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outdoor classrooms to help children understand and appreciate
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Executive Summary
Nature Play & Learning Places: Creating and managing places
where children engage with nature offers a set of guidelines for
those who create, manage or promote development of nature
areas in the everyday environments of children, youth, and
families, especially in urban/suburban communities. The goal is to
attract kids and families outdoors to interact directly with nature.
Children must spend more time outdoors—for

makers, system managers, site managers, edu-

their good health and the health of our planet. If

cators, program specialists, design professionals,

FKLOGUHQGRQȇWPRYHHQRXJKWKHLUERGLHVZLOOQRW

urban planners, and developers. Seven chapters

GHYHORSLQDKHDOWK\PDQQHUΖIFKLOGUHQGRQȇWJURZ

cover the following:

up engaged with nature, chances are they will never understand human dependency on the natural

:K\QDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJsummarizes why

world.

nature play and learning is important for health
and human development at the global, population,

1DWXUHSOD\LVGHȴQHGDVDOHDUQLQJSURFHVVHQJDJ-

and individual levels and describes the historical

ing children in working together to develop physical

SUHFHGHQWVRIFRPPXQLW\EDVHGFKLOGUHQȇVRXW-

skills, to exercise their imaginations, to stimulate

door facilities dedicated to free play and learning.

poetic expression, to begin to understand the work-

The chapter provides guidance for creating and

ings of the world around them.

managing nature play and learning places in many
contexts with community participation as a key

The guidelines focus on design and management

element. Professionals who plan, design, and man-

of physical settings that facilitate direct, hands-on

age community environments are encouraged to

engagement with nature in the everyday lives of

include space for nature play and learning.

FKLOGUHQDQGIDPLOLHV$VGHȴQHGE\WKHQDWLRQDO
steering committee, a nature play and learning

1DWXUHSOD\OHDUQLQJDQGHGXFDWLRQ demon-

place is:

strates how playing with and learning through nature
can be a vehicle for environmental literacy and a

$GHVLJQDWHGPDQDJHGDUHDLQDQH[LVWLQJ

means to advancing educational missions focused

RUPRGLȴHGRXWGRRUHQYLURQPHQWZKHUH

on conservation, health, stewardship, and multidis-

FKLOGUHQRIDOODJHVDQGDELOLWLHVSOD\DQG

ciplinary learning across science, humanities, and

OHDUQE\HQJDJLQJZLWKDQGPDQLSXODWLQJ

the arts. Stages of child development from birth

GLYHUVHQDWXUDOHOHPHQWVPDWHULDOVRUJDQ-

to 18 are summarized and discussed in relation to

LVPVDQGKDELWDWVWKURXJKVHQVRU\ȴQH

design and management responses, including vol-

PRWRUDQGJURVVPRWRUH[SHULHQFHV

unteer youth helping to manage and run programs.

Nature Play & Learning Places is a tool for those

/RFDWLQJQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSODFHV

ZRUNLQJLQWKHȴHOGLQFOXGLQJDGYRFDWHVSROLF\

discusses the idea of nature play and learning as an
vii

integral part of urban green infrastructure, at res-

accomplishes the dual goals of providing a stim-

idential neighborhood level and beyond, including

ulating nature play environment while ensuring

city, county, and regional parks; school grounds;

that children are not exposed to unreasonable

child development centers; non-formal education

risk of harm. Concepts of hazard, risk, injury, and

institutions, including nature centers, museums,

VWDQGDUGRIFDUHDUHGHȴQHGDQGGLVFXVVHG$ULVN

zoos, and botanical gardens; and state and federal

management assessment protocol for nature play

lands.

and learning spaces is presented as an eight-step
process emphasizing engagement of risk managers

'HVLJQLQJQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSODFHV is

and insurers, implementation of an inspection rou-

WKHFRUHFKDSWHUDQGLQWURGXFHVDRUGDQFHDFWLYLW\

tine, elimination of hazards that may cause serious

setting, and territorial range as useful concepts,

injury, documenting and evaluating all incidents,

along with creation of a design and management

maintaining records of inspections and incident re-

program as a key implementation tool. Descriptions

SRUWVDQGUHJXODUVWDHYDOXDWLRQVDQGV\VWHPDWLF

of activity settings include entrances, pathways,

records of responses.

plants (trees, shrubs, native perennials, permanent
edible landscape, vegetable gardens), natural sur-

ΖPSOHPHQWLQJQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSODFHV

facing, loose parts, natural construction, permanent

emphasizes community-based approaches to

play structures, multipurpose lawns, meadows,

achieving sustainability. Tools include community

landforms/topography, animals, aquatic settings,

surveys and stakeholder workshops as the main

sand/dirt settings, gathering places, program bas-

source of project content along with participation

es/outdoor storage, signage, and boundaries.

of children in the design process. Institutions that
may sponsor nature play and learning spaces are

0DQDJLQJQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSODFHV

described, including parks agencies, childcare and

GHȴQHVHHFWLYHPDQDJHPHQWDVDWUDGHREH-

school systems, nonformal educational institu-

tween the needs of children to engage in exuber-

tions, and state and federal agencies. The impor-

ant play and protection of natural resources from

tance of community diversity and engagement is

H[FHVVLYHZHDUDQGWHDU3URMHFWVDUHGHȴQHGDV

emphasized.

either renovation or new construction or a mix of
both, often combined with ecosystem restoration.

Case studies gathered from across the nation

Management should be driven by ecosystem

illustrate the feasibility of implementing nature play

thinking to focus attention on the quality of water,

and learning spaces economically through commu-

soil, and plants. Depending on context (for exam-

nity processes across a range of contexts.

ple, public park versus botanical garden) nature
play and learning places can be designed as open

Nature Play & Learning Places is coordinated by

RUFRQWUROOHGDFFHVVRHULQJYDULHGUDQJHVRISOD\

the National Wildlife Federation in partnership with

and learning programming. Governmental or non-

the Natural Learning Initiative, NC State University,

governmental organizations or a mix of both may

who are responsible for production of the publica-

manage spaces. Development may occur in phases

tion. The project was supported by a grant from the

over time as resources become available.

U.S. Forest Service, Community Forestry Section,
award # 11-DG-11132540-334.

5LVNPDQDJHPHQWRHUVDULVNPDQDJHPHQW
protocol for nature play and learning places that

viii

“Most children have a bug period. I never outgrew mine.”
—E.O. Wilson
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Foreword
Decoding the human genome was impressive. The Internet has
been transformative. Big data are amazing. But a child playing in
the woods? That simple, time-honored image is at once magical,
and powerful, and inspiring.
We face enormous challenges—in our communities,

we make each day to the policies our governments

as a nation, across the globe. While many health

promulgate, will in turn result in a healthier planet—

outcomes are improving, many are trending in the

a fundamental requirement for healthy people,

wrong direction. Asthma and allergies, anxiety and

now and in coming generations.

depression, autism-spectrum disorders, obesity and
diabetes…these and other conditions bedevil us, and

So while this may seem to be a book about play

IRUWKHȴUVWWLPHLQKLVWRU\WRGD\ȇVFKLOGUHQPD\QRW

spaces for children, it is much more. At the risk of

live as long as their parents.¹ At the same time, the

bloviating, I would call it a book about saving the

planet itself is ailing. The impact of human activity

ZRUOGΖWRHUVHVVHQWLDOJXLGDQFHIRUGHVLJQLQJ

on earth systems has been so profound, that the

places we need.

modern era is known as the “anthropocene”²—an
era marked by frightening rates of species extinc-

We need to provide our children with natural settings

tions,³ galloping climate change, disruptions of

in which to play, learn, and thrive. We need to help

natural nitrogen cycles, and other dangerous and

them form emotional bonds with the abounding

XQVXVWDLQDEOHWUHQGVȼ

EHDXW\RIȵRZHUVDQGWUHHVULYHUVDQGVWUHDPV
critters and clouds. We need them to be fascinated

How do we halt and reverse these trends? Part

by these things, to grow into close and careful

of the answer lies in connecting with the natural

observers of the world around them, to feel

ZRUOG7KLVGHFHSWLYHO\VLPSOHSUHVFULSWLRQRHUV

not only appreciative but protective, and to be

IDUUHDFKLQJEHQHȴWV1DWXUHFRQWDFWSURPRWHV

prepared to live their lives accordingly. This is a

human health and well-being in many ways; the

public health strategy, an environmental strategy,

HYLGHQFHRIWKHVHEHQHȴWVLVQRZWRRFRPSHOOLQJWR

and an educational strategy…and a path to the

LJQRUHȽ1DWXUHFRQWDFWSURPRWHVEHWWHUVWHZDUGVKLS

future we want.

RIWKHHQYLURQPHQWȾKRZFDQZHFDUHIRUZKDWZH
do not know and cherish? And better stewardship

+RZDUG)UXPNLQ0''U3+

of the environment, from the individual choices

'HDQ8QLYHUVLW\RI:DVKLQJWRQ6FKRRORI3XEOLF+HDOWK

Ʉ2OVKDQVN\6-3DVVDUR'-+HUVKRZ5&HWDO$SRWHQWLDOGHFOLQH
in life expectancy in the United States in the 21st century. The New
England journal of medicine 2005;352:1138-45.

Ʉ5RFNVWURP-6WHHQ:1RRQH.HWDO$VDIHRSHUDWLQJVSDFH
for humanity. Nature 2009;461:472-5.

Ʉ6WHHQ:3HUVVRQ$'HXWVFK/HWDO7KHDQWKURSRFHQHIURP
global change to planetary stewardship. $PELR 2011;40:739-61.
Ʉ(OL]DEHWK..ROEHUW(The sixth extinction: An unnatural history.
First edition. ed. New York: Henry Holt and Company; 2014.

Ʉ+DUWLJ70LWFKHOO5GH9ULHV6)UXPNLQ+1DWXUHDQGKHDOWK
$QQXDOUHYLHZRISXEOLFKHDOWK 2014;35:207-28.
Ʉ1LVEHW(.=HOHQVNL-00XUSK\6$7KHQDWXUHUHODWHGQHVVVFDOH
Linking individuals’ connection with nature to environmental
concern and behavior. (QYLURQPHQWDQG%HKDYLRU 2009;41:715-40
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01
Why nature play
and learning
“For a child to understand something he must construct it for
himself, he must reinvent it … if future individuals are to be
formed who are capable of creativity and not simply repetition.”
—Jean Piaget

&KLOGUHQȇVWLPHRXWGRRUVDQGFRQWDFWZLWKQD-

conservation-minded citizens willing to care for

ture are in sharp decline. Negative consequences

the planet, to protect our natural resources, and

LQFOXGHFKLOGUHQȇVUHGXFHGSK\VLFDOKHDOWKODFNRI

to recognize them as our most precious economic

knowledge about nature, and related misconcep-

asset. To achieve this end, playing and learning in

tions about human dependence on the natural

nature go hand-in-hand,ȽEHJLQQLQJLQWKHȴUVW\HDU

world. The World Health Organization now rec-

of life and extending through the several stages of

ognizes the interdependence of human health

childhood and youth.Ⱦ As Frances Kuo has empha-

and ecosystem health.¹ The positive, innate bond

sized,ȿ two strategies can be pursued: bringing

between human well-being and nature is support-

nature to where children are and bringing children

ed by environmental health science.² Childhood

to where nature is.

engagement with nature is the key to cementing this relationship for generations to come.³

A growing body of research demonstrates the

Learning in and through nature is an educational

QHJDWLYHKHDOWKFRQVHTXHQFHVRIFKLOGUHQȇVLQFUHDV-

imperative that urgently calls for new ways to

ing sedentary, indoor lifestyle. The most obvious

safely attract children into local, natural settings to

result is the rapid rise in childhood obesity rates

re-integrate the experience of nature into child-

and related diseases, partly because children are

hood. Such action will help to set the stage for a

not moving enough.ɀ Dire consequences for health

new generation of healthy, active children growing

costs and negative economic impacts are projected.Ɂ

up both loving nature and understanding human

If these health trends continue unchecked, children

dependence on healthy ecosystems. Childhood

WRGD\PD\EHWKHȴUVWJHQHUDWLRQZLWKDVKRUWHU

engagement with nature is more likely to produce

life expectancy than their parents.{Ȼ On the other
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1.1

KDQGUHVHDUFKVXSSRUWVWKHPDQ\KHDOWKEHQHȴWV

IXOOERG\HQJDJHPHQWQDWXUHSOD\H[WHQGVDFKLOGȇV

ɄNature play and learning

of contact with nature,¹¹ including reducing stress,¹²

gross motor activity repertoire, encourages explo-

occurs when natural objects

decreasing symptoms of ADHD,¹³ and protecting

ration and therefore more walking and running,

against myopia.{ȼ Simply walking in a park{Ƚor

which increases physical activity and vigorous

what happens.” Movable

engaging with nature hands-on can have a positive

movement.

URFNVLQȵRZLQJZDWHULVD

HHFW{Ⱦ Exposure to native plants can boost the im-

can be moved around and
experimented with “to see

classic activity setting that
RHUVWKHVHQVRU\GHOLJKWRI

mune system.{ȿΖQVXPPDU\WLPHLQQDWXUHRHUV

Nature Play & Learning Places is a cultural call to

EURDGPHDVXUDEOHKHDOWKEHQHȴWVIRUFKLOGUHQDQG

reframe childhood and nature, to create new types

indeed, for people of all ages.

of places where children can enjoy nature play.
Viewed as a genetically driven process of learning

Decline in child well-being and lack of understand-

about self and surroundings across the millennia of

ing about nature are not inevitable! Getting kids

human history, such experiences can be considered

outdoors engaged with nature is a key health

a childhood right.{ɀ1DWXUDOVHWWLQJVIRUFKLOGUHQȇV

promotion initiative for people and planet that can

play that previous generations took for granted

make a major impact across the United States if the

must now be deliberately created.

bare feet in water. Notice the
cooperation of boys and girl
working together as they carU\RXWWKHLUȊSODQȋ2FDPHUD
parents are enthusiastically
watching from a distance.
Imagine the parallel learning
to this play. Nature PlayScape,
Cincinnati Nature Center, OH.
(Case Study 6).

“outdoor professions” act together. Nature Play &
Learning Places is a tool to help. By stimulating

Nature Play & Learning Places Chapter 1—Why nature play and learning 3

1.2

Nature Play & Learning Places provides a tool for
anyone promoting, designing, and managing outdoor spaces for children and families, including the
rapidly growing group of professionals who believe
that motivating kids to get outdoors to play and
learn is crucial for their health and for the health of
the planet.

1.3

ΖQ5LFKDUG/RXYȇVLast Child in the Woods{Ɂ initiated a children and nature movement and called
for new ways to integrate nature into childhood to

ɄNature play and learning places can be created anywhere, as here in the heart of Manhattan.

help us move from an ego-centric to an eco-centric

Success requires the creative skills of professional landscape designers who understand that activity

society. Nature Play & Learning Places is a response.

settings need to be comfortable and engaging to accompanying adults as well as children; here, all
are immersed in a constructed landscape, where children can run ahead and explore around the

Daily opportunities for nature play and learning can

next corner. Teardrop Park, NYC (Case Study 3).

help children become agents of change by applying

ɄActivity settings such as multipurpose lawns, where children can run and roll, add value to

their collective experience and understanding as a

nature play and learning places. Undulations increase play opportunities, including rolling. Notice

vital force for cultural realignment.

how the “loose part” colored streamers prompt activity. Can we hunt for similar colors in the natural
surroundings? Shepherd’s Way Day School, Asheboro, NC.

4
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1.4

1.5

1.6

DEFINITION

ɄEarth or “dirt” play,

7KHSURMHFWVWHHULQJFRPPLWWHHGHȴQHGDQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSODFHDV

genetically embedded “reca-

$GHVLJQDWHGPDQDJHGORFDWLRQLQDQH[LVWLQJRUPRGLȴHGRXWGRRUHQYLURQPHQWZKHUH
FKLOGUHQRIDOODJHVDQGDELOLWLHVSOD\DQGOHDUQE\HQJDJLQJZLWKDQGPDQLSXODWLQJGLYHUVHQDWXUDOHOHPHQWVPDWHULDOVRUJDQLVPVDQGKDELWDWVWKURXJKVHQVRU\ȴQHPRWRU
and gross motor experiences.
Genuine nature play and learning spaces contain

acorns, maple “helicopters,” honey locust and

mainly natural materials such as plants (trees,

catalpa pods) amplify play opportunities, motivate

shrubs, vines, ground covers), stones, water,

cooperation through socio-dramatic play, encour-

dirt piles, fallen trees, hollowed-out logs, and a

age social interaction in unscripted nature games,

multitude of other natural elements designed to

DQGRHUUDZPDWHULDOVIRUQDWXUDOEXLOGLQJ3OD\

encourage hands-on manipulation and discovery.

in and with nature helps children learn about their

Natural materials provide inspiration, allowing chil-

inherited world. Nature play is good for children

dren to shape their environment and at the same

and good for planet Earth.

WLPHH[HUFLVHȴQHPRWRUVNLOOV/RFDOSOD\WUDGLWLRQV
and cultural meanings can be expressed in natural

Nature play spaces are living systems. They add

forms: tropical leaves, dirt, adobe, water, sand,

value with each passing season. They demon-

snow and ice according to region.

VWUDWHQDWXUHȇVUHJHQHUDWLYHSRZHUDQGWKHDELOLW\

sometimes interpreted as
pitulation” of human manual
interaction with the surface
of the planet. Notice here
the child is using a “helping
stone” as early homo sapiens
did.
ɄGreen play will happen
wherever opportunities arise;
here, beside the sidewalk,
EULJKW\HOORZȵRZHUVDWWUDFW
sibling attention. :ULJKWVYLOOH
%HDFK1&.
Ʉ:DWHUSOD\KDVWKHVWURQgest universal attraction to
children and can be designed
and managed according to
age group and context. Here,
a group of teens have walked
the 5LYHUVLGH3DUNtrail to their
IDYRULWHVSRWWRȴVKDQGHQMR\
the green infrastructure.
Spruce Pine, NC.

to recover from damage, including the impact of
Each season presents new, stimulating opportuni-

FKLOGUHQȇVRZQDFWLYLWLHV7KH\KHOSFKLOGUHQXQGHU-

WLHVDVFKLOGUHQOHDUQWKHDRUGDQFHVRIORFDOHFRO-

stand, appreciate, and value the ecosystem services

ogy. Sticks, grass, twigs, stones, seeds (pine cones,

RHUHGE\QDWXUH

Nature Play & Learning Places Chapter 1—Why nature play and learning
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ɄExuberant nature play
spontaneously erupts when
FKLOGUHQUHDOL]HDGXOWV
approve—and even join in
the action. Notice here kids
are taking the lead with an
enthusiastic adult behind.
Nature Play Corps (see insert,
pp. 30-35).

1.7

CHILDHOOD, FREEDOM, AND CONTROL
Ȋ+HDOLQJWKHEURNHQERQGEHWZHHQRXU\RXQJDQGQDWXUHLVLQRXUVHOILQWHUHVWQRWRQO\EHFDXVHDHVWKHWLFVRUMXVWLFHGHPDQGVLWEXWDOVREHFDXVHRXUPHQWDOSK\VLFDODQGVSLULWXDO
KHDOWKGHSHQGVRQLWȋȃ5LFKDUG/RXY
Engagement with nature raises long-standing

collective processes of active play. For children

issues about the meaning of childhood: freedom

whose exuberant, creative learning styles are not

and control; integration of play, learning, and edu-

well adapted to indoor classrooms, access to rich

cation; and hands-on nature experiences that can

outdoor, hands-on natural settings may allow

KHOSFKLOGUHQȵRXULVKLQERG\PLQGDQGVSLULW$V

them to excel through self-expression and group

discussed by progressive education philosophers

leadership.20

such as Frobel, Montessori, Dewey, and Rousseau,
engagement with nature is considered essential

By working together with adults to create nature

to education. For them, the ethos of nature play is

play and learning spaces, children will gain a sense

freedom of expression and creativity in spaces that

of ownership and respect. Particularly in institu-

allow children to work together using close-at-hand

tions such as childcare centers and schools that

materials to create new things and to shape new

may be subject to strict regulation, adults have a re-

meanings to places already inhabited.

sponsibility to promote the value of nature play and
learning, to provide children with opportunities for

An abundance of natural materials can release

exercising freedom and control, and to help them

FKLOGUHQȇVLPDJLQDWLRQVWRFRFUHDWHLQYHQWGUDPD

acquire a sense of environmental stewardship and

build stories, and negotiate with other players

responsibility.

as bodies and minds interact in the self-directed,

6 Nature Play & Learning Places Chapter 1—Why nature play and learning

ɄSummer camp, that great
American tradition, includes
many attributes of safe
risk-taking in natural settings.
:KDWDUHWKHOHVVRQVOHDUQHG
that could be implemented in
close-to-home places to keep
the spirit of adventure alive
year-round?

1.8

PRECEDENT
+LVWRULFEXWYHU\GLHUHQWGHYHORSPHQWVRQERWKVLGHVRIWKH$WODQWLFSURYLGHDIUDPHRI
reference for the current push for the creation of places for nature play and learning.
Summer campsLQWKH8QLWHG6WDWHVZHUHȴUVW

attend camps in the U.S., which employ more than

introduced in the 1880s as part of a back-to-na-

PLOOLRQVWDIURPRWKHUFRXQWULHV0RUH

ture trend developing since the middle of the 19th

WKDQSHUFHQWRI$&$DFFUHGLWHGFDPSVRHU

century.²¹ Established youth organizations such

co-ed programs.²² This American nature-based

as Boy Scouts of America, Girl Scouts of the USA,

tradition represents great potential for continuing

Camp Fire Girls, 4-H, Jewish Community Centers

to activate and promote places for nature play and

$VVRFLDWLRQWKH<0&$DQGRWKHUUHOLJLRXVO\DɝOLDW-

learning.

HGJURXSVRHUFDPSLQJH[SHULHQFHVDVDQLQWHJUDO
aspect of their organizational mission. Recent sur-

On the other side of the Atlantic, philosophies

veys conducted by the American Camp Association

of childhood based on freedom and creativity

indicate that approximately 7,000 resident (over-

LQVSLUHGSUDFWLFDOPRGHOVRIFKLOGUHQȇVQDWXUH

night) and 5,000 day camps currently operate in the

play and learning spaces beginning in northern

U.S. Of the 12,000 total, approximately 9,500 are

Europe and Scandinavia after the Second World

UXQE\QRQSURȴWJURXSVLQFOXGLQJ\RXWKDJHQFLHV

War. Professionals developing these models, which

and religious organizations, and 2,500 are privately

spread worldwide, including to the U.S., believed

RZQHGLQGHSHQGHQWIRUSURȴWRSHUDWLRQV6LQFH

the unique attributes of nature engagement could

2002, the number of ACA-accredited resident

support healthy, holistic child development begin-

FDPSVLQFUHDVHGE\DQGGD\FDPSVE\

ning early in life.

Annually, more than 11 million children and adults
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Ʉ%HUNHOH\$GYHQWXUH
Playground (Berkeley, CA)

$GYHQWXUHSOD\JURXQGV started in the 1940s

a botanical garden in the world was inaugurated at

in Copenhagen, created by Danish landscape

the New York Botanical Garden in 1914. A new era

excellent safety record

architect C Th. Sørensen, focused on earth, water,

RIFKLOGUHQȇVJDUGHQVLQWKH86LVDWWULEXWHGWR-DQH

defying conventional wisdom

ȴUHJDUGHQVDIUHHIRUPODQGVFDSHDQGIDUP\DUG

7D\ORUIRXQGHUDQGȴUVWFXUDWRURIWKHH[WUDRU-

Facilitated by professional

animals (sheep, pigs, geese, ducks, chickens, rab-

GLQDULO\VXFFHVVIXO+&KLOGUHQȇV*DUGHQZKLFK

playworkers, freedom, risk,

bits, and donkeys).²³ The main idea was an enclosed

opened in 1993 at Michigan State University.27

and adventure are primary

space with opening hours where children could

The new model, “making plants the central fea-

build their own community, facilitated by skilled

WXUHDQGUHOHYDQWWRFKLOGUHQȇVHYHU\GD\OLYHVZDV

playworkerstȼ responsible for supplying scrap ma-

designed with physiological and developmental

terials and tools, and administering risk manage-

appropriateness for very young children into early

ment protocols. Some form of “hut” or “clubhouse”

adolescence,”tɀand LQVSLUHGDFKLOGUHQȇVJDUGHQ

LQWKHFRXQWU\WRUHFRJQL]H

was deemed essential to serve as a place for kids to

movement in the U.S., which has spread to other

children and families as a

meet, to play indoor games in bad weather, as an

FRXQWULHV&KLOGUHQȇVJDUGHQVKDYHEHHQGHYHORSHG

garden visitors motivated to

DGPLQLVWUDWLYHRɝFHDQGDVFRPPXQLW\PHHWLQJ

in botanical and other types of public gardens in

learn through play in settings

facilities.tȽ The model was imported to London at

the United States. Many outstanding children's

VSHFLȴFDOO\GHVLJQHGIRU

the end of WWII by landscape architect Marjory

gardens have been created to entice appreciation

here) demonstrates how chil-

Allen. On the U.S. side of the Atlantic, an adventure

of the natural world and teach about plants, veg-

dren’s literature and cultural

playground has been continuously in operation in

HWDEOHVDQGȵRZHUVEXWWKH\DUHVRPHWLPHVQRW

Berkeley, California, for more than 30 years.tȾ

conducive for hands-on, free nature play.

