat around the interactive
installations. At noon, office workers and cleaning workers
nearby also come here to take a nap on the seats. At
dusk, the light strips under the seats illuminate, attracting
passers-by off work to have a rest. In the evening, far more
residents walk or dance here, and even late at night the site

is occasionally used by citizens. The open boundary, the

hollowed-out wall, and the lighting revitalize the dead space,

and uncivilized behaviors such as littering have also greatly
reduced.

It is also surprising that citizens have used the square in
unexpected ways, which inspires the team to have a deeper

understanding of various groups’ behaviors. For example,

after school, some students would talk about homework on

the seats under the camphor tree, while some would gather
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Patterns of hopscotch
and long jump on the
ground encourage
students in playing
more kinds of physical
games out of class.
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The interactive
installations for science
education are made

of steel, consisting of
columns with scale
marks and a rotating
device of solar system
displaying basic
metrics and geography
knowledge to the
visitors.

here with teachers to wait for bus to cram school; the physical
game patterns on the ground make children get used to
queuing up for games. Such observed evidences provide more
detailed references for similar space design in the near future.
In subsequent site observations, the team also acquired
some lessons. For example, although the stackable
hexagonal seats provide more sitting spaces, children need
to step on the first level to sit on the second one, therefore
the first-level seats often turn into messy and worn, degrading
users’ experience. Another example is that the planter edge was
designed 200 mm in width for an easier angle-rounding, which
however now become a “path” for students to climb, jump, or
chase on and plants near the edge are often trampled. These
findings of user behaviors and preferences would inform the

team’s design in the future.

5 Review

Jan Gehl once said, “first we shape cities and then they
shape us.”!"! After more than 40 years of rapid development,
large cities in China have seen a transformation in construction
mode from dramatic demolition and rebuilding towards an
inventory growth through urban regeneration. Micro urban
renewals, such as pocket parks and community renewals, are
increasingly putting attention to users’ demands, the spirit
of place, and considerations on behavior patterns of users

including children and the elderly who are socially vulnerable
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yet usually use public spaces the most. In the landscape

renovation of Shekou School Square, the team adopted a
research-based method through site investigation and refined
design to create a public space that is conducive to the physical
and mental health of children and the elderly, promoting
interactions between different user groups, and significantly
improving the quality of urban public spaces. In addition, the
team’s post-occupancy observations and the thoughts on site
usage and maintenance provide valuable knowledge for future
designs. LAF
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LOCATION: Nanshan District, Shenzhen City, Guangdong Province, China
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CLIENT: Shekou Sub-District Office of Nanshan District, Shenzhen City
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CHIEF DESIGNER: Liang Ruihua

PROJECT LEADER: Huang Danxia

PROJECT TEAM: Du Mengbi, Liang Yan
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AWARD: First Prize of City of Fun: Shekou Community Micro Renewal Initiative Design Competition

REFERENCE

[1]  Gehl, J. (2010). Cities for People (1st ed.). Washington DC: Island Press.

© B4E=8)/Zizu Studio

=)