ɄThe Hamill Family Play

The most recent precedents are both U.S. inno-

3OD\]RRV, again a recent development, which

Zoo %URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/ ZDV

YDWLRQVDQHZHUDRIFKLOGUHQȇVJDUGHQVDQGSOD\

JUHZRXWRIWKHORQJHUKLVWRU\RIFKLOGUHQȇVSHWWLQJ

zoos, which have steadily grown, since the 1990s.

zoos, are focused on nature (animals and plants),

is the real thing, with an

for more than 30 years.

themes. Photo: Patrick
Buechner.
ɄThe pioneering 4-H
Children’s Garden at Michigan
6WDWH8QLYHUVLW\ZDVWKHȴUVW

legitimate group of public

them.3HWHU5DEELW (illustrated

themes can be meaningfully
embedded in the landscape.

WKHȴUVWLQWKHFRXQWU\WRFUHate playful outdoor settings

particularly from the local region where the zoo is

to help children develop an
emotional attachment to

&KLOGUHQȇVJDUGHQV have been around for cen-

located. The original model, the Hamill Family Play

apply playwork principles to

WXULHVDQGȴUVWEHJDQLQWKH86DVVFKRROJDUGHQV

=RRZKLFKRSHQHGLQDWWKH%URRNȴHOG=RR

facilitate the “Animal Homes

LQ%RVWRQLQWKHV7KHȴUVWFKLOGUHQȇVJDUGHQLQ

near Chicago, is based on developing an emotional

nature. Here, Play Partners

Adventure Play” setting.
(Design: MIG)

1.9

1.10
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1.11

1.12

1.13

relationship between children and nature facilitated

rather than direct it. Playworkers subscribe to a phi-

ɄWindmill Hill City Farm,

by a team of trained Play Partners (based on the

ORVRSK\RIFKLOGUHQȇVVHOIGHWHUPLQDWLRQFRQVLGHU

central Bristol (pop. 430,000),

playwork approach).tɁThe model has since spread

play as crucial to healthy development, recognize

to many zoos in the U.S, most recently to the North

the fundamental link between playing and learning,

and therapeutic experiences

Carolina Zoo (see kidZone, Case Study 8).

see nature as a space for free, creative expression,

including farmyard animals,

and recognize community engagement as a key to

Urban/city farms or children’s farms took

success.³²

hold in the Netherlands, Germany, and the U.K. befacilities. Some are stocked with farmyard animals,

)RUHVWNLQGHUJDUWHQVQDWXUHEDVHG
preschools, and forest schools are more

and horses and ponies for riding. Some focus on

recent models in the formal education sector, with

gardening. Older children are usually responsible

nature engagement as a core mission. Founded in

for feeding and day-to-day care of animals. An

Denmark in the late 1950s, with Germany follow-

onsite café is typical, serving visitors simple meals

ing in the late 1960s, variations on the model have

from farm produce.uȻ“The Farm” or Crossroads

spread to the U.K., Japan, Canada, and the United

Community, developed in San Francisco by artist

States.³³ Examples vary from those with minimal

Bonnie Sherk and Jack Wickert, was a remarkable

buildings, where children spend all day outdoors

achievement that included community and medic-

in all types of weather, to those where children

inal gardens, an animal theater, a winter “hiberna-

are housed in normal school facilities but take

tion festival,” and many community engagement

frequent, day-long trips to a nearby forest. Judging

events—all captured on a 40-minute video essay.³¹

from online activity (articles, videos, blog posts,

ginning in the 1970s. They vary greatly in size and

8.IRXQGHGRHUV
educational, recreational

community gardens, picnic
area, café serving homemade food, an adventure
playground, nature-based
courses, community meeting
spaces, and nursery school
for children 9 months to 5
years. Garden and farmraised produce is sold in the
farm shop.
ɄChildren enjoy playing
and learning outdoors, year
round, at Chippewa Nature
Preschool, founded 2007 at
the Chippewa Nature Center,
Midland, MI.

etc.), there is a rising interest and growth of proPlayworkers and other creative professionals man-

grams on the ground in the U.S. (See pp. 45-49).

age adventure playgrounds and urban farms. Their
primary role is to facilitate play and creative activity
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1.14

1.15

ɄPolicy makers and advocates may be convinced of
the impact of nature play and
learning on the well-being of
children if they see it demonstrated. Here, a superintendent of schools expresses
enthusiastic endorsement
after watching a play program
in the local “bamboo forest”
and its joyful impact on
elementary school kids.

1.16

AUDIENCE
Nature Play & Learning Places is for professionals responsible for outdoor spaces used
by families and children, including homeowner associations, public housing authorities, and neighborhood associations; urban park systems; school and childcare center
outdoor play and learning environments; regional authorities administering county and
state open space resources; federal agencies managing public lands and monuments;
DQGQRQIRUPDOHGXFDWLRQLQVWLWXWLRQVLQFOXGLQJPXVHXPV]RRVDUERUHWDDQGERWDQLcal gardens.

ɄSite managers serve

For policy makers and advocates (community

For site managers, Nature Play & Learning Places

a critical role and source of

leaders, parks board members, school board

RHUVGHWDLOHGLQIRUPDWLRQWRJXLGHSURMHFWLPSOH-

relations between users

PHPEHUVERDUGVRIWUXVWHHVHOHFWHGRɝFLDOV 

mentation and site management.

and environments. Here,

Nature Play & Learning Places introduces the nature

D1DWLRQDO:LOGOLIH5HIXJH

SOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSDUDGLJPDQGRHUVXSWRGDWH

For program developers, Nature Play & Learning

interns the agency mission

information based on experience of the Natural

Places was created to inspire thinking about how

and key species—how they

Learning Initiative (NLI), North Carolina State

the natural environment could be used as an active

University, and dozens of national nature play and

partner in creating dynamic play, learning, educa-

learning space collaborators.

tional, and recreational programs.

For system managers, particularly of park systems

For educators, Nature Play & Learning PlacesRHUV

ture as a vehicle for play and

and schools (where the children are), Nature Play

guidance for those working in schools and child

learning. Here, a museum ed-

& Learning Places provides a set of principles and

development centers; in parks; in arboreta,

guidelines for design and management of natural

nature centers, and public gardens, including child-

designed for play and learn-

environments to support nature play, learning,

UHQȇVJDUGHQVLQ]RRVDQGPXVHXPVLQFOXGLQJ

ing. /RRNRXW&RYH%D\$UHD

recreation, and education.

FKLOGUHQȇVPXVHXPVLQFRXQW\VWDWHDQGIHGHUDO

reliable information about

manager explains to summer

could inspire play programming to support educational
goals.
ɄEducators and play
professionals appreciate na-

ucator playfully explores the
diverse museum landscape

'LVFRYHU\0XVHXPSausalito,
CA. (Design: Gyroscope)
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public lands; in summer camps and vacation resorts.
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Play
Pocket

Earth
Play

Wetland
Viewing Deck

Wetland
Note: Wetland size and exact
location to be determined based on
VLWHFRQGLWLRQVDQGZDWHUÀRZUDWH
from play stream

School-age
Area

Storage for
Loose Parts

Grassy
Mounds

Natural Construction
and Loose Parts with
Armatures

Climbing Trees
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Play
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Play
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Service Access Gate

Castle Play Structure

Note: Secondary pathway to be
laid out on the ground in relation to
major tree locations.

Fillmore Discovery Park

Rope and Log
Play Structure
0
10
Scale: 1” = 20’

Access

For design professionals, including urban designers,

ɄDesign professionals are highly skilled at assembling teams to solve design problems but

landscape architects, architects, and transportation

may lack full understanding of nature play and learning space programmatic content, matched

planners/engineers, Nature Play & Learning Places

against budget and site constraints. Site layout or form is also important, including circulation, entry
sequence, location of areas by user age, location of settings by play and learning function, position

addresses integration of nature play and learning

of social spaces, and topographical form. The schematic design above illustrates both content and

into the urban public realm (those spaces freely ac-

form in relation to three designed-from-the-ground-up areas: Infant/Toddler, Preschool, School-age,

cessible to citizens, including streets, urban plazas

and (left) a lightly-on-the-land looping system of pathways and “Play Pockets” to convert the existing
woods into a nature play area. )LOOPRUH'LVFRYHU\3DUN (Case Study 7).

and parks, greenways and trails, former industrial
sites, and all manner of “left over” urban space).
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For urban planners and developers involved in the
transformation of post-industrial cities, Nature Play
& Learning Places provides a tool to help justify
nature play and learning places within new green
infrastructure developments, including restored
ecosystems in former industrial zones. The U.S.
has the largest population of any nation in the
industrialized Western world and one of the highest
levels of urbanization.uȼ The current generation
1.18b

entering the workforce appears more interested
in urban living than previous generations, along
with empty nesters and retirees moving back to the

ɄUrban designers, city planners, and transportation professionals also think about environmental

city. However, to keep the urban option attractive

FRQWHQWDQGIRUPEXWDWDPXFKODUJHUVFDOH+HUH PDSD WKHH[DPSOHLV9DQFRXYHU&DQDGD

when the younger cohort starts having families will

UHFRJQL]HGIRULWVFLW\ZLGHpedestrian, bicycle, and public transit systems and innovative, green infrastructure policy, all of which provide access to a multitude of nature play and learning opportunities,

require more focused, proactive, long-term policy

including rough, playable, urban open space (photograph1.18b).

targeting housing and schools, to support development of an intergenerational urban community.
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SCOPE
%\UHFRJQL]LQJDQGOHDUQLQJIURPH[LVWLQJPRGHOVDQGWKHLUKLVWRULFURRWVNH\LQWHQWLRQVDUH
1.Ʌ7RSURYLGHSUDFWLFDOJXLGDQFHIRUFUHDWLQJDQG

5.Ʌ7RVXSSRUWQDWXUHEDVHGLQVWLWXWLRQVE\

managing nature play and learning spaces in

demonstrating to local policy makers how

all applicable contexts.

direct experience of nature advances educa-

2.Ʌ7RUHFRJQL]HWKHFUXFLDOLPSRUWDQFHRIFRPmunity participation for sustainability and
cultural change.
3.Ʌ7RHPSKDVL]HWKHUROHRIGHVLJQDVDQLQWHQtional, goal-directed intervention in the physical world to improve its ecological and social/
cultural value.
4.Ʌ7RDLGLQVWLWXWLRQVWKDWVHUYHFKLOGUHQDQG

tional missions focused on science, conservation, health, and stewardship. Included here
are nature centers, natural science museums,
botanical gardens, arboreta, nature preserves,
wildlife refuges, and zoos.
6.Ʌ7RHQFRXUDJHSURIHVVLRQVWKDWSODQGHVLJQ
and manage community environments
(residential neighborhoods—including public
housing, parks and open space, multiuse

families by demonstrating how nature play

urban developments, downtown areas, and

spaces support child development and learn-

the urban public realm at large) to consider

ing, including for children with special needs.

SRVVLELOLWLHVIRUQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJɄ
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02
Nature play, learning,
and education
“Education is the point at which we decide whether or not we
love the world enough to assume responsibility for it.”
—Hannah Arendt

ɄMiddle childhood (8-12

Because nature play spaces may be developed

years) embraces the halcyon

within educational institutions, play, learning, and

years when children are fully
competent to engage with

education are considered here as a continuum

nature from every perspec-

of learning through nature. Rooted in hands-on,

tive—from the aesthetic to

spontaneous play and exploration, sensory learning

WKHVFLHQWLȴFWKHOLWHUDWHWR
the dramatic, the intimate

happens when children dam a stream, turn over

to the grandiose. Here, two

URFNVWRȴQGOLIHXQGHUQHDWKREVHUYHVXQOLJKW

boys observe a box turtle in a

dancing through swaying leaves, follow scurrying

forest preserve. $OOLJDWRU5LYHU

ants salvaging eggs from a disturbed ant hill, stroke

National Wildlife Refuge, NC.

the mossy surface of shady ground, bend pliable
VWHPVWRURRIDGHQJDWKHUVWLFNVWRPDNHDȴUH
smell the air following a rainstorm, watch a lizard
dart across a rock, and the myriad other ways of
engaging with nature. Hands-on nature play experiences such as these are retained as vivid memories,
often for the rest of life.uȽ They lay the groundwork
for formal learning and provide motivation to study
2.1

14 Nature Play & Learning Places Chapter 2 —Nature play, learning, and education

living systems.uȾ

2.3a
2.2

6FLHQFHDQGWKHDUWVRHUGR]HQVRIKLVWRULFDO
examples of the link between the unique power
of direct experience of nature in childhood and a
passion for nature in adulthood. E.O. Wilson in his
autobiography, Naturalist,uȿ describes how, as a
9-year-old he “pulled away the bark of a rotting tree
stump” in Rock Creek Park, Washington, DC, and
discovered “a seething mass of citronella ants” that
“left a vivid and lasting impression on me.” Wilson
later became a Harvard entomologist and world
expert on ants. In Thunder Tree,uȿ naturalist Robert

2.3b

Pyle connects his messing around in a Denver drainDJHGLWFKWRKLVVFLHQWLȴFSDVVLRQIRUEXWWHUȵLHV
ɄOpportunities for children to daydream in nature have greatly diminished over

Environmental psychologists Rachel and Stephen
Kaplan developed “Attention Restoration Theory”

the last two generations, possibly to the point where the idea may seem archaic.
+RSHOLHVLQQHZW\SHVRILQVWLWXWLRQVRHULQJXQERXQGHGRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUQDWXUH
engagement. Here, a forest kindergarten child sits on a sandbank, quietly singing to

WRH[SODLQWKHEHQHȴFLDOHHFWRIKXPDQHQFRXQ-

herself, immersed in nature, entranced by the gentle sound of running water and

ters with nature. For them, the “soft fascination” of

the delicious sensation washing her feet. Munich City Forest, Germany.

H[SHULHQFLQJQDWXUHHQJDJHVHRUWOHVVȊLQYROXQ-

Ʉ:KHUHFDQNLGVȴQGSODFHVLQWKHFLW\WRPHVVDURXQGLQQDWXUHDZD\IURP

tary attention” that produces a sense of relaxation

DGXOWH\HV"+HUHDJURXSRIIULHQGVEHORZVWUHHWOHYHOH[SORUHWKHLQȴQLWHSOD\

and promotes recovery from mental fatigue.uɀ

potential of an urban stream and at the same time appreciate the erosive power of

Afterward, individuals can better concentrate. What

water. %HUNHOH\&$.

if every school had a “time out” nature play and
learning space, where children could recover from
pressure-cooker classroom stress and return with
improved concentration for the next activity?

Nature Play & Learning Places Chapter 2 —Nature play, learning, and education
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2.4

ɄThe “Six Cs” (described to
the right) provide criteria for
evaluating the motivational
quality of nature play and
learning activity settings.
Here, the damp, rocky, gravelly ground surface, with water
vaguely running though, is
enough to motivate all six.
Curiosity is prompted by
stones to turn over; choice is
DRUGHGE\VL]HVVKDSHVRI
stones, gravel, and sand; con-

2.5

LEARNING THROUGH NATURE
1DWXUHDOVRRHUVHGXFDWRUVDFRQWH[WIRUDQLQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\DSSURDFKWRPXOWLSOH
subject areas, including learning about nature. Educational programs conducted in
nature tend to provide a greater range of options better matched to children’s varied
learning styles and personalities than do programs limited to indoor classroom activity.uɁ
The learning-through-nature approach to education or learning naturally supports the
6Cs of intrinsic motivation. The number and names of intrinsic motivation C’s varies in
the literature. Here we choose six that apply:ȼȻ Curiosity, Choice, Content, Collaboration, Challenge, and Context.

tent is the discovered organisms harbored underneath;

CuriosityLVWKHLQWULQVLFIRUFHRIDFKLOGȇVSOD\IXO

body to move through space: up, down, in, and

the playful exploration group;

interaction with the physical world. Choice is freely

DURXQGZKLFKSRVLWLYHO\DHFWVKDQGVRQDFWLYH

the large rocks are surely a

GRQDWHGE\QDWXUHȇVGLYHUVLW\DQGFKDQJHWKURXJK

learning. Intrinsic motivation, the essence of free

WLPHZKLFKSURYLGHVLQȴQLWHHTXDORSSRUWXQLW\ȃ

play, drives engagement, whereby children acquire

from the experience in new

an antidote to boredom. Content is the thing itself:

deeply grounded environmental values attached to

friendships, reinforced or

worms under logs, giant leaves, sweet-smelling

experience and a core of knowledge. The envi-

ȵRZHUVWKHZD\ZDWHUULSSOHVRYHUURFNVWKHYDU-

ronment-based education framework developed

LHGWH[WXUHVRIVRLODGLQȴQLWXPCollaboration is the

by Gerald Lieberman and colleagues, using the

way nature brings children together to explore an

environment as the context for learning, provides

idea, to execute a project, to make friends through

a useful approach for linking nature play and

requires design ingenui-

constantly changing shared experience. Challenge

learning to standards-based education across the

ty. Here, huge boulders

H[HUFLVHVDJHQF\DQGVHOIHɝFDF\DVWKHFKLOG

curriculum.ȼ{

FROODERUDWLRQ is self-evident in

challenge to turn over; context
is what the kids take away

new skills learned, observations made, new projects
planned at home or school.
ɄCreating a nature play
and learning landscape

have been used to create
a complex, 3-D landscape,

alone and children together take risks, continuously

challenging young bodies to

test the limits of their understanding of how things

Frequent visits to a richly endowed nature play

maneuver, reminiscent of

are and thus learn how the world works. Context

space for adventures with friends helps a child to

stream (small, recirculat-

refers to the transfer of skill and understanding

know the place, to understand what goes on there,

LQJVWUHDPLVRFDPHUD 

between situations and surroundings, from nature

how it works, and how its many attributes behave

0XVHXP%DFN\DUG

play and learning space to classroom, to home, to

through the day and through the seasons. As

other friends in other places.

Robert Pyle so eloquently asserts, hands-on child-

a Sierra Nevada mountain

Santa Barbara Museum, CA.
(Case Study 9).

hood experience helps us understand the natural
Nature play is intensely physical, obligating the
16 Nature Play & Learning Places Chapter 2 —Nature play, learning, and education

world as an interactive system.ȼt

SUPPORTING ENVIRONMENTAL LITERACY
According to the North American Association for Environmental Education (NAAEE),
“Environmental education (EE) teaches children and adults how to learn about and
investigate their environment, and to make intelligent, informed decisions about how
they can take care of it.” Further, “EE is taught in traditional classrooms, in communiWLHVDQGLQVHWWLQJVOLNHQDWXUHFHQWHUVPXVHXPVSDUNVDQG]RRVȋȼu
(QYLURQPHQWDOOLWHUDF\DNH\RXWFRPHRIHHFWLYH

and visual media), will be less likely to motivate the

EE, came into common usage following the publi-

kind of strong personal convictions that lead to

FDWLRQRI'DYLG2UUȇVERRNEcological Literacy.ȼȼ In

environmental action. Psychologist Edward Reed

the proposed bi-partisan No Child Left Inside Act of

presents compelling support for this point of view.ȼȿ

 +5 HQYLURQPHQWDOOLWHUDF\LVGHȴQHG

Ruth Wilson suggests that the sensorimotor expe-

as “a fundamental understanding of ecological

riences of nature play early in life are more likely to

principles, the systems of the natural world, and

become deeply embedded in a child and establish a

the relationships and interactions between natural

foundation for cognitive understanding as capabili-

DQGPDQPDGHHQYLURQPHQWVȋ1$$((GHȴQHVDQ

ties of symbolic thought mature.ȼɀ

environmentally literate person as “someone who,
both individually and together with others, makes

7REHHHFWLYHWKHȊFRQWLQXXPRIOLWHUDF\ȊUHIHUUHG

informed decisions concerning the environment;

to above must be paralleled by a spatial continu-

is willing to act on these decisions to improve the

XPRIQDWXUDOVHWWLQJVZLWKLQWKHFKLOGȇVH[SDQGLQJ

well-being of other individuals, societies, and the
global environment; and participates in civic life.”ȼȽ
The primary elements of environmental literacy
are described as cognitive (knowledge and skills),
DHFWLYHDQGEHKDYLRUDODQGLQWHUDFWLYHDQGGHYHOopmental in nature; meaning, individuals develop
along a continuum of literacy over time and are
not either environmentally literate or illiterate. A
majority of states have developed or are developing a State Environmental Literacy Plan, as described
in H. R. 2702.
ɄSensory exploration of

Nature play is a means for activating the experi-

nature, beginning in early
childhood, is an important, if

HQWLDODHFWLYHGRPDLQLQHQYLURQPHQWDOOLWHUDF\

not crucial, pre-curser to later

ZKLFKDSSHDUVXQGHUSOD\HGDFURVVWKHȴHOGRI((

deep understanding. Here,

Theories of experiential education contend that

as part of the annual Magic
in the Garden family festival, a

cognitive learning in early and middle childhood

preschooler, festooned with

FDQEHPRUHHHFWLYHLISUHFHGHGE\VSRQWDQHRXV

the vine crown (“green prin-

play, free exploration, and direct, personal discov-

cess”) of a previous activity,
is deeply engaged in earth

eries in nature.ȼȾ If not, later stages of cognitive development, served only by “disembodied,” abstract
knowledge from indirect, secondary sources (print

2.6

play conveniently framed in a
raised planter. North Carolina
Botanical Garden, NC.
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ɄLiterally getting “into”
nature early in life, feeling
comfortable and unafraid
(child and parents) is obviRXVO\DNH\ȴUVWVWHSWRZDUG
becoming an environmentally
OLWHUDWHFLWL]HQ+HUHWKHSLFture speaks for itself through
the joyful expression on the
child’s face. Nature PlayScape,
Cincinnati Nature Center, OH.
(Case Study 6)
ɄFor close-up, observation
of small critters, a container
VXLWDEO\XSȴWWHGKHOSV+HUH
the volunteer high school
docent is using a observation

2.7

2.8

2.9

2.10

box with a group of children
after they have “hunted” for
similar species along the
ΖQVHFW:DONHamill Family
Play Zoo, %URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/
(Design: MIG)
ɄUsing tools to extend
observational skills and
DZDUHQHVVRIVSHFLȴFVLQ
nature can also start early in
life. Here, a knowledgeable
parent guides use of binoculars to look at birds close up,
ZKLFKLVRWKHUZLVHGLɝFXOWWR
achieve for children.
Ʉ'UDPDWL]LQJDQLPDOOLIH
taps into children’s imaginative powers and motivates
them to start understanding

territorial range (see pp. 25-27), in and around the

animal-habitat interdepen-

FKLOGȇVKRPHDQGLPPHGLDWHUHVLGHQWLDOQHLJKERU-

dency—and have fun! Here,
DFKLOGKDVPDGHEXWWHUȵ\

hood. Here, parents, neighbors, and peers act as

ZLQJVWRȊEHȋDEXWWHUȵ\

informal educator/companions. Beyond home, na-

ȵLWWLQJWKURXJKWKHODQGVFDSH
VDPSOLQJWKHQHFWDURHUHG

ture play and learning spaces located in child devel-

E\WKHȵRZHUVHamill Family

opment centers, schools, and non-formal education

Play Zoo, %URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/

institutions can extend the continuum of ecosystem

ɄHands-on experience

experiences. By working with children and families,

with small critters is especial-

environmental educators extend the meaning of

ly engaging for children and

nature play and learning experiences to help the

can be surprisingly simple to
arrange. Here, the leaf insect

next generation become environmentally literate,

has been attracted to a sunny

to acquire strong environmental values, and move

spot on the ground for all to
observe. Hamill Family Play

2.11

Zoo, %URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/
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human culture in a more sustainable direction.ȼɁ

WELCOMING A CONSTELLATION OF USERS
Nature play and learning spaces reach out with open arms to the whole community of
XVHUVFKLOGUHQRIDOODJHVLQFOXGLQJLQWKHȴUVWPRQWKVRIOLIHDFFRPSDQ\LQJSDUHQWV
and elders; independent youth and youth groups; all cultures and ethnic backgrounds;
people of all abilities and those with special needs; childcare, school, and summer
camp groups; boy and girl scouts doing badge work; home-schoolers; out-of-towners;
the list goes on. The one commonality is a passion for nature play.
Children grow and develop in genetically driven
stages with variations according to individual
personality, family relations, socioeconomic circumstances, cultural traditions, climate, and more.
Typical stages described in the literature are early
childhood (birth to 7), middle childhood (8 to 11),
preadolescence (12 to 14), and adolescence (15 to
18). To cover the full spectrum of childhood and
to attract repeat visits, nature play spaces must be
designed and managed to support the continuity of
developmental stages. Current research suggests
the following expected outdoor behavior and environmental requirements for each developmental
stage, including early childhood, middle childhood,

2.12

pre-adolescence, and adolescence.

Early childhood which includes infancy,

put objects in their mouths, play coordinators must

Ʉ:HOFRPHWRWKHSODQHW

toddlerhood, preschool and early school years

carefully inspect and assess spaces designated for

Here, an infant just learning

(pre-K to 2nd grade or Montessori Children’s House,

this age group from this perspective as part of the

3-6 years old), covers the most crucial period of

risk management protocol (see Chapter 6).

WRZDONLVPHVPHUL]HGE\
the grasshopper alighted on
the stump. The child testing
his balance resembles the

individual human development.

grasshopper behavior. %ULJKW

Recognition of the importance of outdoor expe-

+RUL]RQV&KLOG'HYHORSPHQW

ΖQIDQF\(includes “year zero” and subsequent

ULHQFHRIQDWXUHVWDUWLQJLQWKHȴUVW\HDURIOLIHLV

Center, NC.

PRQWKVRIFUDZOLQJDQGWKHȴUVWKHVLWDQWVWHSVWRZDUG

TXLWHUHFHQWLQWKHȴHOGRIFKLOGGHYHORSPHQWDQG

“toddling”). Greenman (p. 241),ȽȻ calls infants and

is still not mainstream in research or practice.Ƚ{ For

toddlers “sensory motor scientists who systemat-

the crawling-learning-to-walk child, ground-level

LFDOO\LQYHVWLJDWHWKHLUZRUOGXVLQJWKHLUVFLHQWLȴF

quality is critical. Designated spaces can be small,

tools: mouth, eyes, skin, ears, and whole body

intimate, enclosed with a gate, and have a simple

PXVFOHVȋΖIQRWKDQGOHGZLVHO\DEDE\ȇVȴUVWH[-

layout. Clean, unitary ground surfaces are required

periences with the natural world may be negative,

without plant scraps or mulch that could stick to

ZKLFKFRXOGDHFWIXWXUHXQGHUVWDQGLQJ6SDFHV

clothes or be mouthed. Possible settings include an

are needed for positive, “active exploration” close to

undulating lawn to challenge balance, and pull-up

adults. Also, recognizing that infants and toddlers

rails to practice standing. Sensory stimulation could

Nature Play & Learning Places Chapter 2 —Nature play, learning, and education
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2.13

From birth, children discover through moving themselves about and manipulating materials about them. The
prime concerns of a baby are interaction with others and to be in a position to explore, hence the strong
drive to reach, sit up, crawl, and walk. This discovery continues until the three- and four-year-old wants to
understand such concepts as ‘near and far’, ‘heavy and light’, ‘lines and curves.’Ƚt

ɄToddlers like to

LQFOXGHDSDWFKRIWH[WXUHGȵDJVWRQHVLQWHUVSHUVHG

falling water and opportunities for hand splashing.

with “steppable” plants selected for their strong

A diaper changing station with sink and running

children, just beyond “parallel

texture, color, and fragrance. Comfortable adult

water is always appreciated, as well as screened

play,” are engaged in an

seating centrally placed to ensure close contact is

seating for nursing mothers.

ȊLQWHUDFWZLWKVWXȋVD\V
-LP*UHHQPDQ+HUHWKHVH

endless cycle of exploring all
the possible permutations of

essential as is dappled shade during the summer

sand, “tools” for manipulating

to provide comfort and sun protection for children

it, the log surfaces, gaps be-

Toddlerhood (approximately 18 to 36 months

DQGDGXOWV$ZDWHUIHDWXUHFDQRHUWKHVRXQGRI

or once the infant has learned to toddle). In

tween, and the straw mixed
in. Shepherd’s Way Day School,
Asheboro, NC.
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ɄChildren at the upper
end of early childhood
(6-7 years old), should be
VXɝFLHQWO\VNLOOHGWRUDQJH
freely, to engage with nature
in urban parks and open
space, often in the company
of older siblings or friends
or caregivers in the same
vicinity. Here, two 7-year-olds
are playing hide-and-go-seek
in the complex, three-dimensional landscape of Teardrop
Park, NYC (Case Study 3).

2.14

toddlerhood, spatial exploration expands dramat-

ed territory, including more diverse spaces with

ically. Parallel play (children playing next to each

increased richness of plantings and natural objects.

other rather than with each other), dominates

Two year olds begin to transition from toddler-

because children are still discovering themselves as

KRRGEHFRPHPRUHFRPSHWHQWDQGFRQȴGHQWEXW

individuals. Greenman describes how the toddler

still engage in parallel play as they continue the

is “each day practicing and expanding physical

SURFHVVRIȊLQGLYLGXDWLRQȋ OHDUQLQJWKHGLHUHQFH

skills: climbing, sliding, swinging, hanging, jumping

between “me” and the external world) and do not

RDQGWXPEOLQJȋ S Ƚu Bilton underscores

IXOO\XQGHUVWDQGȊVKDULQJȋ7RDYRLGFRQȵLFWHQVXUH

opportunities for such movement as “probably the

multiples of everything. Twos may still be in the

most crucial mode of learning” (p.30).Ƚȼ Movement

process of toilet training, which once accomplished

sequences can be created through the three-

will allow freer movement. Some parents may feel

dimensional design of pathways, ground surfaces,

FRPIRUWDEOHOHWWLQJWKHLU\HDUROGVȊROHDVKȋWR

and plant placement to stimulate basic spatial re-

explore larger-scale spaces shared with older age

lations of up/down, in/out, over/under/on, around/

groups.

through.

3UHVFKRROLQWRHOHPHQWDU\\HDUV(approxi7RGGOHUVOLNHWRLQWHUDFWZLWKȊVWXȋWRȊFDUU\WUDQV-

mately 3 to 7 years old). Preschoolers move beyond

SRUWȴOOGXPSVSODVKVWDFNSLOHNQRFNRYHUWDNH

self-centered, parallel play into a more cooperative

apart/put together, sort/match, put in/take out, and

social world where creative, spontaneous action

paint/smear” (Greenman, p.242).ȽȽ They look for,

serves as the socializing process through which

watch, and inspect. Natural objects and plant parts

WKH\OHDUQWKHEHQHȴWVRIJLYHDQGWDNH3UHVFKRRO

available in the setting, or toys and objects brought

is the critical age for beginning to learn lifelong hab-

to the space by caregivers can help toddlers ac-

LWV&KLOGUHQWKLVDJHVKRXOGEHDEOHWRFRQȴGHQWO\

complish this. Nature play and learning spaces for

explore nature. Observational skills become devel-

toddlers can be provided as an extension of infant

oped. As rapid brain development is still under-

spaces, which will help parents supervise siblings

way, sensory stimulation through play can further

and their friends. As toddlers continue to actively

contribute to neurological development before

explore through their senses, they require an expand-

windows of opportunity close.ȽȾ Since preschoolers
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ɄMiddle childhood is the
“hunter-gatherer” age according to David Sobel, a time for
engaging with nature full-tilt,
using skills of observation,
naming, classifying, counting
and describing. Exposed
appropriately, kids can be
turned on to science. Here,
two girls are collaborating
on an insect safari using a
EXWWHUȵ\QHWQH[WWRDEHG
RIGLYHUVHȵRZHULQJQDWLYH
perennials (plant them and
critters will come). Minnesota
Waldorf School, Maplewood,
MN.

2.15

construct their world through experience, it is

Five-year-olds enter kindergarten but are still

essential to present them with situations we want

considered to be in early childhood through second

them to believe in. Qualities such as peaceful, beau-

grade. At this age, children need to take charge of

tiful, ordered, and responsive can be embodied in

their own experience, to be challenged intellectu-

nature play and learning spaces through careful

ally, socially, and physically. They “need opportu-

design and management.

nities for risk-taking and daring, for construction,
experimentation, and problem solving” (Greenman,

3UHVFKRROHUVKDYHPRUHVWUHQJWKVNLOODQGFRQȴ-

p.243).ȽɁ Conducted in nature, these activities devel-

dence. They “build, construct, tear down, destroy,

op teamwork and a sense of responsibility, and can

pound, knead, shape, sculpt, dig, sift, burrow,

increase environmental awareness.

and experiment” and “exercise curiosity, wonder,
ask questions, explore, discover, and pretend.”

Middle childhood (approximately 8 to 11

(Greenman, p.242).Ƚȿ The changeability and unpre-

years old, overlaps with preadolescence). Children

dictability of nature are “key qualities that support

this age need similar opportunities for nature

self-organized, open-ended play—allowing adults to

activities as their younger peers but larger in scale.

step aside” (Bilton p.31,Ƚɀ referencing Stephenson).

This stage of childhood typically extends longer

For these experts, outdoors is where playing,

for boys than girls because of the earlier onset of

OHDUQLQJDQGHGXFDWLRQEHFRPHDXQLȴHGSURFHVV

puberty and adolescence in females. Children in

DOORZLQJSUHVFKRROHUVȇLPDJLQDWLRQDQGFUHDWLYLW\

this age group create strong friendships, especially

to develop unimpeded, where collecting, sorting,

of the same sex, and want to belong to a group to

classifying, questioning, and experiencing cause

feel socially secure. They enjoy being outdoors in

DQGHHFWVXSSRUWHDUO\VFLHQFHOHDUQLQJ

attractive, easily accessible, diverse spaces where
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imaginations can be exercised in activities that they

rapid physical, social, and psychological change.

see as adventurous—that support growth of con-

Preadolescent introspection, the search for

ȴGHQFHWKURXJKDXWRQRPRXVDFWLRQ IRUWEXLOGLQJ

personal identity, the quest for the meaning of

for example). This is especially true for under-priv-

OLIHPD\ȴQGH[SUHVVLRQWKURXJKLQWHUDFWLRQZLWK

ileged children who may lack opportunities for

nature in poetry and drama. Self-expression is also

independence away from home. Nature play and

important, and may be inspired by nature through

learning can help equalize opportunities for un-

writing, poetry, drawing, painting, sculpture, and

derserved children, particularly in science and the

music. Through active involvement with the natural

arts. Children this age need a space large enough

world, young people learn deep concentration and

WRSUHWHQGWREHȊORVWȋȃDQDWWULEXWHGHȴQHGE\

experience the joy of accomplishment,Ⱦt which may

landscape qualities such as topography, tree cover,

create a sense of on-going attachment to a nature

and distribution of understory vegetation.

play and learning place, resulting in multiple visits

David Sobel calls middle childhood the “hunter

to continue working on projects or venture into

gatherer” age, when territory expands and the

new ones. Visionary educator Maria Montessori

collection and classifying of natural objects is

developed learning processes grounded in nature

popular.ȾȻ Beginning at this age, clubs linked to

for adolescents.Ⱦu

nature play and learning at museums, zoos, and

ɄFor pre-adolescents,
nature play and learning
places can serve social
needs, stimulate interest in
conservation and environmental issues, help youth
feel useful, and at the same
time provide opportunities
for emerging leadership skills.
Here, a youth group enjoys
time together scavenging
litter from an urban stream.
Walnut Creek Wetlands Center,
Raleigh, NC. (Design: Frank
Harmon Architect with NLI)

botanical gardens provide opportunities to build

Adolescence (approximately 15 to 18 years

Ʉ For adolescents, nature

relationships with educators who, as Rachel Carson

old). For some adolescents, a nature play and

play and learning places

suggests (and research supports), can help individ-

learning place may serve as a “nature club,” as a

provide opportunities for

uals become inspired by nature through working

medium for healthy inter-gender understanding

with a knowledgeable adult in a rich, natural

and relationships, a community service opportu-

environment.Ⱦ{

nity, a viable place to volunteer, an alternative to

Preadolescence (ages approximately 12 to

organized sports, and/or an inspiration to study
the expressive arts or science. It may be a place for

14, preadolescence, puberty, and the beginning of

meaningful adventure and risk-taking as a rite of

adolescence). For young people, this is a period of

passage into teen culture. Ⱦȼ

2.16

contributing to programs and
site management, including
skill development. Here,
young adults and youth are
working together preparing
the area for a children’s
nature play program. Nature
Play Corps, $OOLJDWRU5LYHU
National Wildlife Refuge, NC
(see insert, pp. 30-35).

2.17
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LINKING CHILD DEVELOPMENT TO DESIGN
Three inter-related concepts: DFWLYLW\VHWWLQJ, DRUGDQFH, and territorial range have proven
useful to designers interested in intentionally linking the physical attributes of space
to predictable human activity. Applied together, the concepts are particularly helpful
for designing spaces for children (including universal design) ȾȽ, and provide managers
with a useful framework for specifying functional requirements (including universal
design), comparing levels of use, estimating investment costs, and shaping design and
management strategies.
$RUGDQFHcan be described as a quality of

bridge, etc.) and events (social interaction, game,

an object, or an environment, which allows an

weather, activity program, etc.).Ⱦɀ As children learn

individual to perform an action.ȾȾ The concept

DRUGDQFHVWKHH[SHULHQFHVEHFRPHHPERGLHGDV

helps us understand how children “read,” interact

skills and understandings of the world that support

with, and learn the functional properties of the

ever-deepening feelings and relationships between

environment to serve their needs.Ⱦȿ Environmental

child and surroundings—in memories that can last

DRUGDQFHVDUHSHUFHLYHGDQGDFWHGXSRQDV

DOLIHWLPH$RUGDQFHVPXVWEHGLVFRYHUHGWHVWHG

“playable,” “runnable,” “jumpable,” “climbable,” etc.,

and “actualized” by the child or children acting

by individual kids. By repeating playful interactions

WRJHWKHU0DQ\REMHFWVRHUPXOWLSOHDRUGDQFHV

over time, kids “pick up information” and learn

or may require a related object to be actualized.

WKHDFWLYLWLHVWKDWVSDFHVDQGSODFHVKDYHWRRHU

:KHQDFKLOGȴUVWSLFNVXSDVWLFNVKHRUKHGRHV

which may be a function of the layout (pathways,

not instantly understand all possible actions it may

topography, location of settings, etc.), objects (tree,

DRUGIRUH[DPSOHDVDGLJJLQJWRROFRPELQHG

shrub, log, rock, hole, wildlife, drinking fountain,

with dirt (digable), as a device to run along railings

ɄAdult attitudes and
understanding of territorial
behavior and children’s need
to develop skills in spatial
awareness vary greatly.
Beyond infancy, children
can begin to explore the
“great outdoors” (to borrow
a phrase from Mary Rivkin)
accompanied, of course, by
adults. Here, two toddler
friends, exploring (with
parents) a complex, highly
GLHUHQWLDWHGLQWLPDWH
unbounded landscape must
feel that it goes on forever.
Teardrop Park, NYC (Case

2.18

Study 3).
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2.19

ΖQIDQF\

Toddlerhood

3ULPDU\6FKRRO

Middle Childhood

Adolescence

Sensory exposure to

'LHUHQWLDWLQJQDWXUDO

Discovering and under-

The halcyon days of

Nature as a vehicle for

the wonders of nature.

objects and phenomena.

standing the great

childhood in nature.

personal development.

( 18–36 months )*

outdoors.

( 8–11 years )*

( 12–17 years )*

ȏɅ7HUULWRULDOVFDOHKLJKO\

ȏɅ1DWXUHDVDSODFHIRU

( Birth–18 months )*
ȏɅΖQWLPDWHVPDOO
scale, multi-sensory
surroundings.
ȏɅ*URXQGOHYHOH[SORUDWLRQ
of diverse surfaces and
objects.
ȏɅ6LWWLQJFUDZOLQJOHDUQLQJ
to walk, exercising body
control.
ȏɅ8QHYHQJURXQGVXUIDFHV
challenging.
ȏɅ2YHUKHDGREMHFWVVWLPXlate eye exercise.
ȏɅ5HDFKLQJWRREMHFWV
ȏɅ/LVWHQLQJLPLWDWLQJQDWXUDO
sounds.

ȏɅ([SDQGLQJWHUULWRULDOVFDOH
ȏɅ$GGLWLRQDOPRWRUVNLOOV
run, jump, balance, pedal.
ȏɅ*URXQGOHYHODFWLYLW\VWLOO
important.
ȏɅ+DQGVRQVHQ-

( 3–7 years )*
ȏɅ*UHDWO\H[SDQGHGWHUULWRrial scale.
ȏɅ6SDWLDOOLPLWVQHJRWLDWHG
with adults.
ȏɅ0RWRUVNLOOVH[WHQGPRYH-

variable.
ȏɅ&DQQDYLJDWHUHVLGHQtial neighborhood and
beyond.
ȏɅ%LF\FOHULGLQJVNDWLQJ

sory exploration/

ment complexity.

sledding, climbing, etc.

experimentation.

ȏɅ5LVNWDNLQJGDULQJ

ȏɅΖQWHUHVWLQFROOHFWLQJDQG

ȏɅ2EVHUYLQJIROORZLQJVPDOO
creatures, insects, birds.
ȏɅ1DPLQJREMHFWVSODQWV
animals, weather.
ȏɅ/HDUQLQJZKHUHIRRG
comes from.
ȏɅ3DUDOOHOSOD\FKDQJHVWR
small group interaction.

ȏɅ6RFLDOFRRSHUDWLYHSOD\

classifying natural objects.

shared experience.

ȏɅ1HHGWRIHHOXVHIXO

ȏɅ'LVFRYHUXQGHUVWDQG

ȏɅ&RQVWUXFWLRQVNLOOV

cycles of life, seasons.
ȏɅ*DUGHQLQJ
ȏɅ(QMR\FKLOGUHQȇVQDWXUH
literature.

social interaction.
ȏɅΖQGLYLGXDOWDOHQWVQXUWXUHG
by nature.
ȏɅ(PRWLRQDOH[SUHVVLRQ
through nature.
ȏɅ(QJDJHGE\HQYLURQPHQWDO
conservation issues.
ȏɅ/HDGHUVKLSVNLOOVHPHUJH
ȏɅ)DFLOLWDWHDFWLYLWLHVRI
younger groups.

ȏɅ0RWLYDWHGE\KDQGVRQ
ambitious STEAM projects.
ȏɅ&UHDWLYLW\LPDJLQDWLRQ
through nature.

ȏɅ&XOWXUDOH[SUHVVLRQRI
nature in music, drama.

$OODJHGLYLVLRQVDUHDSSUR[LPDWHRYHUODSDQGYDU\DPRQJLQGLYLGXDOV/LVWVDUHQRWH[KDXVWLYHEXWDLPWRKLJKOLJKWGHYHORSPHQWDODWWULEXWHVUHODWHGWRQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJ
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ɄA child’s territory or
spatial range continuously
expands with age as he or
she discovers new activity
settings, using skills that
are partly determined by
genetics. However, skills
can also be substantially
supported, advanced, and
enhanced through access
to diverse activity settings in
appropriately designed and
managed nature play and
learning places. The purpose
of the diagram is to provide
an overview of the territorial
expansion process and expected key attributes related
to nature play and learning
DWGLHUHQWDJHOHYHOVIURP
birth to adolescence (through
17 years).
ɄEach child’s territorial
range not only expands but
also deepens experientially
DVPRUHDQGPRUHDRUGDQF-

2.20Ʉ6HWWLQJ([SHULHQWLDO'HSWKZLWK7LPH

es in each activity setting

$VWLPHSDVVHVDRUGDQFHVRIHDFKDFWLYLW\VHWWLQJDUHGLVFRYHUHGDQGDFWXDOL]HG

DUHȊDFWXDOL]HGȋWKURXJK

The experiential depth increases.

repeat visits. A well-designed
and managed nature play
and learning place attracts
UHSHDWYLVLWVEHFDXVHLWRHUV
experiential richness. A
diverse array of activity set-

(noise-makeable), combined with water as a boat

portable toys and/or by harvesting nearby nature.

ȵRDWDEOH FRPELQHGZLWKRWKHUVWLFNVWRPDNHD

6XFKORRVHSDUWVHQULFKDQGH[WHQGDRUGDQFHV

shelter (buildable), matched with a can (drumable),

and associated activity patterns, which in turn are

DVWKHDRUGDQFHVRIHDFK

and so on. A classic pile of dirt is attractive because

LQȵXHQFHGE\WKHVRFLDOLQWHUDFWLRQVRIFKLOGUHQRI

DUHGLVFRYHUHGDFWXDOL]HG

RILWVYDULHGDRUGDQFHVGLJDEOHPROGDEOHFOLPE-

GLHUHQWDJHVDQGDELOLWLHV

tings, appropriate for all age
groups, attracts multiple visits

and practiced—enhancing
individual skills, which in turn

able, slideable, run-up-and-downable, hideable,

OHDGVWRPRUHDFWXDOL]HG

HWF$RUGDQFHVPRWLYDWHSOD\DQGLQWHUDFWLRQZLWK

6HWWLQJVDRUGLQJWKHVDPHW\SHRIDFWLYLW\PD\

DRUGDQFHV

environments, which helps children learn.

GLHULQFKDUDFWHU6DQGDQGZDWHUSOD\FDQEH
GHVLJQHGLQPDQ\GLHUHQWIRUPVXVLQJDZLGH

$FWLYLW\VHWWLQJLVDVXEVSDFHZLWKDRUGDQFHV

range of possible materials to support similar sets

WKDWRHUDSUHGLFWDEOHW\SHRIDFWLYLW\7KHFRQFHSW

RIDRUGDQFHVDFWXDOL]HGDFFRUGLQJWRDFKLOGȇVDJH

helps us understand how a large area can be

and ability. Sittable rocks or logs can add comfort-

VXEGLYLGHGWRVXSSRUWGLHUHQWDFWLYLWLHVȾɁ Setting

able seating for accompanying adults.

behavior also has a temporal dimension. On weekGD\VDVDQGDQGZDWHUSOD\VHWWLQJPLJKWDRUG

'LHUHQWVHWWLQJVPRWLYDWHGLHUHQWUHSHUWRLUHVRI

pre-school activity, but on weekends it may attract

activity. Most settings are physically bounded even

mixed-age family groups. Children may increase

though they may vary in size. Like sand-and-water

WKHQXPEHURIDRUGDQFHVE\EULQJLQJWKHLURZQ

SOD\IRUH[DPSOHWKH\DUHIRFXVHGRQDRUGDQFHV
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2.21a

2.21b

2.21c

related to physical components contained with-

discovered settings, continue to actualize their

ɄManaged, neighbor-

in the setting. Pathways, by contrast, are linear

DRUGDQFHVWDNHULVNVDQGWHVWQHZFKDOOHQJHV

hood woodlands or woodlots,

settings linking other settings together. Physical

Larger logs may be turned over to discover more

FRPSRQHQWVDQGUHODWHGDRUGDQFHVDUHVWUXQJ

exciting critters living underneath. Natural loose

the combined concept of

along a necklace of play opportunities. Pathway

parts may be used to build a clubhouse, which on

diverse activity settings with

OLQHDULW\DRUGVFKDVHJDPHVZKHHOHGWR\XVH

the next visit is used to create a game inspired by

increased movement, and usually higher levels of

FKLOGUHQȇVOLWHUDWXUHRUWKHODWHVWPRYLH)RUWHUULWR-

physical activity.

rial range to fully develop, enclosure of the space
may be required so that caregivers feel relaxed

7HUULWRULDOUDQJHGHVFULEHVDFKLOGȇVEHKDYLRULQ

about leaving children free to roam.

space and time in two aspects: territorial expansion
and range development.ȿȻ

Spaces designed and managed to challenge each
FKLOGȇVLQFUHDVLQJPDWXULW\OHYHOZLOOHQDEOHDQ

Range expansion occurs as children mature, gain

H[SDQGLQJUHSHUWRLUHRIDFWXDOL]HGDRUGDQFHV

FRQȴGHQFHYHQWXUHIDUWKHUDȴHOGH[SORUHDQGGLV-

and skills to be tested—and accepted as healthy

FRYHUQHZVHWWLQJVDQGDFWXDOL]HVHWWLQJDRUGDQF-

risk-taking by caregivers. Activity settings designed

es.ȿ{ Parental permission (or apprehension), peer

ZLWKDRUGDQFHVWRPRWLYDWHFKLOGUHQRIGLHUHQW

friendships, and the variety and density of settings

ages will strengthen territorial range and may in-

PD\LQȵXHQFHWKHUDWHRIWHUULWRULDOH[SDQVLRQȿt

crease repeat visits over the span of childhood and

Nature play and learning spaces designed with

adolescence. As young visitors discover new play

FORVHO\SDFNHGVHWWLQJVRHUVHDPOHVVH[SDQVLRQRI

and learning possibilities and become more deeply

WHUULWRULDOUDQJHDVQHZDRUGDQFHVDUHGLVFRYHUHG

attached with age, they may help manage the space

and actualized. Areas with widely dispersed settings

and/or assist with programming.

easily accessible on a
daily basis, best exemplify

PXOWLSOHDRUGDQFHVDEOH
to attract multiple visits by
neighborhood residents.
+HUHȊQHDUE\QDWXUHȋRHUHG
by a neighborhood patch of
woodland with small stream
is managed for nature play
and learning in collaboration with a local elementary
school. Nature Play Area, Hills
& Dales MetroPark, .HWWHULQJ
OH (Case Study 1).

may inhibit continuous expansion.
Range depth occurs when children return to already
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ɄYoung adults, especially
those considering a career
in education, recreation or
HQYLURQPHQWȴQGPXOWLSOHRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUȴHOG
experience by working as
interns, docents or volunteers in nature play and
learning places. Closeness
RIDJHDQGH[SHULHQFHRHU
a particular role for working
with pre-adolescents. Here, a
college intern encourages a
13-year-old to investigate life
of a rotting log. Nature Play
Corps, $OOLJDWRU5LYHU1DWLRQDO
Wildlife Refuge, NC (see insert,
pp. 30-35).

2.22

ENGAGING YOUTH
Preadolescents and adolescents are no longer children and, unless accompanying
younger siblings, are seldom attracted by places and pursuits perceived as childish.
Strategies are required to maintain youth engagement beyond the years of middle
childhood. Young people are idealistic and want to contribute to society and, in doing
so, discover their talents. Feeling useful and participating in peer groups are strong
adolescent needs that could be supported through a nature play and learning place
where youth can hang out and at the same time contribute to landscape management,
facility development, and nature programming with younger age groups. Under these
circumstances, a peer group can provide a non-threatening feeling of companionship
and psychological security.ȿu
6XSSRUWLQJVSHFLDOQHHGVNature play and

may serve a particularly important role because

learning spaces are likely to be more attractive

WKH\DRUGRSSRUWXQLWLHVWKDWRWKHUW\SHVRISOD\

to family members with special needs than more

HQYLURQPHQWPD\QRWRHULQFOXGLQJQRYHOW\DQG

FRPPRQSODFHUHFUHDWLRQVSDFHV6FLHQWLȴFHYLGHQFH

GLYHUVLW\RIJURXQGOHYHOSOD\FKDQJHȵH[LELOLW\

dating to the mid-1980s continues to demonstrate

openness, and shade. These attributes may serve

WKHPXOWLSOHSV\FKRORJLFDODQGWKHUDSHXWLFHHFWV

groups of children with special needs on week-

of exposure to nature on individuals.ȿȼ For children

days as well as families with individual children on

with special needs, nature play and learning spaces

weekends.
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2.23

Novelty and diversity increase the likelihood of a

nature provides a diversity of play opportunity and

ɄResearch demonstrates

match with the diversity of individual special needs.

ȵH[LELOLW\RIXVHWKDWDUHNH\VWRPHHWLQJVSHFLDO

the positive impact of nature

Only one in 85 children with special needs has some

QHHGV)RUVLWHVZLWKSURJUDPVWDQDWXUHDUHDV

form of physical disability. Almost half of special

H[SDQGRHULQJVWRDOOFKLOGUHQUHJDUGOHVVRIDELOLW\

H[SRVXUHWRȊJUHHQȋKDVDVLJQLȴFDQWSRVLWLYHHHFW

Designers and managers are recommended to

$ERXWRQHLQȴYHKDVVSHFLDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQQHHGV

review the Americans with Disabilities Act (2010),ȿȾ

ZKLFKDJDLQFDQEHDPHOLRUDWHGE\WKHHHFWRI

Chapter 10, covering “Recreational Facilities” (par-

natural environments designed to be socially inter-

ticularly if the proposed nature play area contains

active; one in 10 has special social/emotional needs,

buildings) and Section 1008, pages 237-242, which

IRUZKLFKQDWXUHKDVDORQJKLVWRU\RISRVLWLYHHHFW

covers “Play Areas” to identify any potential compli-

and one in eight has a chronic health ailment, for

ance issues.Ʉ

for some individuals.ȿȽ The remainder of special needs

ing special needs. A diversity
of nature play and learning
places can be designed and

QHHGVFKLOGUHQKDYHDFRJQLWLYHGHȴFLWIRUZKLFK

which play in nature can be a welcome distraction

on human well-being, includ-

managed to accommodate a
wide range of abilities of people of all ages. Here, a young
woman with mobility and
developmental limitations is
taking an accompanied stroll
(and exercise away from her
wheelchair) to the “Cloud
Chamber” in an outdoor art
park. North Carolina Museum
of Art, Museum Park/Cloud
&KDPEHU—Chris Drury, artist.

covers such a wide spectrum that it is impossible
to predict a particular design response. However,
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NATURE PLAY HABITATS

The Nature Play Corps
In 2011 the National Wildlife Federation and the Natural Learning
Initiative at North Carolina State University cooperated with the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to develop a pilot project to establish a
Nature Play Corps within the 21st Century Youth Conservation Corps.

The project was implemented through a three-week

Instructional techniques included formal presentations

internship for 15 youth (ages 18 to 25, selected from

on child development and design principles; interpretive

across the nation) held at the Alligator River and Pea

WRXUVOHGE\UHIXJHVWDVLWHYLVLWVDQGJXLGHGREVHUYDWLRQ

Island National Wildlife Refuges on the North Carolina

at child development centers; experiential introduction to

coast. The program was organized by NLI, which de-

playwork concepts and approaches; and development of

veloped a training curriculum delivered by a six-per-

nature-play-based experiences for refuge child-visitors.

VRQFRUHWHDP LQFOXGLQJDQRVLWHFRRUGLQDWRU DQG
two playwork specialists.

(DFK)ULGD\PRUQLQJȴYHWHDPVFRQVLVWLQJRIWKUHHLQWHUQV
prepared and presented nature play prototype experienc-

The principal objective was to develop an innovative,

HVȃNQRZQDVȆQDWXUHSOD\KDELWDWVȇ3OD\KDELWDWWKHPHV

HHFWLYHDQGUHSOLFDEOHPRGHOIRUDWWUDFWLQJQHZ

grew out of information presented by refuge naturalists

refuge visitors by engaging youth as playworkers who,

regarding local animal species and natural phenomena.

with adult mentors, could design, construct, manage

Themes included bird migration, black bears, turtles,

and program nature play areas on public lands.

DOOLJDWRUVLQVHFWOLIHDQLPDOKRPHVDQGȴUH7HDPVGHYHOoped plans for 20- to 30-minute play experiences inspired

A Nature Play Corps training curriculum was devel-

by the themes and using natural settings.

oped drawing from the best available resources in
WKHHPHUJLQJȴHOGRISOD\ZRUNLQFOXGLQJVSHFLDOLVWV

A system of paths and pockets accommodated the nature

from the North Carolina Zoo and the Eden Project in

play habitats and included a central island with seating for

the United Kingdom. The curriculum was designed to

parents to congregate while their children engaged in free

achieve three learning objectives for interns:

play from habitat to habitat.

1.Ʌ7RDSSUHFLDWHH[LVWLQJUHIXJHUHVRXUFHVDQG
management practices;
2.Ʌ7RDVVHVVQDWXUDOUHVRXUFHVIRUWKHLUQDWXUH
play potential;
3.Ʌ7RGHVLJQSODQDQGOHDGQDWXUHSOD\SURJUDPV
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The three, weekly nature play events were attended by
FKLOGUHQUDQJLQJIURPWR\HDUVRIDJHDQGRHUHG
a total of 15 nature play habitat experiences. Selected
examples are described on the following pages.

NATURE PLAY HABITATS

1

2

3

1. I Spy Through Animal Eyes

which they could thrive. Children were asked: How would

Children were given free range to explore, pretending to

these animals survive? Can we help them? Children and

EHDQLPDOVDQHWZRUNRIWUDLOVWKDWFRQQHFWHGȴYHGLHU-

facilitators rapidly organized themselves as “nature help-

ent experiences: 1) pine straw nest; 2) vine-lashed tunnel;

ers” to build new homes for the displaced animals. Some

3) small loose parts habitat creation; 4) large loose parts

children instantly became migrating animals ready to

construction area; and 5) a wildlife observation tree house.

enjoy their new homes.

Prior to the arrival of children, representational images
of local wildlife were placed in and among the surround-

3. Bear Necessities

ing trees. Children enjoyed discovering small and large

Children were invited to visit a trail system marked with

“homes” for the animals they enacted and, at the end, all

bear tracks leading up to a “bear den.” They were asked

joined a jubilant baby bird congregation!

if they wanted to become “real bears.” If so, they received

2. The Great Fire Escape

SDZSULQWVWREHLGHQWLȴHG7KHȊEHDUVȋSOD\HGIUHHO\LQWKH
GHQZKLFKZDVELJHQRXJKWRKRXVHȴYHFKLOGUHQ6RPH

7KHVFHQHKDGDOUHDG\EHHQVHWE\WKHKXJHIRUHVWȴUH

H[SORUHGWKHKDELWDWORRNLQJIRUIRRGGLJJLQJDQGȴQGLQJ

still burning at the other end of the Alligator River Wildlife

bones, shells, and sticks. A girl impersonated a ferocious

Refuge, resulting in the mass movement of animals from

honey bear that generated group rough-and-tumble play

their homes to new refuge areas. Although plenty of food

and loud roars. The group ended the session sitting up on

and water were available, the animals lacked homes in

top on the defeated hunter (playworker).

Nature Play & Learning Places Nature Play Corps 31

NATURE PLAY HABITATS

4. Be Great, Migrate!

gain new perspectives of the landscapes in front of them.

An imaginary migration path was set up for children

Others used the small frames to wander around and

DVELUGV WRȴQGWKHLUZD\DURXQG7KH\XQGHUVWRRG

observe the surroundings and take photographs using

WKDWDIWHUWKHVXPPHULWZDVWLPHWRȵ\VRXWKWR

disposable cameras. Most of the children posed, “framed”

warmer climates. The migration path included food,

for the photographs!

water, and nesting spots marked by logs, string, and
signs. “Birds” had to negotiate power lines, leap over

6. Habitat Manor

REVWDFOHVDQGȵ\IDVWWRUHDFKWKHLUGHVWLQDWLRQVEH-

&KLOGUHQȴUVWH[SORUHGDQRSHQKRPHVHWXSZLWKLQWKH

fore the cold weather set in. Even a very young child

woods complete with a table set, books, and windows and

followed the activity and collaborated in the construc-

a makeshift wallpaper enclosure made from tablecloths.

tion of a nest.

Children were invited to explore the trail further, where

5. Picture This!

they encountered a bird watcher (playworker) who had
been lost for two days after being frightened by a mys-

Framing a scene helps to focus attention and discov-

terious growl. The children immediately guided her back

er details of the viewed area. Children were given a

to their home, where spaghetti (pine needles and leaves)

diverse collection of frames: some were small and

and water (an empty mug) were provided for her recov-

easy to hold, others large and installed hanging from

ery. Some children remained to take care of the lost bird

trees. One of them was so large that a group could

watcher, while others went to search for the unknown

be pictured within it. Participants freely explored

creature, later revealed to be a bear. The children were

the designated area observing quietly through the

especially creative and excited, continuously racing up and

frames they chose. Many children located the frames

GRZQWKHWUDLOȴJKWLQJEHDUVDQGVHHNLQJUHIXJHLQWKH

DWGLHUHQWDQJOHVDQGRUXVHGWKHPIURPGLHUHQW

homestead. The play continued with massive amounts of

positions (climbing a tree or lying on the ground) to

energy!

5

4
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8

7

9

7. Turtle Island

ELUGV FKLOGUHQ OHDUQHGWRȵ\ LQWKHQHW WKH\ZHUHIUHH

ΖQDQHRUWWRFHOHEUDWHWKHOLIHRIWXUWOHVLQWKHDUHDFKLO-

to explore the “Island” via branches (logs on the forest

dren were invited to visit Turtle Island. They were greeted

ȵRRUVHWXSWRDFWDVEDODQFHEHDPV DQGWRKHOSEXLOGD

by three turtles (playworkers), who encouraged children to

person-sized nest. Some were content to sit in a low area.

become one of them. After a brief moment of hesitation,

2WKHUVȵHZWRWKHKLJKHVWSRLQWVDQGVOLGGRZQIRUODQG-

children became excited to begin the transformation. They

ings, both bumpy and smooth.

each tried on a shell for size (cardboard box) and proceeded to slather paint, glue, and glitter over the cardboard

9. Hideaway Cove

SLHFHVLQYDULRXVGHVLJQV$VWKH\EHJDQWRȴQLVKWKHLU

+LGHDZD\&RYHLQWURGXFHGFKLOGUHQWRGLHUHQWW\SHV

shells, children were led into the woods by Mr. Box Turtle

of nest. They inspected the brightly colored large eggs

toward the Enchanted Forest.

found within each nest and excitedly collected them in

8. Sky Island

and around the “Cove.” The group noted that mama
birds would not be happy to see their eggs missing! So

ΖQWKHODQGRIWKHȴUVWSRZHUHGȵLJKW DW.LWW\+DZNQHDU

the group decided to put the baby bird eggs back in

the program location), Sky Island encouraged children

their nests to make mama bird happy, as she could then

WRH[SHULHQFHWKHIHHOLQJRIȵ\LQJE\ORXQJLQJRQDODUJH

have baby birds to raise and care for when they hatched.

QHWVXVSHQGHGIURPWKHWUHHVȴYHIHHWDERYHJURXQG

&KLOGUHQȇVFRQYHUVDWLRQVDERXWWKHVLWXDWLRQVKRZHGWKH\

Children of all ages (2-10) quickly took on the role of

already had the concepts of conservation and protection

becoming birds and allowed clambering in the net to

of wildlife in mind!

challenge them at their own personal level. After the baby
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10. The Enchanted Forest

line strung between two trees); castanets (shells clapped

The “Enchanted Forest” contained very old “talking

together); wind chimes (silverware found at the beach and

trees” (playworkers). The play habitat was located in

strung from a tree); drums (old containers); maracas (plas-

a clearing containing several large dogwoods. The

WLFFRQWDLQHUVȴOOHGZLWKVDQGVHDJODVVDQGVWLFNV GUXP-

space naturally appeared magical because of the

sticks (sticks and silverware); guiro (carved notches on a

TXDOLW\RIOLJKWȴOWHUHGE\WKHIROLDJH9LVLWRUVZHUH

tree branch); ocean collage chimes (part of a crab buoy,

encouraged to have a conversation with the trees.

shells, and sea glass strung on a piece of driftwood). The

They also learned that it was the birthday of the old-

many instruments created an entire animal orchestra! But

est tree! Everybody sang in celebration and counted

it needed an animal choir to accompany it! The kids were

the rings to calculate the age. The children then met

encouraged to use their voices and to modify and create

Mother Tree (playworker), who told them the little

instruments of their own. They howled and growled and

known fact that trees actually need children to play

on occasion we heard howls back (distant playworkers)!

with them in order to live! The children were free to
roam and explore and play around their newfound

12. Bug City

tree friends.

“Bug City” occupied a special spot surrounded by magical

11. Sound Island

vines, a fort made from nearby forest material, and structures that looked like bug homes. Children were provided

Clink, clank, ring, tap, crunch, howl, growl — sounds

with bug costume objects, magnifying glasses, and bug

of the forest resonated through Sound Island during

boxes. They enthusiastically explored the surrounding

the week. The stage was set with a multitude of

area looking for bugs and pretending to be bugs!

QDWXUHPXVLFȊLQVWUXPHQWVȋLQFOXGLQJDKDUS ȴVKLQJ

11

10
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The pilot project demonstrated that nature play-based

1DWXUH3OD\&RUSV7HDP

Carly Creef

SURJUDPVEDVHGRQVSHFLȴFUHIXJHDQLPDOVDQGUHODWHG

%UDG%LHEHUɄ1/Ζ

:LOOLDP(ULFVRQ

DWWULEXWHVFDQEHDQHHFWLYHZD\WRDWWUDFWQHZUHIXJH

Allen CooperɄ1:)

.DWLH-RKQVRQ

visitors and at the same time help them learn through

Nilda CoscoɄ1/Ζ

%ULWDQL/ROOH\

meaningful nature play experiences. The program experi-

/LQGD.LQQH\Ʉ1&=RR

&RXUWQH\/RQJ

ence profoundly impacted the interns. As one summed up

Robin MooreɄ1/Ζ

.DUD2LNDULQHQ

the experience:

Julie MurphyɄ1/Ζ

%HQML3DOPHU

%RQQLH6WUDZVHUUSFWS

Stephanie Rustem

3KLOOLS:DWHUVɄ(GHQ3URMHFW8.

Debi Sabo

“I have learned so much, not just about working with
children in nature, but about my life goals...Learning

6DUDK6DȵH\

from such amazing people, spending time outdoors,

ΖQWHUQV

Molly Strayer

and having a chance to be creative...changed my life.

$VVLU$EXVKRXN

.DLWO\Q6WXEEOHȴHOG

I didn’t really know what to expect ...I got much more

Amelia Canaris

Terry Welles

out of it than I had hoped.”

(Further details are available at http://natureplaycorps.blogspot.com/)

Nature Play & Learning Places Nature Play Corps 35

03
Locating nature play
and learning places
“When people connect with nature, it happens somewhere.”
—Robert Pyle

To build a lasting bond between children and

engagement is possible. Either nature is brought to

nature, opportunities for engagement must be em-

children through renovation of the places they live

bedded in every place where children and families

in or use, or children are invited and welcomed to

routinely spend time. Nature play can be designed

where nature already is—for example in the pres-

into a wide variety of locations, including central

ent and future green infrastructure of cities. Either

city, suburbs, mid-sized cities, small rural towns,

way, nature play and learning sites must be easy to

countryside, and wilderness, as well as at nature

get to or otherwise they will not be used.

centers, zoos and botanical gardens, where intense

ɄTwo best friends (note
GLHUHQFHLQDJH H[SORUH
a suburban stream behind
their home; the older shows

3.1a

her frog-catching skill.
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3.1b

ɄGreen infrastructure

MINNEAPOLIS PARK SYSTEM

3.2

binds the green (and blue)
spaces of the city together
LQWRDXQLȴHGV\VWHPȃWKH

Spring-Summer-Fall Highlights

“big idea” of a continuous
network of nature play and
learning places (habitats) for
wildlife, children, and families.
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ɄEvery piece of green
space, large and small, wild
DQGPDQLFXUHGORFDOL]HG
and linear, can be considered a green infrastructure
component. Here, a city park
is managed to encourage
children to leave the main
path and engage in nature
play in the adjacent shrubs
and trees.

3.3

GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE FOR PLAY AND LEARNING
*UHHQLQIUDVWUXFWXUHLVGHȴQHGDVȊDQLQWHUFRQQHFWHGQHWZRUNRIJUHHQVSDFHWKDW
FRQVHUYHVQDWXUDOHFRV\VWHPYDOXHVDQGIXQFWLRQVDQGSURYLGHVDVVRFLDWHGEHQHȴWV
to human populations.”ȿȿ, ȿɀ Green infrastructure includes “domestic gardens, shared
green space in housing developments, green roofs, village greens and other common
land, community gardens, urban farms, cemeteries, churchyards, urban and regional parks, formal gardens, informal green space, woodlands, scrublands, grasslands,
ZHWODQGVDEDQGRQHGDQGGLVWXUEHGJURXQGURFNFOLVDQGTXDUULHVȃDQGOLQNDJHV
between them, including green streets and street trees, road and rail corridors, pedestrian and cycling paths, greenways and their corridor rights-of-way. Also included are
lakes, ponds, reservoirs, riverine and coastal systems, canals, and waterways” (sometimes called ‘blue infrastructure’) (p.7).ȿɁ
Green infrastructure is a powerful urban planning

in creating “walkable waterways,” with the potential

and design tool aimed at tying the living compo-

RIEHFRPLQJDFRQWLQXRXVȴQHJUDLQHGQDWXUHSOD\

QHQWVRIDFLW\WRJHWKHULQWRDXQLȴHGHFRV\VWHP

and learning network embedded in neighborhoods,

Major cities such as New York and Philadelphia

enticing resident children and families outdoors.

have adopted green infrastructure plans to help

Such close-to-home, green networks include gre-

policy makers and citizens understand “green +

enways and “green streets” linking what otherwise

blue” as a whole system. Cities such as Richmond,

are disconnected green “patches” of local parks and

Virginia, have implemented green infrastructure

schoolgrounds.

plans to engage local neighborhoods and schools
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ɄState and regional parks within an urban orbit are also
components of green infrastructure and have the advantage of
larger land holdings. Here, modest additions to a regional park
signal users that boisterous nature play is encouraged. )LYH5LYHUV
MetroParks, Dayton, OH.
Ʉ+HUHVHFWLRQVRIWUHHOLPEVKDYHEHHQFKHFNHGIRUKD]DUGV
and left for children’s free play, including classic fort building. )LYH
5LYHUV0HWUR3DUNV, Dayton, OH.
ɄLarger scale natural elements in regional parks make them
more adventurous and attractive to youth. Here, an older sister
DQGEURWKHUHQMR\ȴVKLQJWRJHWKHULQDJHQWO\ȵRZLQJVXPPHU
creek. 5LYHUVLGH3DUN, Spruce Pine, NC.

3.4

CITY, COUNTY, AND
REGIONAL PARKS
City, county, and regional parks often include
standardized, manufactured playgrounds that can
be naturalized to make them more attractive to
both children and accompanying adults.ɀȻ Complete
nature play and learning spaces can also be added
to provide opportunities for more extensive, hands-

3.5

on nature play. Because they are easily accessible,
larger neighborhood parks may be an excellent
option for incorporating nature play and learning
in bounded wild zones. Spacious metro, county,
DQGUHJLRQDOSDUNVPD\RHUODUJHUVFDOHIDFLOLWLHV
to accommodate extended family visits for nature
play at weekends, educational programs during
the week, and activities during summer months.
Park professionals are stewards of urban green
space, for which missions often include balancing conservation and recreational objectives.ɀ{
Implementation can engage park users in recreational experiences that also help them appreciate
the need for nature conservation.

3.6
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3.7

ɄState parks, especially
those near urban populations,
RHUSRWHQWLDOIRUQDWXUHSOD\

3.8

STATE AND FEDERAL LANDS
Many state and federal land-holding agencies are

State and federal sites are often distant from urban

State Park demonstrates the

promoting the importance of getting children out-

areas and attract visitors on public holidays, week-

possibilities for creating

doors in contact with nature by creating nature play

ends or during family vacations/camping trips. Under

spaces and nature play programs. Lands include an

these circumstances, nature play and learning

ages understand the park as

array of regional, state, and national parks, national

spaces located adjacent to high-use visitor/inter-

a habitat for animals. North

forests, National Wildlife Refuges, Bureau of Land

pretation centers, picnic areas, and campgrounds

Management (BLM) holdings, and non-municipal

make best use of resources as these locations can

open spaces of many types. Since these sites are

RHURSHQDFFHVVDFWLYLWLHVDQGSURJUDPVIDFLOLWDW-

sometimes designated as high value natural re-

HGE\SURIHVVLRQDOVWDWUDLQHGLQQDWXUHSOD\DQG

source areas, application of appropriate design and

learning (Nature Play Corps, pp.30-35).ɀt As visiting

play and learning. Nature Play

management strategies (such as seasonal rotation)

families are removed from their regular rhythm of

Zone, Indiana Dunes National

may be critical to success. Research is needed to

life, they may be more relaxed and open to learning

measure seasonal impacts and monitor recovery

from experiences that can be taken home and

RQGLHUHQWW\SHVRIVLWHV

incorporated into everyday life.

and learning. Here, an Oregon

themed settings for dramatic
play that help users of all

Canyon Nature Play & Learning
Area, Silver Fall State Park, OR
(Case Study 4).
ɄNational parks near urban
areas can support nature

Lakeshore (Case Study 5).
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SCHOOL GROUNDS
6FKRROJURXQGVRHUDXQLTXHSRWHQWLDOIRULQWHgrating nature play and learning in places children
use every day. However, the majority of school
grounds are not designed or managed for this
purpose and lack the level of ecosystem diversity
required for viable, onsite, outdoor environmental
education. Monocultures of mown grass (apart
IURPDWKOHWLFȴHOGV DQGDQRYHUDEXQGDQFHRIKDUG
surfaces bereft of nature are still the all-too-common norm. The task here is ecological restoration,
ZKLFKWKURXJKVWXGHQWLQYROYHPHQWFDQRHU

3.9

VXEVWDQWLDOHGXFDWLRQDOEHQHȴWVɀu$VLJQLȴFDQW
body of literature supports potential educational
outcomes from naturalization, such as increase in
critical thinking skills, reduced stress, positive social
behavior, and improved standardized test scores.ɀȼ
On the positive side, several public school systems
(Boston, Denver, San Francisco, Berkeley, Toronto)ɀȽ
exhibit a history of school naturalization beginning
in the 1970s and have made great strides to restore
environmental quality to school grounds as healthy
places for play, learning, and education. Likewise,
independent pedagogical philosophies such as
Montessori and Waldorf have traditionally included
outdoor play and education as curricular corner-

3.10

stones. In parallel, “joint community use” of school
facilities is also gaining in popularity,ɀȾ including
recognition of school grounds as space available for
community use during non-school hours.
The challenge is for sectors of local government,
RSHUDWLQJZLWKGLHUHQW WD[VXSSRUWHG EXGJHWV
to collaboratively manage this public land for new,
expanded purposes. Renovated, ecologically restored
sites can augment community park space in under-

Ʉ(YHQWKHPRVWXUEDQVFKRRO\DUGVFDQEHQDWXUDOL]HGHVSHFLDOO\LIVXSSRUWHGE\SROLF\HQGRUVHG
E\VFKRROV\VWHPOHDGHUV7KH6DQ)UDQFLVFR &$ 8QLȴHG6FKRRO'LVWULFWGreen Schoolyard Program,
supported by bond programs, is linked to the district’s Department of Sustainability and Landscape
Department and ecoliteracy program. Here, settings of native plants for study and relaxation have
replaced asphalt.
ɄReplacing patches of asphalt with soil and plantations of native trees, shrubs, and perennials
LVDFRVWHHFWLYHPHWKRGRIQDWXUDOL]LQJVFKRRO\DUGV+HUHDZDONLQUDLVHGEHGSURYLGHVERWKD
social setting for students, as well as opportunities for science investigations, artistic inspiration, and
multi-cultural connections to nature. Martin Luther King, Jr. Middle School%HUNHOH\8QLȴHG6FKRRO
District, CA.

served communities. Planting trees and shrubs, and
installing raised gardens can dramatically extend
everyday activities even on small urban sites.ɀȿ, ɀɀ
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3.11
ɄAnnual, incremental development is an appropriate,
strategy for school grounds,
guided by a master plan to
ensure best use of limited
VSDFHHHFWLYHFLUFXODWLRQ
and accommodation of
stormwater. Here, pond
and observation deck were
installed by parent/teacher
school grounds improvement
committee. Central Park School
for Children, Durham, NC.
ɄHere, a replica pioneer
log cabin and council circle
were built by parents, teachers, students, and community
volunteers to serve as a “play
house” and base for outdoor
education and community
activities. %ODQFKLH&DUWHU
'LVFRYHU\3DUN (Case Study
10)
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3.12

ɄAround 4 million U.S. children are enrolled in approximately
114,000 childcare centers up to 10 hours each day, year-round.
)OH[LEOHSURJUDPPLQJRHUVYDVWRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUOHDUQLQJ
WKURXJKQDWXUHSOD\+HUHQDWXUDOL]DWLRQKDVJUHDWO\LQFUHDVHG
the range of choice. Examples on this page are from 3UHYHQWLQJ
2EHVLW\E\'HVLJQ (POD).
Ʉ“Earth play” will happen almost anywhere with appropriate
conditions. Here, gritty, sandy soil, pinecones and needles, and
QHDUE\ȵRZHUVSURYLGHLQJUHGLHQWV
ɄTrained teachers can manage the outdoor learning environment as a dynamic place for nature play and learning. Here, a
bamboo teepee has become a study center for natural objects.
ɄDiverse natural settings expand opportunities for children
to care for life around them.

CHILDCARE CENTERS
There are approximately 114,000 childcare centers

3.13

in the United States,ɀɁ with land holdings estimated
at 30,000 acres, or 35 Central Parks.ɁȻ Nationally,
approximately 1 in 5 of 20.5 million children under
5 attend some form of childcare center/preschool/
nursery school, including Head Start.Ɂ{ The potential impact for nature play and learning is huge
because children spend so much time there—every day, year-round. Children enrolled fulltime at
6 months old attending up to 10 hours a day will
spend as much time in childcare as in the rest of
their primary and secondary school careers.
Childcare centers are not known for having naturally
rich outdoor environments. The vast majority could

3.14

be considered “blank slates” ripe for naturalization
because their native vegetation and soil were
FOHDUHGRGXULQJFRQVWUXFWLRQ$VFKLOGFDUHLV

3.15

usually regulated at a state level, policy to improve
outdoor quality could have a substantial impact
system-wide, as in North Carolina, where the term
“outdoor learning environment” (OLE) replaced
“playground” in the licensing rules in 2007.Ɂt
Outdoors is now regarded as a space available
for diverse activity at any time of day. A statewide
naturalization movement has been set in motion
to engage young children with nature at a developmental stage when an emotional attachment to

3.16

nature can take hold for the rest of life.
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3.17

NON-FORMAL
EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS
Non-formal education institutions include nature
and environmental education centers, museums
of natural science, botanical gardens, arboreta,
FKLOGUHQȇVPXVHXPV93 and zoos. As controlled acFHVVVLWHVUXQE\SURIHVVLRQDOVWDWKH\RHUJUHDW
potential for nature play and learning, using risk
management protocols to support more adventur3.18

ous activity while satisfying safety concerns. Foodbearing plants and designated food gardens are

ɄNon-formal education institutions possess two great advantages: professional educators and
FRQWUROOHGDFFHVVWKDWHQDEOHWKHPWRRHUDEURDGUDQJHRIQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSURJUDPV

more easily managed as integral parts of the landscape. Although sites are more likely to be “drive

+HUHDVWDWH]RRRHUVH[XEHUDQWZDWHUSOD\HYHQLQWKHȊRVHDVRQȋkidZone, North Carolina Zoo,

to” destinations, more elaborate nature-based

Asheboro, NC (Case Study 8).

programs and special events can be conducted that

Ʉ/LYHDQLPDOH[SHULHQFHVDUHXQLTXH]RRRHULQJVWRFKLOGUHQ+HUHDQH[RWLFSHDFRFNHQWKUDOOV

are unfeasible in local parks and school grounds.

DFKLOGXQGHUWKHZDWFKIXOH\HRID3OD\3DUWQHU RFDPHUD Hamill Family Play Zoo%URRNȴHOG=RR
IL.
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Non-formal education institutions also reach out to
VFKRROVLQHRUWVWREULQJFKLOGUHQFORVHWRQDWXUH
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3.20

3.19

3.21

NATURE PRESCHOOLS

ɄFollow-the-leader along

Contributed by 3DWWL(QVHO%DLOLH

a fallen trunk, practicing bal-

Forms of nature-based early childhood institutions have existed for about 100 years,
with names that include forest kindergarten, waldkindergarten (German), nature
school, forest school, and nature preschool. All forms have one thing in common:
learning through engagement with nature.

ance skills. Chippewa Nature
Preschool, Chippewa Nature
Center, Midland Township,
MI.
ɄCamp overnight (tent
in background). Enjoy the
fresh air and early spring

However, other dimensions vary enormously,

have been registered by the NaturalStart Alliance.¹

including amount of indoor classroom space (some

Nature preschools are highlighted here because

Irvine Nature Center, Owings

have none); amount of time spent outside (some all

WKH\DGKHUHWRDGHȴQHGPRGHODUHWKHPRVW

Mills, MD.

day, in all types of weather, year-round); age range

common form, and exist at the intersection of both

(some extend into primary school years); and cur-

early childhood and environmental education—rep-

ricular approaches, which may vary from emergent,

UHVHQWLQJWKHXOWLPDWHEULGJLQJRIWKHVHWZRȴHOGV

play-based, open-ended approaches to pedagogies

sunshine. Nature Preschool,

ɄLet’s get to work,
VWDFNLQJȴUHZRRGUHDG\
for winter. Forest Gnomes
Waldkindergarten, Natick

ZLWKGHȴQHGOHDUQLQJREMHFWLYHVDQGSURFHGXUHV

The earliest known nature preschool in the United

Nature preschools as described here are state

States, founded in 1967 at the New Canaan Nature

licensed early childhood facilities for 3- to 5-year-

Center, New Canaan, Connecticut, continues to

olds, housed and/or operated by a nature center

thrive. This leader and several that followed, in-

or environmental education center. More than 65

FOXGLQJWKH0DVV$XGXERQȇV$UFDGLD1DWXUH&HQWHU

Community Organic Farm,
Natick, MA.
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3.22

Easthampton, Massachusetts (1976) and the
Kalamazoo Nature Center, Kalamazoo, Michigan
(1982), evolved from a nature center tradition of
“Mommy, Me, and Nature.”
In the early 1990s, there were still just a handful of
nature preschools in the U.S., even though many
nature centers provided early childhood programs
and preschools included nature experiences in
their curriculum. Today, more than two-dozen
3.23

3.24

nature preschools exist in all regions of the United
States, some for over 40 years, ranging in size from
a single class to multiple classes. The movement

ɄChildren set out from base for a day in the woods. Forest Gnomes Waldkindergarten, Natick

has also taken root in Canada.²

&RPPXQLW\2UJDQLF)DUP1DWLFN0$3KRWR-RFHO\Q0DWKHZHV
Ʉ0HDVXULQJVQRZGHSWKDIWHUWKHODWHVWEOL]]DUG6FKOLW]$XGXERQ1DWXUH3UHVFKRRO0LOZDXNHH:Ζ

Backgrounds of directors vary, sometimes with
both early childhood education and environmental

Ʉ6SOLVKVSODVKVSORVK7KLVLVIXQ:KDWGRHVLWVRXQGOLNH"Nature Preschool, Irvine Nature Center,

education experience, but usually either one or the

Owings Mills, MD.

RWKHU2SHUDWLRQDODSSURDFKHVDOVRGLHU6RPH
nature preschools are farm-based, others operate
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ɄNatural loose parts
RHUDQ\QXPEHURI
possibilities for creative
construction. Forest Gnomes
Waldkindergarten, Natick
Community Organic Farm,
Natick, MA.

3.25

as partnerships with a local preschool or Head Start

for child development across all domains. Nature-

program, and still others are parent cooperatives.

based activities happen indoors and outdoors, in
groups of all sizes, and in a variety of habitats at

'HȴQLQJFKDUDFWHULVWLFVLQFOXGHDQDWXUHIRFXVHG

the preschool and on the nature center grounds.

curriculum with extensive time in natural areas

These may exist as native landscape or be created

DQGWKHEHQHȴWRIRWKHUUHVRXUFHVSURYLGHGE\WKH

from scratch to serve the nature play and learning

associated nature center. These may include oppor-

program, or a mix of the two. Activities may include

tunities to work with naturalists, to interact with live

catching and observing insects, following animal

animals and natural artifacts, to plant trees, to tap

tracks in mud and snow, observing the annual cycle

maple trees for sugar, to garden and grow plants in

RIGLYHUVHSRQGZLOGOLIHDQGWKHLQȴQLWHSRVVLELOLWLHV

greenhouses, to visit apiaries, and to go on hiking

of unstructured nature play.

adventures in diverse habitats.
Nature preschools based at environmental education
Children attending nature preschools have daily

FHQWHUVRHUIUHTXHQWSRVLWLYHQDWXUHH[SHULHQFHV

RSSRUWXQLWLHVWRH[SHULHQFHGLHUHQWRXWGRRU

that provide opportunities for young children to

natural habitats and engage in learning activities

become familiar with the natural world and develop

typically framed by nature-based curricula devel-

an ecological identity. Nature encourages explora-

oped through collaboration of early childhood and

tion, discovery and experimentation, and associat-

environmental educators. Nature experiences per-

HGGLYHUJHQWWKLQNLQJDQGUHȵHFWLRQ%\SRVLWLYHO\

PHDWHHDFKFKLOGȇVOHDUQLQJDQGVHUYHDVDYHKLFOH

connecting young children to the natural world, a
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3.26

3.27

3.28

ɄEveryone enjoys the

love of nature is instilled that may help foster an

who have opportunities to meet animals and hike

dramatically changed land-

environmental ethic and caring attitude that will

in the grounds of the nature center, although the

follow them throughout their lives.

nature preschool is not housed there.

$QRWKHUGHȴQLQJFKDUDFWHULVWLFȃQDWXUHDVWKH

Natural areas usually include the types of settings

central organizing, programmatic concept, ties

described in Chapter 4, such as gardens, sand

together the philosophy, methodologies, classroom

areas, logs to balance on, grassy hills, rain barrels

design, outdoor spaces, and public identity of the

or other water sources, and a wide variety of “loose

LQVWLWXWLRQ$ȴQDOFKDUDFWHULVWLFLVKLJKTXDOLW\

parts” (tree cookies, rocks, sticks, etc.), for building.

Natick Community Organic

practice in both early childhood and environmental

Indoors, classrooms are infused with nature and

Farm, Natick, MA.

HGXFDWLRQUHTXLULQJWHDFKLQJVWDWREHVNLOOHGLQ

typical preschool activities such as story time, art,

HDFKȴHOG

music and movement, and activity center free play

scape of snow—just need
appropriate clothing. Forest
Gnomes Waldkindergarten,
Natick Community Organic
Farm, Natick, MA. Photo:
-RFHO\Q0DWKHZHV
ɄMaking our own special
place in the world. Forest
Gnomes Waldkindergarten,

ɄLessons for life—work-

are part of the nature-based program.

ing together to achieve a
common purpose. Forest
Gnomes Waldkindergarten,

The above commonalities broaden the types of programs that may be considered nature preschools.

Only in recent years has early childhood environ-

Farm, Natick, MA. Photo:

Included are preschools that bring natural mate-

mental education begun to match the more sub-

-RFHO\Q0DWKHZHV

rials into classrooms with natural lighting, use na-

VWDQWLDOȴHOGRIHDUO\FKLOGKRRGHGXFDWLRQUHȵHFWLQJ

ture-themed books, and spend daily time outdoors

its comparatively long history. Newest develop-

in a naturalized play area, but not necessarily con-

PHQWVLQWKHȴHOGRIHDUO\FKLOGKRRGHQYLURQPHQWDO

nected to a nature center. Others may partner with

education include a nature-based early childhood

nature centers where naturalists work with children

FHUWLȴFDWHSURJUDPDW$QWLRFK8QLYHUVLW\1HZ

Natick Community Organic
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3.29

England³ and the Natural Start Alliance, a networking organization.ȼ
Other forms of nature-based institutions are also
growing, including forest kindergartens modeled
on European/Scandinavian Waldkindergartens,
where facilities are minimal and children (ages 3 to
 VSHQGRIWKHLUWLPHRXWGRRUVLQQDWXUDO
areas. In contrast, forest schools are typically public
schools that provide children, aged 5-6, with a periodic (half-day or weekly) visit to a nearby forest or

3.30

other natural area.
Ʉ/HWȇVVHHZKDWZHFDQȴQGGRZQLQWKHZHWDUHDZKHUHWKHUHHGVDUHKLJKChippewa Nature

As support for nature preschools and other forms
of nature-based programs increase, as their benHȴWVDUHUHDOL]HGE\HGXFDWRUVDQGSDUHQWVDOLNH

Preschool, Chippewa Nature Center, Midland Township, MI.
ɄLook at moss and lichen under your feet as you carefully step along. Nature Preschool, ΖUYLQH
Nature Center, Owings Mills, MD.

they will locate in more mainstream venues to beFRPHDVLJQLȴFDQWSDUWRIHDUO\FKLOGKRRGHGXFDWLRQ
in the United States.Ʉ

Ʉ1DWXUDO6WDUW$OOLDQFH ZZZQDWXUDOVWDUWRUJ 
Ʉ$QGUDFKXN+HWDO  )RUHVWDQG1DWXUH6FKRROΖQ&DQDGD$+HDG+HDUW+DQGV$SSURDFK
to Outdoor Learning. Forest School Canada. www.forestschoolcanada.ca Accessed 8-20-14.
ɄKWWSZZZDQWLRFKQHHGXWHDFKHUHGXFDWLRQQDWXUHEDVHGHDUO\FKLOGKRRGHGXFDWLRQSURJUDP
Accessed 8-20-14
Ʉ1DWXUDO6WDUW$OOLDQFH ZZZQDWXUDOVWDUWRUJ 
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04
Designing nature play
and learning places
Think of designated nature play and learning places and
children playing there as dynamic, people-environment
ecosystems constantly evolving and adapting to new ideas,
user groups of all abilities, and individual energies—always
FRQGLWLRQHGE\WKHHEEDQGŧRZRIWLPHDQGPRQH\7KHUROHRI
GHVLJQLVWRFUHDWHYLDEOHFRQWHQWLQŧH[LEOHVHWWLQJVWKDWRIIHU
users a strong sense of place.

ɄSurrounded by the highly
active play areas of %URRNO\Q
%ULGJH3DUN, NYC, an intimate,
]LJ]DJJLQJWUDLORI%ODFN
Locust boards leads children
around a small, boulder-lined,
marsh garden where something natural is usually going
on. In early Spring, ethereal
creamy blossoms of Catulpa
ELJQRLGHV enhance the expeULHQFH'HVLJQ0LFKDHO9DQ

4.1

9DONHQEXUJKDQG$VVRFLDWHV
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DESIGN AND MANAGEMENT PROGRAM
Developing a design and management program is the core of the design process.
ΖWLVXVXDOO\WKHȴUVWPDMRUVWHSDQGQRUPDOO\FUHDWHGWKURXJKDFRPPXQLW\HQJDJHment process as outlined in Chapter 7. The purpose is to provide a written and visual
narrative of the nature play and learning place project, which can then serve as the
driver of site design. A typical program includes a project mission statement, goals,
and objectives; user groups to be served; age group needs; site assets and constraints;
descriptions of each proposed activity setting; federal accessibility guidelines and
other mandated requirements; agency needs; and other pertinent information.
Explicit cultural objectives may support evolution of the space into a compelling
venue for children and families.

ɄThe design program
GHȴQHVWKHSURMHFWPLVVLRQ
goals, and objectives; describes the nature play and

3URJUDPVUHȵHFWWKHHQRUPRXVYDULDWLRQLQVFRSH

In this case, management steps required to convert

site conditions, and degree of physical intervention

the site will be the program focus. At the other ex-

RIGLHUHQWQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJVSDFHV$WRQH

treme, a barren site devoid of nature may require

extreme, where a proposed site is an existing natu-

design of an entirely new ecosystem for nature play

ral area, just a small degree of design intervention

and learning as the program focus. Many sites fall

will be required to make it usable while conserving

somewhere in the middle, requiring a mix of light to

as much of the existing natural value as possible.

heavy interventions described in the program.

learning settings that support
them; and presents a master
plan or schematic design
showing site layout and circulation. The )LOOPRUH'LVFRYHU\
Park Design Program was
created through a community
engagement process with
local stakeholders (Case
Study 7).

Infant Play and Learning Area

4.2

Lookout shelter
$t the toS oI the hill, the looNout shelter is eTuiSSed Zith
comfortable chairs, tables, and benches. It serves as a
resting spot for accompanying adults while their children
freely explore and play in nature. The topographical form of
the existing hill permits visibility from the lookout shelter to
the infant/toddler and preschool areas, and part of the schoolage area. The infant/toddler and preschool areas surrounding
the lookout shelter are separated by low interior fencing and
contain age-appropriate settings.

Outdoor Discovery Center, Holland, Michigan

Fillmore Discovery Park

Sensory Patio
A patio surrounds the lookout shelter with sensory
groundcover plantings planted between textured Àagstones.
Infants can crawl and discover the fragrances, textures, and
colors of the stimulating vegetation.

Lawn
The patio spills onto a small-scale lawn surrounded with
textural shrubs for crawling infants to continue exploring. Low
log seats and rails provide opportunities for infants learning to
walk to pull up and cruise around the lawn.

Design Program and Master Plan
December 2012

A sensory patio with plants of various colors, textures, and scents stimulates
young children’s developing senses.

6

Small trunks set close together create a low boundary and play surface for
toddlers.

)illmore Discovery 3arN  35O*5$M and M$67(5 3/$1

Picnic area
Further along the pathway a picnic area provides an
additional opportunity for family gathering, school group
lunches, or birthday parties. The picnic area is adjacent to
the head of the play stream, the log balancing area, and the
grass maze.

Natural construction
Active play continues along the primary pathway with an
area for natural construction, loose parts play, and boulders
for climbing. A loose parts storage shelter in the natural
construction area protects materials from the elements.

Stump walk
Grass maze
The grass maze offers children playful immersion in a
vegetated wonderland while parents relax at the picnic tables.

Earth play

A stump walk follows a secondary pathway. Stumps can be
utilized in myriad ways to encourage active play. Stumps
placed within leg’s reach with vertical sticks for balance
create a fun stump walk. Stumps that are 18” high afford
jumping and balancing when secured in the ground.

Continuing around the looped, primary pathway is an earth
play area where children work with soil amended with
compost or sand to make digging easier.

A demonstration project of the Nature Play and Learning Areas Design Guidelines – a collaborative project of the National Wildlife Federation and
the Natural Learning Initiative, NC State University. Supported by the U.S. Forest Service.
Grass mazes are immersive textural experiences for children.

Boulders containing the amended soil for an earth play setting double as
seating for adults.

)illmore Discovery 3ark  35O*5AM and MA6T(5 3LA1
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SITE DESIGN
Site design or layout is a further major step in the design process. Focused on circulation and the location of activity settings, this step often includes considerations of
age-appropriateness, territorial development, and accessibility. Nature play and learning spaces can be created in any place accessible to the community as described in
&KDSWHU6LWHVYDU\LQSK\VLFDOFKDUDFWHULVWLFVVXFKDVVL]HWRSRJUDSK\HOHYDWLRQDQG
FOLPDWLF]RQHDQGNH\IDFWRUVVXFKDVGHPRJUDSKLFSURȴOHSURMHFWHGYLVLWDWLRQEXGJHW
DQGLQVWLWXWLRQW\SH$OOLQȵXHQFHWKHGHVLJQDQGPDQDJHPHQWDSSURDFKWRJHWKHUZLWK
SURMHFWHGOHYHOVRIȴQDQFLDOVXSSRUWRSHQDFFHVVRUFRQWUROOHGDFFHVVDQGVRRQ
ɄThe stakeholder work-

Design processes may range from dumping a

For substantial projects, in other words, involving

shop is designed to gather

SLOHRIGLUWLQDVXLWDEOHVSRWLQDSDUNRUGHȴQ-

investment of more than a few thousand dollars,

local community to create the

ing a natural construction zone and supplying it

the preferable process, in full or in part, is to en-

design program—as well as

with fort-building material, to hiring a landscape

gage a design professional who can act as a neutral

to develop a sense of owner-

architect and other consultants to design a nature

third party to manage the community participation

ing resources to implement

play and learning space with full community par-

process (see Chapter 7), prepare the site design

the project. The stakeholder

ticipation, production of construction documents

according to the client intent, ensure that local

DQGLPSOHPHQWDWLRQE\DWHDPRIVNLOOHGTXDOLȴHG

regulations are addressed, oversee quality control

contractors.

during installation, and match expectations for

interests of the agency and

VKLSDQGFRPPLWPHQWWRȴQG-

workshop lies at the heart of
the design process described
in Chapter 7. Here, the stakeholder workshop for Fillmore
'LVFRYHU\3DUN, facilitated
by the design consultant,

physical change with available budget.
Small projects may be executed with volunteer

brought together civic, busi-

professional assistance and may not require full

Site design can proceed, once the draft design and

ness, and agency leaders for

construction documents. If technical issues and/or

management program is available, usually in three

the degree of intervention are modest, site layout

phases: Conceptual design, schematic design, and

ɄThe )LOOPRUH'LVFRYHU\

and installation may be handled “in-house” using

construction documentation. This sequence of

Park site, for which the stake-

existing skills and labor and/or external commu-

steps, which could vary, sometimes greatly, accord-

could be developed and who

nity assistance, including volunteers (see Fillmore

ing to project parameters, is summarized below:

it would serve (Case Study 7).

Discovery Park, Case Study 7).

a half-day meeting.

holders try to imagine how it

4.3

4.4
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involved have agreed to the conceptual design. This
phase adds a layer of detail to activity settings so

Regardless of the level and type of intervention,

ɄThe conceptual master

WKDWWKH\DUHEHWWHUGHȴQHGDQGWLJKWO\PHVKHGWR-

a well-executed, accurate site design will specify

plan is developed from the

gether. Site design may also involve environmental

activity setting locations linked together with loop-

factors such as drainage and erosion control with

LQJSDWKZD\VZKLFKWRJHWKHUGHȴQHWKHV\QHUJ\

areas, setting locations (in-

legal requirements that may call for an engineer to

RIVLWHDRUGDQFHVDQGDFWLYLW\RSWLRQVLQȵXHQFHG

cluding main entrance and

be involved. Factors such as vegetation assessment,

by factors such as building and entrance locations,

tree preservation, and soil analysis may require

centers of activity, and setting “adjacency” (spa-

additional experts, including a landscape architect.

tial relations). For example, are highly attractive
settings such as water play located away from the

Construction documentation is required

entrance so that visitors are “pulled” into the site to

to solicit accurate bids for construction costs.

GLVFRYHURWKHURHULQJV"$UHSRWHQWLDOO\LQFRPSDW-

Completion normally requires systematic review of

ible settings separated, such as noisy and quiet, ac-

construction documents by relevant parties. After

WLYHDQGUHȵHFWLYHPRELOHDQGVWDWLRQDU\"$UHFRQ-

each review, design changes become progressively

siderations of solar exposure and shade included?

PRUHFRVWO\WRH[HFXWHKRZHYHULWȇVEHWWHUWRPDNH

The site design should provide a “road map” and a

changes while construction documents are still in

useful management tool to guide site development,

progress rather than during construction when

which may be executed in phases over months or

“change order” costs are much higher.

even years as funding becomes available.

stakeholder workshop. It designates overall age-related

primary pathways). Here, the
dual-purpose conceptual
master plan proposes a
nature playground for use by
residents and as a training
site for early childhood
educators. Outdoor Learning
(QYLURQPHQW, Alamance
Partnership for Children.
(Design: NLI).
ɄThe schematic design
contains a more detailed description of each setting, their
relationships to each other,
and the circulation system.
Locations of trees, shrubs,
perennials, and vegetable
gardens are included.
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ACTIVITY SETTINGS
'HVLJQRIDFWLYLW\VHWWLQJVDQGWKHLUDRUGDQFHV GHȴQHGLQ&KDSWHU DQGDVGHscribed in a typical project design and management program, make up the third major
step in the design process. Design is now focused on details (including pathways),
which provide experiences with natural elements.
)ROORZLQJDUHWKHPRVWFRPPRQWZRGR]HQDFWLYLW\VHWWLQJVDQGWKHLUDRUGDQFHV
together with particular considerations and adjacency recommendations. Settings
are introduced in the approximate hierarchy of design importance and sequence of
consideration when thinking through site layout. How visitors enter the area and move
around are key initial questions. Consideration of trees, because they are large and
SHUPDQHQWLVDWRSSULRULW\LQFOXGLQJWUHHVDOUHDG\RQWKHVLWH7KLQNLQJDERXWVSHFLȴF
activity settings to support nature play and learning comes next. And last but not least,
practical matters such as programmatic bases, storage, signage, and design of setting
ERXQGDULHV&RQȴUPDWLRQRIWKHRYHUDOOOHJDOVLWHERXQGDU\DQGHQWULHVH[LWVPXVWEH
an initial consideration.

section preview

COMMON ACTIVITY SETTINGS
Pathways

Multipurpose lawns

Plants

Meadows

Trees

Woodland

Shrubs

Landform

Perennials

Animals

Permanent edible plants

Aquatics

Vegetable gardens

Sand, Soil, Dirt

Annuals

Gathering

Natural surfacing

Program Base & Storage

Natural loose parts

Signage

Natural construction

Boundaries

Natural play structures
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4.8

4.7

4.9

ENTRANCES

ɄMain entrance to

(QWUDQFHVDUHWKHSRUWDOVWRQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJ:HOFRPH3OD\IUHHO\+DYHIXQ
3OD\IXOFKLOGIULHQGO\QDWXUDOL]HGHQWUDQFHGHVLJQVFDQFRQYH\SRVLWLYHPHVVDJHVWR
attract visitors and put them at ease.

universally designed family
recreation area in a commuQLW\SDUNRHUVDVKDG\SODFH
to gather before/after visiting.
A diverse, living landscape
RIVKDGHWUHHVȵRZHULQJ
shrubs, and ornamental

(QWUDQFHDRUGDQFHV

Considerations

ȏɅ&HOHEUDWHDVHQVHRIDUULYDODQGGHSDUWXUH

Consider space for school visits, for assembly and

ȏɅ([SUHVVVRFLDODQGFXOWXUDOPHDQLQJV

EULHȴQJIRUDERXWFKLOGUHQ7KLQNDERXWVKDG\

ȏɅ3URYLGHDVHTXHQWLDOWUDQVLWLRQ]RQHOLQNLQJ

seating. Imagine an entry archway with the name of

grasses awaits beyond,
integrated with pathways
and play areas. Kids Together
Playground, Cary, NC. (Design:
Robin Moore with Little and
Little).

multi-modal arrival by public transit, car/pick-

the space. Create a separate child-size entry, espe-

XSGURSR]RQHVWUHHWVLGHZDONJUHHQZD\

cially if the main entrance has to be large enough to

ɄFun, “talking benches,”

trail, and accessories such as bike racks.

accommodate service vehicles. Specify sturdy mate-

created as public art, engage

rials so that entry structures are built to last.

children and adults as

ȏɅ6HUYHDVDJDWKHULQJDQGVRFLDOL]LQJVHWWLQJ
ȏɅ3URYLGHDSRLQWRILQIRUPDWLRQDERXWWKHIDFLOLW\
and its special features.

they wait for friends at Kids
Together Playground. (Design:

$GMDFHQFLHV
Relaxed, intergenerational meeting/seating

Robin Moore with Little and
Little).

ȏɅ$FFRPPRGDWHWKHQHHGVRIYLVLWRUVRIDOODELO-

settings. Subspace with settings for families with

ities; connect to an accessible route linking all

infants and toddlers. Restrooms/diaper change-

ɄMain entrance to des-

other settings.

nursing mother facility/changing room. Storage.

ignated nature play area at

ȏɅ+HOSRULHQWDQGJXLGHYLVLWRUVE\DGGLQJ

a nature center. Notice the
“kids’ entrance” on the left.

sensory cues: visual (bollards, paving patterns,

Nature PlayScape, Cincinnati

ODQGPDUNWRZHUVȵDJSROHVVFUHHQZDOOV

Nature Center, Tealtown, OH

particular plantings); tactile (paving surfaces,

(Case Study 6).

tactile maps, signs, plant textures); acoustic
(wind chimes, the sound of children playing,
songbirds); and olfactory (fragrant plants).
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4.10

ɄThe pathways in this
universally designed family
recreation area are designed
as experiential settings for
movement and exploration.
Primary pathways provide
FOHDUSHGHVWULDQZD\ȴQGLQJ
from parking to entrance
adjacent to shelter/bathroom
(green roof), to multiple
settings beyond, continuously
curving, wide enough for
groups to converse. Highly
curved, narrower secondary and tertiary paths are

4.11

PATHWAYS
3DWKZD\VDUHWKHDUWHULHVRIDVSDFHGLUHFWLQJWKHȵRZRIKXPDQHQHUJ\LQDKLHUDUFK\
of scale: primary, secondary, and tertiary. Children travel wherever they want unless
a barrier obliges a change in direction. In a woodland area without protective railings,
children will run every which way and wear down groundcovers and fragile understory
SODQWVWREDUHGLUW+RZHYHULISDWKZD\DOLJQPHQWVDUHGHȴQHGDQGHGJHGLQVRPH
ZD\HQYLURQPHQWDOLPSDFWZLOOEHPLQLPL]HG3ULPDU\SDWKZD\VVKRXOGDOVREHFRQsidered as accessible routes designed to meet federal and state guidelines, and to
provide access to all activity settings in the play and learning space. Inclusive design will
also serve the needs of families with young children in strollers.

clearly visible. Kids Together
Playground, Cary, NC. (Design:
Robin Moore with Little and
Little).

Primary pathway DRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ)ROORZDORRSLQJIRUPZLWKRXWGHDGHQGVDQG

Considerations
Hard-surfaced pathways more easily support

ɄConnected to the pri-

provide a direct, comfortable route connecting

wheelchairs, wheeled toys or strollers. Acceptable

mary pathway (foreground), a

the entrance to all other major play and learn-

hard surfaces include concrete, asphalt, decom-

ing activity settings.

SRVHGJUDQLWHDQGȴQHFUXVKHGVWRQH&RQVLGHU

secondary, vegetated, rocky
pathway steps up a created
hill to play setting on the
VXPPLW:KHHOFKDLUDFFHVV

ȏɅ3URYLGHDQDFFHVVLEOHURXWHWRFHQWHUVRIDFWLY-

tinted concrete or painted asphalt to add color.

LVRWRWKHVLGH QRWYLVLEOH 

ity, important landmarks, and facilities such as

In infant/toddler settings where children are still

Notice the foreground,

toilets, drinking fountains, and meeting spaces.

learning to walk, consider a thin coat (3/4”) of

vine-covered arbor marking
the entrance to an area for
families with the youngest children. Kids Together
Playground, Cary, NC. (Design:

ȏɅ2HUDQDFFHVVLEOHVXUIDFHDQGHDVHRIQDYLJDtion on level ground.
ȏɅ$OORZJURXSVRIXVHUVWRLQWHUDFWVRFLDOO\

Robin Moore with Little and

on pathways wide enough (5 to 12 feet) for

Little).

pedestrian circulation, including school children during the week and family groups on
weekends.
ȏɅ&XUY\HQRXJKWRUHWDLQDVHQVHRIH[SORUDWLRQ
and discovery.
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SRXUHGLQSODFHVDIHW\VXUIDFLQJWREXHUIDOOV7R
protect adjacent plantings, consider low, single rail
or rope-and-post edging; hoops of curved metal
EDURUUHF\FOHGWLUHVODLGKRUL]RQWDOO\ȴOOHGZLWK
soil, and planted. The idea is to stop young visitors
from running through plantings (see p.87).

$GMDFHQFLHV
Primary pathways connect entrances to all other
settings and may serve as setting boundaries.

Secondary pathway DRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ2HUOHVVGLUHFWQDUURZURXWHV(3 to 4 feet wide).
ȏɅ3DUWLFXODUO\DWWUDFWLYHWRFKLOGUHQZKRPD\IROORZFRQWRUWHGȊXSGRZQDQGDURXQGȇȇURXWHV
that stimulate hiding-and-chasing games.
ȏɅ&DQFURVVFRQQHFWSULPDU\SDWKZD\VVRWKDW
children can leave the primary pathway to
follow more “secret” alternative hidden connections to other play settings.
ȏɅ7DNHPDQ\IRUPVWRHQFRXUDJHFKLOGUHQWR
explore and learn in secluded places by interacting freely with nature and make discoveries

4.12

at their own pace.

Considerations
Although woodchips or shredded hardwood mulch
are typically used as a surface, also consider decking,
thick planks of locust or other rot-resistant timber.

$GMDFHQFLHV
Primary pathways (linked by secondary “cross cuts”)
connecting other settings provide an alternative
means of moving through the space.

Tertiary pathway DRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ6HUYHDVDQȆȇDQLPDOUXQȇȇ WRIHHWZLGH 
with sharp bends, up-and-down alignments,
through green tunnels of bushy vegetation

4.13

arching overhead, around rocks, stumps and
trees to create an endless sense of exploration

ɄPrimary pathway in

and discovery.

preschool area of childcare
center enables children

ȏɅ2HUDVKRUWȊVHFUHWȋORRSRDPDLQRUVHF-

to interact with adjacent/

ondary pathway (especially for small children)

overhead vegetation. First

DURXQGDȴ[HGIHDWXUHVXFKDVDWUHHRUJURXS

(QYLURQPHQWV(DUO\/HDUQLQJ
Center, RTP, NC. (Design: MIG).

of shrubs.

ɄSecondary pathway,
articulated with native stones

Considerations

-RKQ'HQYHU3DUN6DQFWXDU\,

Flagstones or similar can be used as a surface.

$GMDFHQFLHV
Tertiary pathways can connect to individual settings
or special natural play objects such as rocks and

Aspen, CO.

4.14

ɄTertiary pathway. Kids
Together Playground, Cary, NC.
(Design: Robin Moore with
Little and Little).

sculptures.
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PLANTS
Plants and associated animal life are the crucial ingredients of nature play and learning
SODFHV7KHLQȴQLWHDRUGDQFHVRISODQWVFDQFUHDWHDKLJKO\LQWHUDFWLYHHQYLURQPHQW
greatly extending the range of possible play and learning activity as well as providing
aesthetic enhancement for all ages and abilities. As described below, for practical
purposes, plants can be subdivided into trees and shrubs (including edibles), perennial
plants (including groundcovers, vines, grasses, ferns, and bulbs), and annual plants.
Selection and placement of plants is discussed in Chapter 5.
An increasing amount of research demonstrates the

and add a fascinating mix of shade, color, fra-

KHDOLQJDQGWKHUDSHXWLFHHFWVRISODQWVɁȼ including

grance, texture, and enclosure to play and learning

the notion that exposure to native plants may boost

settings, thus adding substantial play value. Trees

the human immune system.ɁȽEnvironmentally,

add a positive ambiance to play settings through

native plants are the healthy choice as they support

PRGLȴFDWLRQRIOLJKWFRORUWH[WXUHIUDJUDQFHDQG

a greater diversity of indigenous animal species, are

softness of enclosure—sensory stimuli that adults

adapted to local soil and climatic conditions, and

and children appreciate. Along pathways, plants

are more likely to be drought tolerant in areas with

create a complex sequence of texture, smell, light,

low, intermittent, or unpredictable rainfall.

shade, and color.

A crucial function of plants relates to water quality.
Root systems bind the soil and help ground surfacHVUHVLVWHURVLRQWKHUHE\DYRLGLQJQHJDWLYHHHFWV
on water quality. Broad-leaved deciduous trees
reduce the direct impact of heavy rain and extend
WKHVXUIDFHUXQRSHULRGDIWHUDVWRUPWKHUHE\
.H\5HIHUHQFHV
Plants for Play by Robin
Moore (1993, MIG
Communications) provides
a guide to selection of trees
and shrubs that exhibit
nature play value, including
discussion of toxic/allergenic

UHGXFLQJWKHULVNRIȵRRGLQJ

What plants offer
7KHGLYHUVLW\DQGPXOWLSOHDRUGDQFHVRI
SODQWVRHUPDQ\RWKHUXQLTXHTXDOLWLHVDV
an eco-service to nature play and learning.

properties.
NatureGrounds (a PlayCore/

Manipulability. Plants provide loose parts and

NLI program) provides an on-

SOD\SURSVLQFOXGLQJOHDYHVȵRZHUVIUXLWQXWV

line, plant selection database,

seeds, and small sticks. Together with soil, sand,

searchable by U.S. region.

and water, manipulative settings can be designed

ɄPlants not only provide

DQGPDQDJHGWRH[WHQGWKHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJDRU-

crucial, living elements, they

GDQFHVRIVWDWLFȴ[HGVWUXFWXUHV

DRUGFKLOGUHQRIDOODJHV
DQDOPRVWLQȴQLWHUDQJHRI
nature play and learning

Sensory stimulation. Plants are intrinsically

opportunities.

interesting to children. They stimulate the senses
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4.15

ɄCrossvine (%LJQRQLD
capreolata), an evergreen,
perennial vine, can climb
50 feet using tendrils with
end claws. Here, masses of
trumpet-shaped, pickable
ȵRZHUVFUHDWHDPHPRUDEOH

4.17

entrance. Colors range across
red-yellow, spectrum. First
(QYLURQPHQWV(DUO\/HDUQLQJ
Center, Research Triangle
Park, NC. (Design: MIG).
4.17ɄPlants with unusual
fruits or interesting seeds
provide “free” play mate-

4.16

4.18

rials and opportunities to
learn about plant behavior. (OL]DEHWK$QQH&OXQH
Montessori School, Ithaca, NY.
ɄShrubs used as “plant
architecture,” here, selected
for arching growth and
pruned into a intriguing
natural tunnel. Hamill Family
Play Zoo%URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/
(Design: MIG).
ɄȊ:LOORZWXQQHOȋWUDLQHG
on a sturdy armature of
aluminum arches to retain
shape and withstand heavy
use. Hamill Family Play Zoo,
%URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/ 'HVLJQ

4.19

MIG).

4.20

Ʉ6KDGHDRUGHGE\
single trees is sometimes
preferable to continuous tree
cover that may block out too
much sunlight for understory survival. Hamill Family
Play Zoo%URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/
(Design: MIG).
ɄMini-forest of slowgrowing, dwarf conifers.
Hamill Family Play Zoo,
%URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/ 'HVLJQ
MIG).
ɄNatural construction
using a diverse mix of plant

4.21

4.22

types. Educators can help
make cultural connections to
plant use.
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4.25

4.23

4.24

4.26

ɄPlanting beds adjacent

Dramatic play. Plants add spatial variation to

6SDFHPDNLQJCircles of shrubs create intimate

to pathways are strategic

play and learning settings, increasing possibilities

“refuges” where children can escape, relax, socialize

attract interest by children.

for exploration and discovery, fantasy, and imag-

in small groups, or otherwise interact with the nat-

Hamill Family Play Zoo,

LQDWLRQȃRHULQJLGHDOVHWWLQJVIRUGUDPDWLFSOD\

ural environment and each other. Vegetated nooks

%URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/ 'HVLJQ

hide-and-seek games, and orienteering activities.

and crannies become favorite places.

locations for plant diversity to

MIG).
ɄContainer planting has

Specimen plants provide spatial structure and
visual orientation.

LQKHUHQWȵH[LELOLW\DVDȊPRYable garden” and can draw

Create a sense of place. Native plants help
children develop an authentic sense of place, to

children’s attention to par-

Shade is provided by trees and large shrubs,

identify with the local region, and become familiar

ticularly interesting plants—

which add comfort and protect children from harm-

with the native ecosystem.

KHUHȵRZHULQJWK\PH

ful over-exposure to ultraviolet light.

ɄPermanent fruiting
plants (here raspberries) included as “edible landscape,”
usually in their own setting
for ease of management,

Communicate seasonal cycles. The passing
ΖQGRRURXWGRRUWUDQVLWLRQV softened with

of the seasons is marked by vegetation—providing

vegetation connect architecture and landscape and

a sense of time and annual cycles.

help eyes adjust to changing light levels.

Show where food comes from. Food-

RHUOHDUQLQJSRWHQWLDODQGD
chance for children to learn

ΖQWHJUDWHOLIHLQWRDFWLYLW\VHWWLQJVBy

producing plants are particularly relevant as

integrating plants into all play and learning settings,

health-promoting elements. When children under-

ɄBlueberries include

rather than creating segregated “nature areas,”

stand that food comes from plants that they can

approximately 20 species

users will perceive the built environment as a stim-

help nurture and harvest, their interest in trying out

ulating mix of living and nonliving elements.

new tastes and cooking can increase dramatically.

ΖQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\RXWGRRUFODVVURRPV

Show where medicines come from.

disease, heart disease, and

designed as vegetated settings can support activ-

Medicinal plants can be better understood by in-

FDQFHU:LGHO\GLVWULEXWHG

ities across the curriculum, from the sciences, to

cluding them in play and learning spaces. However,

language arts, to mathematics, covering all subjects

care regarding placement and labeling is required

and skill areas. Children with hands-on learning

as some medicinal plants may have toxic

styles eagerly participate in learning outdoors in

properties.

where food comes from.

in the genus Vaccinium.
Blueberries are considered a
health food, high in nutrients
and phytochemicals, that may
SURWHFWDJDLQVWLQȵDPPDWRU\

especially east of the Rockies.
Easy to grow and manage.
Fun for children.

natural settings.
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ɄA university campus
grove of nine maple trees on
a regular grid required conserving as part of the design
of an outdoor area for young
children. The design team
convinced campus leaders
to remove the middle tree
so that an accessible, shady
“treehouse” could be installed. Arlitt Nature PlayScape,
University of Cincinnati, OH
(Case Study 11).

4.27

Trees

WKDWȵRZHURUVPHOORUKDYHLQWHUHVWLQJOHDYHVDQG

Trees are a basic design element of nature
play and learning spaces, available in many
VKDSHVDQGVL]HV

Tree climbing is universally popular among chil-

textures, and produce playable fruit or seedpods.
dren. All climatic zones have tree species that can
support climbing and can be pruned to accentuate

7UHHDRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ2HUDPXOWLWXGHRIFRORUVIUDJUDQFHVDQG
textures throughout the seasonal cycle.
ȏɅ3URWHFWIURPKDUPIXOUD\VRIWKHVXPPHUVXQ
ȏɅΖQFUHDVHPXOWLVHQVRU\VWLPXODWLRQ

strong, low-slung lateral branches that are more
HDVLO\FOLPEDEOH%UDQFKHVOHVVWKDQWZRIHHWR
the ground provide a challenge for young children,
ZKLOHKLJKHUEUDQFKHVRHUFKDOOHQJHVIRUROGHU
and more adventurous children. If locations of
SRWHQWLDOFOLPELQJWUHHVDUHVSHFLȴHGRQFHWKH\DUH

ȏɅ3URYLGHHGLEOHIUXLWVDQGQXWVWRKDUYHVW

installed managers can ensure appropriate pruning

ȏɅ3URYLGHDQHQGOHVVVXSSO\RIORRVHSDUWV

to enhance climbability. A layer of wood chips or

ȏɅ'HȴQHSOD\VHWWLQJVVSDWLDOO\

VKUHGGHGZRRGȴEHUVKRXOGEHLQVWDOOHGDURXQG

ȏɅ6HUYHDVKDELWDWIRUGLYHUVHZLOGOLIH
ȏɅ2HUFOLPELQJDQGKLGHDQGVHHNRSSRUWXQLWLHV

Considerations
Use trees as a design element to create shady groves,
avenues, and spatial borders. Smaller trees are
XVXDOO\PRUHHDVLO\DGDSWHGWRFKLOGUHQȇVEHKDYLRU
as spacing can be closer to create more interesting,
complex ground-level spaces. Multi-trunked trees
accentuate visual complexity. Weeping or drooping
forms bring foliage close to children. Consider trees

tree bases to protect children from injury if they
fall. The trunk of a tree should never be wrapped
with rope or wire or have decking installed too
close, because over time it will damage or weaken
the tree or even kill it.

$GMDFHQFLHV
Locate trees to provide shade where needed but
also take care to not locate adjacent to settings
such as vegetable gardens where shade could have
a negative impact. Locate trees to mark entrances.
Use special trees as landmarks.
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ɄShrubs bring nature to children’s experiential level. Here,
GZDUIFRQLIHUVDRUGWRGGOHUVDȊZKROHERG\ȋH[SHULHQFHRIWKH
softly textured foliage.
ɄEarly blooming Spirea welcomes spring and provides hiding
places beside the pathway, provides habitat for several species of
PRWKVDQGEXWWHUȵLHVDQGKDVPHGLFLQDOSURSHUWLHV
Ʉ/DUJHȊWUHHOLNHȋVKUXEVFDQDRUGFKLOGUHQDFRPSOH[KLGH
and-go-seek landscape.

Shrubs
Shrubs are a basic design element of nature
play and learning places that are available in
DOONLQGVRIVKDSHVDQGVL]HVDQGVHDVRQDO
characteristics.

4.28

6KUXEDRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ2HUDPXOWLWXGHRIFRORUVIUDJUDQFHVDQG
textures throughout the seasonal cycle.
ȏɅ3URYLGHHGLEOHIUXLWVWRKDUYHVWZKHUH
appropriate.
ȏɅ/DUJHUVSHFLHVSURWHFWFKLOGUHQIURPKDUPIXO
rays of the summer sun.
ȏɅΖQFUHDVHPXOWLVHQVRU\VWLPXODWLRQ
ȏɅ2HUDQHQGOHVVVXSSO\RIQDWXUHȇVORRVHSDUWV
for play.
ȏɅ'HȴQHSOD\VHWWLQJVVSDWLDOO\
4.29

ȏɅ$GGH\HOHYHOLQWHUHVWIRUZKHHOFKDLUXVHUV
ȏɅ6HUYHDVKDELWDWIRUDGLYHUVLW\RIZLOGOLIH
ȏɅ2HUKLGHDQGVHHNRSSRUWXQLWLHV

Considerations
Use large shrubs as a design element to create
shady groves. Shrubs can bring interesting foliage and fruit close to children. Consider shrubs
WKDWȵRZHUVPHOORHUWH[WXUHGIROLDJHDQGODUJH
leaves, produce playable fruit or seedpods, and add
seasonal interest.

$GMDFHQFLHV
4.30

Locate large shrubs to provide shade (at the scale
of young children), to mark setting entrances, or to
create plant play spaces with special character.
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ɄPerennial plants can
add enormous diversity to
nature play and learning
places, especially wild natives,
which once established can
RHUDVWDEOHKDELWDWWRFKLOdren and wildlife alike.

4.31

Perennial Plants

SHUHQQLDOVZLWKNQRZOHGJHDEOHVWDDEOHWRDGYLVH

Perennials live at least two years and typically
return each year from rootstock that survives
the winter. They include groundcovers, vines,
grasses, ferns, and bulbs, and are a basic
design element of nature play and learning
places.

about selections. Select aromatic plants with foliage
RUȵRZHUVWKDWVPHOORUSODQWVWKDWKDYHGUDPDWLF
XQXVXDOSOD\DEOHȵRZHUVOHDYHVIUXLWVRUVHHGpods. Plant vines along fence lines. Install arbors
and pergolas to support vines (adds almost instant
shade). Consider locating tertiary pathways through
planting beds to bring plants and children closer

3HUHQQLDODRUGDQFHV
ȏɅΖQFUHDVHGLYHUVLW\RISOD\DQGOHDUQLQJ
opportunities.
ȏɅ$GGJURXQGOHYHOLQWHUHVWDQGQDWXUHHQJDJHment for children, especially preschoolers.
ȏɅΖQWURGXFHJURXQGOHYHOKDELWDWVVRWKDWFKLOdren can experience small animals, grasses
and wild plants.
ȏɅ3URYLGHSODQWVZLWKȴEURXVURRWV\VWHPVZKLFK
aid erosion control and provide high play value.

together. Protect native perennials from trampling
GXULQJWKHHVWDEOLVKPHQWSHULRGRIWKHȴUVWWZR
years. This can be accomplished with low railings,
RWKHVKHOIERUGHUHGJLQJGHYLFHVSRVWDQGURSH
HGJLQJRUSODQWHGVWDFNHGWLUHV(DUO\ȵRZHULQJ
bulbs can be planted as harbingers of spring in easily seen locations, interspersed with still dormant
perennials or around trees and shrubs. Allow space
for bulbs to naturalize.

$GMDFHQFLHV

ȏɅ&RQWULEXWHDHVWKHWLFHQKDQFHPHQW

Create protected planting conditions adjacent to

ȏɅ$GGVHDVRQDOFRORUHVSHFLDOO\ZLWKȵRZHULQJ

use settings. Techniques include planting along

plants.

fence lines, against retaining walls or other vertical
elements, such as rocks and logs, or around shrubs,

Considerations

brush piles or small trees (large trees tend to “steal”

$VQDWLYHSHUHQQLDOVPD\UHTXLUHVSHFLȴFVRLOVXQ

too much available moisture). For a naturalized ef-

irrigation conditions for successful growth, iden-

IHFWSODQWLQGHȴQHGEHGVRUULIWVDQGDOORZVSDFH

tify a local plant nursery that specializes in native

for self-seeding and naturalization.
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Permanent Edible Plants
Integrating food-producing species into
nature play and learning places may help children to better understand that food comes
IURPSODQWV7KLVFDQEHDPDJLFDOUHDOL]DWLRQ
for a young child.ɁȾ Childhood obesity, which
is linked to poor nutrition, can be partly
addressed by correcting misperceptions
about sources of food by engaging children
in hands-on activities with permanent fruiting
trees, shrubs, and vines. Gardening activities
with annual vegetables and herbs could also
be added to designated settings.
The proposed site may already contain native, naturally occurring fruit and nut species,
ZKLFKVKRXOGEHLGHQWLȴHGDQGFHOHEUDWHGDV
part of the nutritional landscape. Examples
LQFOXGHZLOGSHUVLPPRQKD]HOQXWEOXHEHUU\
cranberry, blackberry, wild strawberry, wild
plum, and many other species depending
on the region. In some contexts, non-native
permanent species may be introduced, particularly when food is a focus of the program,
such as the Edible Schoolyards in Berkeley,
CA, and Greensboro, NC. Permanent food
plants can be scattered throughout the
landscape, employing the permaculture “food
forest”Ɂȿ concept as implemented in Seattle,

4.32

ɄAs old as hunter-gatherer humans, edible landscapes
are again in focus as a means
of helping the current generation of young people understand that food comes from
the Earth, not a supermarket
container. Here, dwarf trees
ensure children can get close
to the fruit. (GLEOH6FKRRO\DUG,

:$Ɂɀ or clustered in patches or more formal
orchards.

Greensboro Children’s
Museum, Greensboro, NC.
(Design: NLI, with Carla
Delcambre, RLA, and David

)UXLWLQJVSHFLHVDRUGDQFHV

Swanson, RLA).

ȏɅ2HUFKLOGUHQWKHȊPDJLFȋRIIRUDJLQJDQGGLV-

ɄFruiting trees can be

covery of forest edibles—picking, cooking, and

grouped into an orchard—a

eating them (after washing).

VHWWLQJWKDWDRUGVGLYHUVH
learning opportunities. Here,

ȏɅ+HOSFKLOGUHQXQGHUVWDQGWKDWIRRGFRPHV

children gather apples from

from the earth and that some plants are sup-

WKHGR]HQVRIKHULWDJHYDULHW-

pliers of food for people and other species.

ies on the school grounds. The
&RRPEHV6FKRRO$UERUȴHOG8.

ȏɅ3URYLGHHGXFDWRUVZLWKDXWKHQWLFHGXFDWLRQDO

Photo: Susan Humphries.

4.33

resources to be used to learn cooking skills,
methods of preservation, etc.
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Considerations
Fruiting species can remain part of the native
landscape if already located there. If not, a naturalization approach can retain the element of discovery and surprise. Or a more formal approach may
EHXVHGLQDUHJLRQRIRUFKDUGVZKHUHUHȵHFWLRQ
of the local culture is desired. To simplify management, edible species can be planted in small groves,
say around a gathering setting, where in the spring
children can enjoy fragrant blossoms and learn
about pollination. Evaluate introduced species
carefully with regard to management implications;
for example, species that may be subject to disease
or attack from animals.

$GMDFHQFLHV
Most fruiting species require plenty of direct sunlight and the presence of pollinators to produce
successfully. Ensure that plant locations are not
overshadowed. Consider inter-planting with species
WKDWDUHH[WUDHHFWLYHDWWUDFWRUVRIEHHVDQGRWKHU
pollinators.

Vegetable Gardens
9HJHWDEOHJDUGHQLQJLVRQHRIWKHHDVLHVW
and most popular natural learning activities,
which has become a new health promotion
imperative to help children accept and enjoy
eating fresh vegetables. By cooperating with
each other, children achieve almost immediate visible results from their own hands-on
activity. In so-called “food deserts,” vegetable
gardens could be one of the most important
nature play and learning settings. As communities begin to assert control over daily food
realities,ɁɁDYHJHWDEOHDQGȵRZHUJDUGHQFDQ
be added as a play and learning setting and
as a source of food and community learning.
*DUGHQVDWWUDFWPXOWLSOHVSHFLHVRIEHQHȴFLDO
insects, which help children understand the
crucial role of pollinators, including bees.

4.34

Location is critical, as most vegetables need
six to eight hours of sun exposure per day.
However, some vegetables (salad greens,
cooking greens, root vegetables, and some
types of beans, peas and herbs) can get by
with less or with dappled rather than direct
sun.{ȻȻ9HJHWDEOHJDUGHQLQJFDQVWDUWPRGestly; for instance, with a few containers
DUUDQJHGLQDFLUFOHΖQFOXGHȵRZHUVWRDGG
beauty to the meal table.
9HJHWDEOHJDUGHQDRUGDQFHV

Ʉ9HJHWDEOHJDUGHQLQJ
is best conducted in places
where children can participate in the process each
day—in childcare centers
and schools (especially yearround schools), but also in
community gardens. Here,
raised beds provide several
school classes with “seed to
table” gardening experiences.
&KLOGUHQȇV'LVFRYHU\*DUGHQ,
:HJHU]\Q*DUGHQV0HWUR3DUN
Dayton, OH. (Design: Terra
Design Studios).

ȏɅ+HOSFKLOGUHQDFFHSWDQGHQMR\HDWLQJIUHVK
vegetables.
ȏɅ(QJDJHFKLOGUHQLQJDUGHQLQJSURFHVVHVVRZing, tending, harvesting, preparing, cooking,
tasting, and eating together.
ȏɅ(QDEOHFKLOGUHQWROHDUQDERXWWKHHFRORJLFDO
cycle and learn where food comes from.
ȏɅΖQFUHDVHDFFHVVIRUZKHHOFKDLUXVHUV

Considerations
Basic vegetable gardening settings should contain
VHYHUDOFRPSRQHQWVEHGVDWGLHUHQWKHLJKWV
WRDFFRPPRGDWHFKLOGUHQRIGLHUHQWDJHVDQG
abilities, low-rise beds for small children who like
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4.35

$ȴQDOLQJUHGLHQWIRUJDUGHQLQJVXFFHVVLVWUDLQHG
VWDSRVVLEO\DXJPHQWHGE\H[SHULHQFHGNQRZOedgeable volunteers. Garden educators, playworkers and similar professionals are essential to
HQVXUHHHFWLYHJDUGHQPDQDJHPHQWDQGOHDUQLQJ
opportunities. Gardens stimulate social interac-

4.36

WLRQDQGKRQHȴQHPRWRUVNLOOGHYHORSPHQWDQG
sensory awareness. They help children learn about
4.35Ʉ&KLOGFDUHFHQWHUYHJHWDble gardens expose children
to the sense of accomplish-

to kneel, and waist-high beds for older children

nutrition, life cycles, and many other commonplace

and wheelchair-users. Beds can be made from

aspects of living systems.

ment of growing healthy

treated lumber or masonry. A surrounding wide

food early in life—with the

ledge is useful for resting tools and other garden-

$GMDFHQFLHV

attached to a year-round

ing supplies. Circulation space should be generous

An adjacent potting shed or greenhouse space is

institution. This vegetable

enough to accommodate groups and provide space

essential for storing tools and potting materials

garden annually produces

for wheelchair users. Straw or woodchips provide

and to prepare seedlings for transplanting. A small,

of food, which becomes

adequate ground surfacing, which will also inhibit

lockable structure with a sunny window can serve

part of the meals served

weed growth.

this purpose (a fully translucent roof is unneces-

additional advantage of being

many hundreds of pounds

from the center kitchen. First
(QYLURQPHQWV(DUO\/HDUQLQJ

VDU\DQGRIWHQGLɝFXOWWRPDLQWDLQ $ZRUNWDEOHLV

Center, Research Triangle

Surrounding vegetable gardens with a high fence

essential for demonstrating gardening techniques

Park, NC. (Design: MIG).

to protect them from damage by deer and other

and for preparatory work. This service area or

foraging animals may be necessary. Low-rise beds

programming base should also contain a compost-

add value to any vegetable

can be placed against a fence for vegetables vines

ing facility to illustrate the principles of recycling

garden.

(beans, tomatoes, etc.) to climb.

and regeneration. A variety of designs is available.

ɄA greenhouse can
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Annual Plants
Annuals complete their life cycle and die
within one year. Some annuals are native
plants that self-seed before dying (a fascinating fact for children—so do they really “die”?).
However, most annuals do not self-seed and
therefore need to be replaced each year,
which can become a management burden.
If overused, annuals may convey a gardenesque image instead of a wild native landscape devoted to interactive nature play and
learning. Annuals can be useful wherever a
colorful touch is needed, for example around
an entrance or resting area or to distract
from nature play messiness in locations such
as botanical gardens and museums. Annuals
FDQDOVREHDJUHDWVRXUFHRIFXWȵRZHUV
which can involve children in appreciating the
DHVWKHWLFVRIQDWXUHȴUVWKDQGLQDUWDQGFUDIW
activity or in enhancing interior spaces such
as classrooms. The possibilities are endless.

$QQXDOSODQWVDRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ$GGDHVWKHWLFHQKDQFHPHQW FRORUIUDJUDQFH
texture) to settings.
ȏɅ$OORZFXWȵRZHUDFWLYLW\
ȏɅ3URYLGHDGGLWLRQDOSODQWSDUWV ȵRZHUVOHDYHV
seeds) for nature play and annual variation.
ȏɅ2HUDGGLWLRQDOOHDUQLQJDQGSURJUDPPDWLF
potential, especially in the arts, because of
their sensory attributes.

Considerations
Annuals are ideal for growing in containers that can
be moved around the site as needed to add color,
fragrance, and texture. Irrigation and other day-today maintenance requirements are usually greater
than for perennial plants. Many annuals require full
VXQIRUVL[WRHLJKWKRXUVSHUGD\WRȵRZHU

$GMDFHQFLHV
Can add aesthetic and play value to almost any setWLQJLIVXɝFLHQWVXQOLJKWDQGLUULJDWLRQDUHDYDLODEOH

Ʉ$QQXDOȵRZHULQJSODQWV
can add color, fragrance,
and natural play materials
to any sunny activity setting.
+HUHPDULJROGVDQG]LQQLDV
KHOSPDNHDȊ%XJ:DONȋPRUH
attractive. Marigolds (Mary’s
Gold) include 56 species
of the genus Tagetes and
DUHXVHGHQPDVVHDVȵRUDO
decoration in some cultural
traditions. Zinnia is a genus of
20 species with many hybrids,
DQGȵRZHUVRIPDQ\FRORUV
DQGIRUPV%RWKȵRZHUVDUH
HDV\WRJURZDQGQDWXUDOL]H
3UROLȴFȵRZHUVDUHSLFNDEOH
by children for play activities
and can be cut and used as

4.37

decoration. Hamill Family
Play Zoo%URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/
(Design: MIG).
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Ʉ:RRGFKLSVDUHD
natural choice for ground
surfacing along pathways and
in circulation areas, as here,
where the natural ground
cover has been worn by
KXPDQWUDɝF7KHOHDVWFRVW
wood chips can be generated
on site using a heavy-duty
chipper, or commercial tree
trimming companies will drop
RDORDGRUWZRIRUIUHH
9LJLODQFHLVUHTXLUHGWRPDNH

4.38

sure splintery pieces are
removed. Note the vegetated
drainage swale and footbridge alongside. Emerson
Waldorf School, Durham, NC.

NATURAL GROUND SURFACING
Natural ground surfacing is usually an essential, low-cost feature of nature play and
learning places for protecting ground surfaces from erosion and footwear from mud.
For these purposes, chipped prunings may be sourced on site, from adjacent areas
or from a commercial tree management company. Use only solid chips free of twigs
and rough, elongated material. Carefully inspect material before spreading. For safety
surfaces installed around natural play structures, choices include shredded hardwood
PXOFKDQGHQJLQHHUHGZRRGȴEHU WKHRQO\PDWHULDOWKDWPHHWV$670VWDQGDUGV 
which also provide accessible surfaces, or manufactured woodchips. Each type of surface material has cost and management implications.
1DWXUDOJURXQGVXUIDFLQJDRUGDQFHV

informal nature play spaces (although it does not

ȏɅ&RQWUROVRLOHURVLRQ

PHHW$PHULFDQVZLWK'LVDELOLWLHV$FWVSHFLȴFDWLRQV

ȏɅ5HGXFHPXGG\FRQGLWLRQV

for surfacing of an accessible route or primary

ȏɅ'HȴQHDUHDVIRUJURXSDFWLYLW\
ȏɅ3URYLGHORRVHSOD\PDWHULDO
ȏɅ0D\IXQFWLRQDVDVDIHW\VXUIDFH

Considerations

pathway).
Natural surfacing also serves as a play material,
which children use as loose parts in dramatic
DQGFRQVWUXFWLYHSOD\DQGH[SORUHWRȴQGLQVHFWV
worms, and other small critters that may live in

6HOHFWLRQRIPDWHULDOPD\EHLQȵXHQFHGE\LQLWLDO

mulch. A pile of mulch or wood chips can become a

cost, replacement or “topping-up” cost, durabil-

“play mountain.”

ity, accessibility, and fall attenuation properties.
1RWHWKDWHQJLQHHUHGZRRGȴEHULVGLHUHQWIURP

$GMDFHQFLHV

VKUHGGHGKDUGZRRGPXOFKEHFDXVHLWLVFHUWLȴHG

Some types of natural surfacing discussed here

for use as a safety surface around manufactured

may adequately serve as a safety surface for activity

play equipment and would therefore serve as a

settings and should always be considered within a

safety surface around natural play structures. Once

6-foot diameter area around all anchored, playable

PDWWHGGRZQVKUHGGHGKDUGZRRGPXOFKRHUV

natural objects 18 inches above the ground surface.

reasonable accessibility for secondary circulation in
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4.40

4.39

4.41

NATURAL LOOSE PARTS

ɄThere is something

&KLOGUHQFDQWUDQVIRUPYLUWXDOO\DQ\QDWXUDOVPDOOORRVHREMHFWLQWRDSURSWRDRUG
dramatic and constructive play. Examples include insects, worms, cattails, pinecones,
driftwood, leaves, twigs, seeds, shells, rocks, dirt, sand, and many more. Larger natural
objects such as logs and stones may not be “loose” in the sense of being easily manipulated, liftable, and transportable for place to place, but they may be turned over to
see what’s living underneath or rolled around to create spaces.

magical about the way
children create assemblages of natural loose parts,
ZKLFKV\PEROL]HVRPHWKLQJ
concrete to the maker and
appear otherworldly to an
adult outsider. Here, parts
of the surrounding plants
provide everything required.
Nature PlayScape, Cincinnati

1DWXUDOORRVHDQGPRYDEOHSDUW
DRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ3URYLGHFKLOGUHQRSSRUWXQLWLHVWRPDQLSXODWH

Dramatic play can be enhanced by adding manufactured items such as sawn lumber, pieces of
textile, sections of plastic pipe, pieces of rope,

the environment and transform it into imagi-

sheets of heavy cardboard, reused containers, and

nary worlds.

repurposed safe scrap of all kinds. Dress-up clothes

ȏɅ([WHQGWKHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSRVVLELOLWLHVRI
any nature play and learning space.

and play props such as animal tails, ears, and face
masks can extend dramatic play possibilities.

Nature Center, OH (Case
Study 6).
4.40Ʉ$IHZVWLFNVIDOOHQ
leaves, and pieces of rotting
ORJ:KDWLVLW"<RXZRXOG
need to ask but please do not
interrupt this child’s reverie.
Nature PlayScape, Cincinnati
Nature Center, OH (Case
Study 6).

Considerations

$GMDFHQFLHV

Nature is a huge supplier of free loose and movable

)URPWKHFKLOGȇVSRLQWRIYLHZQDWXUDOORRVHSDUWV

parts. Downed or decaying limbs and sticks can be

VKRXOGEHDYDLODEOHHYHU\ZKHUHWRDRUGWKHSRWHQ-

harvested for use as loose parts. Logs, rocks, and

tial for extending and enriching the play repertoire

larger pieces of timber can also be added.

of any given setting.

ɄLarger-scale loose parts
become the raw material for
natural constructions. Nature
PlayScape, Cincinnati Nature
Center, OH (Case Study 6).
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4.42Ʉ&ODVVLFȊIRUWȋRUȊFDPSȋ
built from larger loose parts
DQGKDUYHVWHGQDWXUDOURRȴQJ
PDWHULDO:KHQGHVLJQLQJ
managing nature play areas,
FRQVLGHUZKHUHGLHUHQW
types of plants could be
grown to be harvested by
kids for this type of construction. (OL]DEHWK$QQH&OXQH
Montessori School, Ithaca, NY.

4.42

NATURAL CONSTRUCTION
Many children today need opportunities to shape their own environment, especially
children from restricted home situations, who have little control over their environment. The original concept of adventure play using loose parts continues to inspire
hands-on, open-ended play with natural materials.
1DWXUDOFRQVWUXFWLRQDRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ(QDEOHFKLOGUHQWROHDUQSURSHUWLHVRIQDWXUDO
materials—an ancient cognitive skill.
ȏɅ3URYLGHSRVLWLYHLPSDFWRQFKLOGUHQȇVPHQWDO
health and self-esteem.
ȏɅ'HYHORSFRPPXQLFDWLRQQHJRWLDWLRQDQG
cooperation skills.

Considerations
3URYLGHVLPSOHORZFRVWUDFNVWRVWRUHGLHUHQW
types of material. These may range from sections
of tree trunk, lengths of bamboo, large leaves from
tropical plants, dried grasses, tree cookies, willow
whips for weaving, etc. Children may start with “fort
building” but with modest prompting may segue
into animal play with the “fort” converted to a habitat for other species.

$GMDFHQFLHV
Natural construction is best located in a corner
of the site to help control dispersal of natural
materials.
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ɄNatural play structures can take many forms. The most effective are often the simplest and least costly. Here, a permanent,
three-log-high, square structure provides a “base” for open-endHGSOD\LQWKHZRRGV.LGVFDQDGGORRVHSDUWVDQGFRQYHUWWKH
setting into anything they imagine. Nature PlayScape, Cincinnati
Nature Center, OH (Case Study 6).
ɄLarge rocks are an easy way to create a natural play structure, once heavy machinery has been procured to assist with the
WDVN/RFDOO\VRXUFHGVWRQHLVQRWRQO\PRUHFRVWHHFWLYHLWDGGV
identity and authenticity by introducing young people to the local
geology. Here, mother rests while daughter plays underneath.
Nature PlayScape, Cincinnati Nature Center, OH (Case Study 6).

4.43

Ʉ$SDUWIURPWKHLUFRVWHHFWLYHQHVVDQDGYDQWDJHRIQDWXUDO
SOD\VWUXFWXUHVLVWKHȵH[LELOLW\RHUHGWRGHVLJQHUVWRFUHDWH
VRPHWKLQJGLHUHQW7KLVVWDWHSDUNVWUXFWXUHKDVEHHQEXLOWDV
part of a nature play and learning area to stimulate activity that
UHȵHFWVWKHDQLPDOVUHVLGHQWLQWKHSDUN ZKHUHVWDQGDUGSOD\
equipment would be out of place). North Canyon Nature Play Area,
Silver Falls State Park, OR (Case Study 4).

4.44

NATURAL PLAY STRUCTURES
Permanent play structures can be built
from natural materials such as logs and
rocks with possible cost savings.
1DWXUDOSOD\VWUXFWXUHDRUGDQFH
ȏɅ6XSSRUWJURVVPRWRUSOD\
ȏɅ6XSSRUWGUDPDWLFSOD\LQVHWWLQJVVXFKDVSOD\houses, enclosures and stacked logs and rocks,
decks, stages.

Considerations
Seek local artisans who work with indigenous materials. Engage local children to contribute ideas.

$GMDFHQFLHV
9DULDEOHDFFRUGLQJWRVLWHVSHFLȴFV/RFDWHJURVV
motor settings where high level of physical activity does not negatively impact sensitive adjacent
settings. Locate dramatic play settings in quiet,
low-key zones.

4.45
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4.46Ʉ0XOWLSXUSRVHODZQVDUH
PRVWHHFWLYHZKHQFOHDUO\
GHȴQHGDVDVHWWLQJZLWKIXQFtional relations to adjacent
settings. Here, a multipurpose lawn in a high-density
urban area is surrounded by
primary pathways and small
adjacent settings (artworks,
seating, nature play) tucked
in the vegetated boundary.
Notice the lawn is tilted south
IRUWKHEHQHȴWRIVXQORYHUV
ball play is underway, mothers and young children are
hanging out. Older children
DUHRLQWKHȊXQGHUJURZWKȋ
exploring. Teardrop Park, NYC
(Case Study 3).

4.46

MULTIPURPOSE LAWNS
Flat and/or undulating grassy areas are often considered essential to any play and
OHDUQLQJSODFHHVSHFLDOO\IRUWKHHPHUJLQJZDONHU+RZHYHUDODZQPD\QRWEHMXVWLȴHG
if the overall is relatively small or soil conditions or irrigation will not naturally support
lawn turf.

0XOWLSXUSRVHODZQDRUGDQFH
ȏɅ6XSSRUWLQIRUPDOJDPHVDQGODUJHJURXS
physical activity.
ȏɅ$FFRPPRGDWHSURJUDPPHGDFWLYLW\UHTXLULQJ
open space.

games will be accommodated on the multipurpose
lawn. Nearby grassy spaces may be available in a
park, for example. Consider undulating surfaces
DQGPRXQGLQJWRLQFUHDVHDRUGDQFHVVXFKDV
“rollability.”

ȏɅ$FFRPPRGDWHFRPPXQLW\HYHQWVUHTXLULQJ
DODUJHȵDWVSDFH

$GMDFHQFLHV
Lawn location and adjacencies are sometimes dictat-

Considerations

HGE\VLWHVKDSHDQGVL]HRUE\H[LVWLQJȵDWJURXQGRU

Decisions about lawn locations, because they

EHFDXVHJUDGLQJQHHGVWREHPLQLPL]HGΖIVLWHȵH[-

demand space, need to be made early in the design

ibility allows, consider locating the lawn in the cen-

process. Informal, curvy shapes may be appropriate

ter, surrounded by other play and learning settings.

in a nature play and learning space. Size will vary

In this case, take care to create edge conditions

greatly depending on projected range of activity.

such that the lawn is not crisscrossed by so much

A key issue for managers is whether or not ball

IRRWWUDɝFWKDWLWPD\ZHDURXWWKHJUDVV\VXUIDFH
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4.47

4.48

MEADOWS

4.47Ʉ+HUHDQDWLYHSUDLULH

7HFKQLFDOO\PHDGRZVDUHȴHOGVRIJUDVVDQGRWKHUQRQZRRG\SODQWVPDQDJHGDV
“wild” ecosystems to attract diverse wildlife for children to observe and enjoy as they
explore and play in the tall plants. Meadow habitats may occur naturally or they can be
created from cleared woodland. In the Great Plains, “prairie” may serve as a more culturally appropriate term for the naturally occurring ecosystem. Created as a play and
learning setting, a prairie would require an appropriate design approach and management procedures.

has been re-established as
a natural setting serving the
satellite of a natural science
museum. Curving, mown
SDWKZD\VDRUGH[SORUDWLRQ
Prairie Ridge Ecostation, North
Carolina Museum of Natural
Sciences, Raleigh, NC.
ɄMeadows and prairies
UHSUHVHQWWKHGLHUHQFHEHtween the mown and the un-

0HDGRZDRUGDQFH

Considerations

ȏɅ3URYLGHHDVLO\H[SORUDEOHHFRV\VWHPDFFHVVLEOH

Careful management is required to maintain spe-

to children, especially for observing insect life.

cies diversity while simultaneously supporting play

ȏɅ&RPPXQLFDWHVHDVRQDOF\FOHV
ȏɅ+HOSYLVLWRUVRIDOODJHVXQGHUVWDQGGLHUHQFHV
between mown and unmown grass (meadow
vs. suburban lawn) or how ecosystem diversity
FDQEHGUDPDWLFDOO\DHFWHGE\GLHUHQWPDQagement protocols.

and learning activities and minimizing human impact. Access can be maintained by mowing curving
pathways through the meadow/prairie.

mown. Here, teenage friends
enjoy a stroll through the
knee-high grass of a no-mow
]RQHRIWKHFLW\IRUHVWSDUN
Notice, the girl in pink has
plucked a grass stem. Hanley
Central Forest Park, Stoke-on7UHQW8. 'HVLJQ/8& 

$GMDFHQFLHV
Prairies usually require full sunlight to thrive, so do
not locate south of tall trees that may overshadow.
Sunlight requirements vary for other types of grassland/meadow. Some may thrive along a woodland
edge or within a shady woodland setting.
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4.49

4.49Ʉ:RRGODQGSOD\DQG
learning places appear
frequently throughout
this publication for good
reason—woodland works so
well. Minimum requirements
include pathways and natural
loose parts. Useful additions
include natural play structures and perhaps a small
shelter/storage structure.
Montessori Children’s School,
-DFNVRQYLOOH1&
ɄCoppicing, an ancient
woodland management and
permaculture method, is an

4.50

WOODLAND
Patches of remnant woodland, with modest design and management intervention
(adding primary pathways to improve access, for example), can provide a ready-made
QDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSODFHRHULQJDPXOWLWXGHRIDRUGDQFHV:RRGODQGVHWWLQJV
can be created by design and appropriate management, although they are more
challenging and time dependent. Coppicing (cultivation of woody material by sprouting
IURPWKHOLYHVWXPSRIIDVWJURZLQJWUHHVVXFKDVZLOORZKD]HODQGSRSODU FDQEHDQ
HHFWLYHPDQDJHPHQWVWUDWHJ\WRHQVXUHDVXSSO\RIQDWXUDOEXLOGLQJPDWHULDOV&RSpicing also provides learning about woodland management practices.
:RRGODQGDRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ2HUGLYHUVHHFRV\VWHPRISODQWV\HDUURXQG

Considerations
Depending on context and available space,

excellent nature play and

and seasonal streams, permanent ponds,

woodland settings can provide older children with

learning approach, which also

ephemeral vernal pools, and related wildlife,

challenging, exciting places to ride bicycles—espe-

DQGDYDVWDUUD\RISOD\DQGOHDUQLQJDRUGDQFHV

cially trail bikes or BMX. Trails should be laid out

and opportunities for exploration and discovery.

for this purpose, in collaboration with users, in a

supplies the materials for
natural construction.

ȏɅ3URYLGHVHWWLQJVIRUDGYHQWXUHSOD\QDWXUDO
construction, and ranging games.
ȏɅ&RPPXQLFDWHVHDVRQDOF\FOHDQGWKHHHFWRI
sunlight on plant life through the seasons.

GHȴQHG]RQHZLWKFKDOOHQJLQJWZLVWVDQGWXUQVDQG
varied topography to maximize attraction. Careful
environmental and risk management is required to
provide an exciting, safe setting, while minimizing
human impact on the landscape.

$GMDFHQFLHV
:RRGODQGVHWWLQJVKDYHȵH[LEOHDGMDFHQF\UHTXLUHments often conditioned by existing location. A
dedicated boundary should be clearly marked.
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4.51

LANDFORMS

4.51Ʉ/DQGIRUPVODUJHDQG

Landforms are a fundamental characteristic of the terrestrial environment. They may
already exist as a site feature or be created as part of the design. They motivate play
and stimulate learning about relationships between aspect, sunlight, drainage patterns,
and vegetation—including erosion and soil conservation. Landforms, major and minor,
increase landscape diversity and extend the potential for play and learning.

small can add an important
dimension to nature play and
learning. Here, a large mound
has been built in a regional
park (using dirt from a local
building site), to attract older
children, and helps extend
the range of play. Notice the
standard heavy-duty drainage

/DQGIRUPV
ȏɅ(QFRXUDJHIDQWDV\SOD\RULHQWDWLRQVNLOOVDQG
hide-and-seek games.
ȏɅ3URYLGHORRNRXWVSRWV SURVSHFWDQGUHI-

Considerations
Mounds with varied slopes are fun for all children
screen undesirable views. Landforms integrated

three-dimensional chase

surroundings.

protect steep grades from erosion—for example, by

and jumping—activities that stimulate the
vestibular and kinesthetic senses.

spaces created around the
PRXQGDRUGPRUHFRPSOH[

uge) from which children can observe their

ȏɅ0RWLYDWHUROOLQJFUDZOLQJVOLGLQJEDODQFLQJ

The summit “lookout” and

and can be used to increase visual complexity and
ZLWKȴ[HGVWUXFWXUHVPD\HQKDQFHSOD\YDOXHDQG

ȏɅ$GGYLVXDOLQWHUHVWDQGFRPSOH[LW\WRDVLWH

pipe used as a tunnel.

using retaining walls, recycled tires, rocks, and plant
materials. Berms and retaining walls may improve

games. The mound helps
create play synergy because
it borders a woodland and
small stream dedicated
to nature play. )LYH5LYHUV
MetroParks, Dayton, OH.

accessibility to structures.

$GMDFHQFLHV
Landforms tend to have large footprints and separate opposite activity settings; equally, landforms
connect to adjacent settings.
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ANIMALS
Animals are an endless source of wonder for children. Play with animals may foster
a caring attitude, a sense of responsibility toward living things, and empathy for life.
7KH\RHUPDQ\RSSRUWXQLWLHVIRULQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\OHDUQLQJ:KHQFKLOGUHQLQWHUDFW
with animals, they invest in them emotionally. Animals can provide a powerful theraSHXWLFHHFW7KH\DUHDPHDQLQJIXOVRFLDOL]LQJPHGLXP7KH\SURYLGHFRPSDQLRQVKLS
LQQRQWKUHDWHQLQJZD\VZKLFKLVHVSHFLDOO\HHFWLYHIRUFKLOGUHQZLWKORZVHOIHVWHHP
Caring for animals can produce a strong sense of personal competence and pride.
0DQ\W\SHVRIEHQHȴFLDODQLPDOV LQVHFWVDPSKLELDQVELUGVVPDOOPDPPDOV FDQEH
attracted to nature play and learning places by selecting relevant plants used for food
and shelter (especially those producing nectar or bearing fruit, cones, and seeds).
$QLPDODRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ+HOSFKLOGUHQXQGHUVWDQGHFRORJLFDOQLFKHV
and life processes.
ɄAnimals fascinate
children. If opportunities for
DQLPDOSOD\DUHDRUGHGIURP
an early age, children will
grow up emotionally attached
to animals, which will lead to
understanding the interde-

ȏɅ6WLPXODWHFKLOGUHQȇVOHDUQLQJ
ȏɅ)RVWHUHPSDWK\DQGUHVSHFWIRURWKHUOLIHIRUPV
ȏɅ3URYLGHVRFLDOPLOLHXIRUFKLOGUHQWRPHHWDQG
become friends.
ȏɅ3URYLGHOLYLQJUHVRXUFHVIRURXWGRRUHGXFDWRUV

pendencies of the world we
live in. Here, preschoolers’
DWWHQWLRQLVWUDQVȴ[HGE\DQ
insect living in the woodchips
around a play structure.

Considerations
Several types of animals are relevant to children in
nature play and learning places.

Non-harmful insects and insect-like animals
6PDOOFULWWHUVVXFKDVFDWHUSLOODUVEXWWHUȵLHV
moths, worms, ladybugs, pillbugs, spiders, millipedes, ants, and snails are particularly attractive to
children and live in many types of vegetated settings. Such animals stimulate exploration and discovery, provide outdoor education opportunities,
and add a critical element of life to the play and
learning space but require very little management.
7KHYDVWPDMRULW\RILQVHFWVDUHEHQHȴFLDO7KH\GR
not bite, eat valuable plants or spread disease. They
fascinate kids.
6SHFLȴFSODQWVDWWUDFWVSHFLȴFELUGVEXWWHUȵLHV
PRWKVDQGRWKHUȵ\LQJLQVHFWV(DFKEXWWHUȵ\VSHFLHVLQODUYDOIRUPXVXDOO\OLYHVRQVSHFLȴFW\SHVRI
SODQWVRUHYHQRQHRUWZRVSHFLȴFVSHFLHVΖQDGXOW
IRUPPRVWEXWWHUȵLHVVKDUHHTXDOSUHIHUHQFHVIRU
nectar plants.

Birds
Avian habitats require nesting places, sources
of nesting materials, water, and food-producing
plants. Nesting boxes, bird feeders, small water
sources and bird blinds can help children observe
4.52
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birds more closely. Birds add movement, color, and
sound to play settings.

4.53Ʉ&ODVVLFPLONZHHG0RQDUFKEXWWHUȵ\UHODWLRQVKLS
ɄMicrohabitats can be designed into hands-on settings for
NLGV7KH%XJ:DONRHUVFORVHHQFRXQWHUVZLWKFULWWHUVLQGDPS
dark, bug boxes, set behind the raised bed retaining wall. Hamill
Family Play Zoo%URRNȴHOGΖ/ 'HVLJQ0Ζ* 
ɄFarmyard animals can be highly attractive. Here, chickens
are housed in an enclosed area accessible to children. Eggs are
used in the cooking program. (GLEOH6FKRRO\DUG (Greensboro
Children’s Museum, NC). (Design: NLI, with Carla Delcambre, RLA,
and David Swanson, RLA).

Small mammals, amphibians, and reptiles
Salamanders, tortoises, squirrels, toads, mice,
moles, rabbits, snakes, lizards and other typical
indigenous species may already be resident in a
nature play and learning space developed in an

4.53

existing natural space—or may be encouraged
to become resident by design and management
to create appropriate habitat conditions. Or the
reverse may be needed to discourage unwanted
species such as poisonous snakes.
Pond life
Fish, frogs, and other pond organisms are attractive
to children (see Aquatics below).

4.54a

4.54b

Domestic and farmyard animals
Farmyard animals can be included in nature play
DQGOHDUQLQJVSDFHVEXWUHTXLUHWUDLQHGVWDRU
volunteers (including older youth) to be responsible
for their care. Rabbits, chickens, geese, ducks, guinea pigs, and hamsters are the easiest to care for.
Larger animals such as sheep, pigs, and goats are
a tradition on European urban farms. Rabbits can
be very popular with children and can be accommodated in moveable rabbit hutches. Chickens are
easy to care for and can be left to roam free in an
enclosed setting shared with children.

$GMDFHQFLHV
Animals will appear wherever there is vegetation.
Farmyard animals need adjacent shelter and storage

4.55

for feed.
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AQUATICS
Not only are streams, ponds, wetlands, and marshes critical to environmental and
human health, they support a variety of terrestrial and aquatic life that fascinates
FKLOGUHQ$TXDWLFVHWWLQJVRHUVXEVWDQWLDOOHDUQLQJSRWHQWLDO7KH\DGGDQDHVWKHWLF
dimension to nature play and learning, have a strong perceptual impact, and may be
vividly remembered in adult years.
Aquatic settings are the most highly valued by children because of their rich and varied
VRXQGVWH[WXUHVUHȵHFWLRQVFKDQJHVLQVWDWHDQGIHHOLQJVRIZHWQHVV:DWHULVKLJKO\LQWHUDFWLYHLWFDQEHVSODVKHGSRXUHGGDPPHGDQGXVHGWRȵRDWREMHFWV:DWHU
mixed with sand, dirt, and vegetation provides a broad palette of muddy mixtures for
children to create their own imaginary worlds.
One of the most practical water settings for nature play and learning are natural,
broad, shallow streams. Successful designs tend to replicate natural forms using rocks
embedded in concrete, soil, and vegetation to create shallow, cascading streams and
pools. A raised stream bed may increase accessibility. Children may spend hours in
WKHVHVHWWLQJVWUDQVȴ[HGE\ZDWHUȇVEHKDYLRUZKLFKH[FLWHVDQGUHOD[HVSURPRWHV
VRFLDOLQWHUDFWLRQDQGHQFRXUDJHVFKLOGUHQWRSOD\WRJHWKHUWRPD[LPL]HSOD\YDOXH
Aquatic forms, such as ponds, wetlands, and marshes, may be constructed as play
and learning settings if they do not already exist on site. Constructed wetlands may be
required to meet water quality regulations.

$TXDWLFVHWWLQJDRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ(QJDJHFKLOGUHQLQKDQGVRQPXOWLVHQVRU\
experience.
ȏɅ3URYLGHGLUHFWH[SHULHQFHRIDTXDWLFZLOGOLIHLQ

safety regulations like new construction would be
(although water quality and/or habitat preservation
regulations may apply). However, risk management
protocols are still relevant (see Chapter 6).

and around water.
Designed aquatic settings are subject to local health

Considerations

and safety review. Requirements vary between ju-

Streams, ponds, and marshes occur naturally but

risdictions. One jurisdiction may view an installation

also may be intentionally designed, each with its

as virtually a natural system and allow a simple,

own challenges as a play and learning setting.

XQȴOWHUHGFLUFXODWLQJVWUHDPWKDWFRQVHUYHVZDWHU

1DWXUDOO\RFFXUULQJVWUHDPVPD\EHGLɝFXOWWR

whereas, another may consider an installation as if

access if banks are steep and highly eroded. Flash

LWLVDVZLPPLQJSRRO IRUZKLFKUXOHVDUHGHȴQHG 

ȵRRGVDQGZDWHUTXDOLW\PD\EHVDIHW\FRQFHUQVΖQ

even though maximum water depth may be less

protected natural areas, issues of disturbance and

WKDQLQFKHV/RFDOUHJXODWLRQVPD\UHTXLUHDȴOWHU

environmental impact may arise. Naturally occur-

and possibly ultra-violet treatment to kill bacteria.

ring aquatic settings have a distinct advantage over
GHVLJQHGVHWWLQJV%HFDXVHWKH\DUHQRWDUWLȴFLDOO\

In order to avoid later problems, managers are

provided, they are not subject to local health and

cautioned to early on carefully check local and state
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4.56

4.57

4.58

4.59

requirements, involve agency risk managers, and

of the “hinterland” relatively unused. If it is central-

4.56Ʉ+HUHDVWUHDPEHGKDV

engage insurance underwriters in reviewing the

ly located and surrounded by other settings, the

been created that is safe

proposed aquatic setting(s). Naming can be a subtle

overall use pattern of the nature play and learning

GLHUHQWLDWRUIRUH[DPSOHGLHULQJLQWHUSUHWD-

space will likely be more evenly distributed during

Amusement Park, Zentendorf,

tions that may arise in comparing “stream,” “play

the water play season. Carefully consider location

Germany.

stream,” “educational wetlands,” “mud play,” “critter

of naturally occurring stream, pond, or marsh from

ɄFollow the stream to

FUHHNȋDQGVRRQ(DFKZLOOJHQHUDWHGLHUHQWUHDF-

the perspective of use level, visibility, supervision,

ȴQGLWVVRXUFH 'HVLJQDQG

tions. None would likely call forth an applicable reg-

access, and risk management.

LPDJH-7/$ 

ulation. Regardless of name, all would be important
to consider in terms of risk management.

Misters, foggers, and sprays
These features can be used to add sensory interest

$GMDFHQFLHV

to an aquatic setting or can be designed as a sep-

Location and adjacency are important consider-

arate setting. Foggers can add an ethereal quality.

ations. Location of an interactive aquatic setting

$OOWKUHHIHDWXUHVSURYLGHFRROLQJRRSSRUWXQL-

near the entrance to the whole area is not recom-

ties during hot weather. Consider possibilities for

mended, as it will likely attract a large proportion

ice formation and ice play/learning in cold winter

of users, congest the entry zone and leave much

regions.

and explorable by visitors of
all ages. Kulturinsel Einsiedel

ɄA child intently observes
micro-life of the wetland
designed into the Nature
PlayScape, Cincinnati Nature
Center, Tealtown, OH (Case
Study 6).
Ʉ$ȵRDWLQJGHFNDOORZV
children to lie prone and
observe pond life. Hershey
Children’s Garden, Cleveland,
OH. (Design: Herb Schaal).
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SAND, SOIL, DIRT
Because of its softness and malleability, sand is one of the most popular play materials.
It is easy to move and mold. It can be dug, sifted, sculpted, poured, and drawn upon. Combined with water, it provides even more opportunities for creative and imaginative play.
Natural loose parts such as twigs, fallen leaves, and small stones help children create
imaginary worlds in sandy settings and places such as the dirt between tree roots.
Symbolically, it is like playing with the surface of the planet. Soil is critical to life and
therefore has high educational value. Qualities of soil and dirt cover a wide spectrum
to be explored. Raised play surfaces may extend accessibility.
$VDSOD\PDWHULDOVDQGFDQDSSHDUWREHDKLJKO\UHȴQHGW\SHRIGLUW6DQGSOD\ZRUNV
best if the setting includes intimate, small-group spaces, play surfaces, and access to
water. Sand is an excellent medium for stimulating creative play and social interaction. In
large sand areas, children can create imaginary landscapes using all manner of loose parts.

6DQGGLUWDRUGDQFHV
ɄSand, soil, and dirt
H[KLELWGLHUHQWEXWVLPLODU
qualities as settings for
nature play and learning on
the surface of planet Earth.
Here, “sandy dirt” and accoutrements, both natural and
manufactured, surrounded
by vegetation (and the loose
SDUWVLWVXSSOLHV DRUGFKLOdren classic open-ended play.
Nature PlayScape, Cincinnati
Nature Center, OH (Case

ȏɅ(QJDJHFKLOGUHQLQFUHDWLYHLPDJLQDU\
experience.
ȏɅ3URYLGHH[SORUDWLRQRIWKHVHQVRU\TXDOLWLHVRI
soil/dirt.
ȏɅ2HURSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUFROODERUDWLYHVRFLDO
interaction.

Considerations
Enclose sand play settings to keep the sand from

6WXG\ 3KRWR*URXQG:RUN

migrating. On large sites, a generous, expansive

Design.

sand setting may be feasible. The setting itself

should be at least 2 feet deep with good drainage.
In controlled access spaces, if necessary or required, a net cover can be used to keep animals out
of the sand. Rain, air, and sunshine will clean the
sand. Do not use an airtight cover, as this will make
the sand rancid. Provide access to water, preferably
within the sand play setting itself.
A designated sand / dirt play setting can be spatially
GHȴQHGE\DERXQGDU\RIORJVRUURFNVDQGYHJHWDWHGEXHUWRKHOSUHWDLQWKHVDQGDQGDYRLGWUDQVIHU
by children to adjacent settings.

$GMDFHQFLHV
To ensure accessibility, locate sand and dirt play
settings close to a primary pathway but not so close
that sand could spill out and become a slip hazard.
A sand setting entrance should be pulled back
from the pathway with a transition deck or ramped
approach so that children and caregivers using
wheelchairs can enter easily and safely. Especially
on small sites such as childcare centers, try to
locate sand / dirt settings away from the center of
the site. Choose an enclosed space, preferably with
4.60
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DVLQJOHGHȴQHGHQWUDQFH

4.62

4.61

GATHERING
Places for individuals and groups to gather with comfortable seating can take several
IRUPVLQFOXGLQJGHFNVSDWLRVYHUDQGDVJD]HERVDQGȊFRXQFLOFLUFOHVȋ6XFKSODFHV
UHFRJQL]HWKDWDGXOWVXVXDOO\DFFRPSDQ\FKLOGUHQWRQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSODFHV
Positive adult experiences often motivate return visits. Included here are “children
only” places such as playhouses and clubhouses. Gathering areas should meet federal
access guidelines for Outdoor Developed Areas.101

ɄGathering settings
are an essential attribute
of nature play and learning places. Here, a sturdy,
FRQWHPSRUDU\VW\OHJD]HER
DRUGVDFHQWUDOLQWHUJHQHUational, shady, multipurpose
meeting point in a school
park. Students gather there
for outdoor activity during
the school day. Community

*DWKHULQJVHWWLQJDRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ%URDGHQRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUFKLOGUHQWRGHYHORS
social relationships with peers and adults.
ȏɅ6XSSRUWGUDPDWLFSOD\
ȏɅ6WUHQJWKHQH[LVWLQJVRFLDOUHODWLRQV

of more boisterous activities. Locate larger settings
centrally to enable children and adults to participate in group projects.
Consider raised decks to provide multipurpose dry,
warm surfaces for play and educational activity.
Designed as a stage, a deck can become a space for

ȏɅ2HUHGXFDWRUVIXQFWLRQDOOHDUQLQJHQYLURQ-

performances (see below).

ments for activities and lessons.

infrastructure.
ȏɅ+DQJRXWDUHDIRUSDUHQWV

school hours. %ODQFKLH&DUWHU
'LVFRYHU\3DUN, Southern
Pines Primary School, So.
Pines, NC (Case Study 10).

ȏɅ%XLOGFRPPXQLW\VRFLDOFDSLWDO

ȏɅ3URYLGHSOD\ZRUNHUVSURJUDPPDWLF

groups meet there outside of

ɄGathering settings
can be created in all kinds
of ways. This installation
was made by a community
volunteer who salvaged the
logs and got to work with

Gathering settings can be designed as inviting,
whimsical features. Unusual forms provide a sense
of identity that invites visitors to linger, sit, and talk.

a chainsaw. %XLOGLQJ%ORFNV
Learning Center, Charlotte, NC
(Design: NLI).

Add display features (see below) to exhibit chil-

Considerations
Design gathering settings to accommodate groups

GUHQȇVZRUN

RIGLHUHQWVL]HV/RFDWHVPDOOLQWLPDWHVHWWLQJV

$GMDFHQFLHV

where children can play quietly, socialize in small

ΖQVWDOOLQJJDWKHULQJVHWWLQJVRIGLHUHQWVL]HVDWD

groups or withdraw from the noise and distractions

variety of easily accessible locations throughout the
site, including at nodal points where paths cross.
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ɄA program base and
related storage serve as a
center of operations for a
nature play and learning
area. In some form, a “base”
PD\EHHVVHQWLDOIRUHHFWLYH
management and programming—unless the site is
adjacent to an existing facility.
If not, a modest, beginning
base can take many forms
and may need to grow over
time as resources become
available. Here, a sturdy,
custom-built shed, with
wide interior shelving serves
programming and storage
needs for an early learning
nature area. Notice the wide
doors allow easy access. One
recommendation (missing
here) is a roof light. %ULJKW
+RUL]RQV&KLOG'HYHORSPHQW
Center, NC.

4.63

PROGRAM BASE & STORAGE
3OD\DQGOHDUQLQJRXWGRRUSURJUDPVW\SLFDOO\UHTXLUHVRPHW\SHRIȴHOGKRXVHWRVHUYH
as a program base with storage for tools, equipment, and materials. Such a facility is
UHODWLYHO\FRVWO\DQGPD\QRWEHIHDVLEOHLQWKHȴUVWSKDVHRIGHYHORSPHQWQRQHWKHless, the master plan should identify the most appropriate location and set space aside
near the center of program activities. Adequate storage where it is needed makes a
FULWLFDOGLHUHQFHWRWKHYLDELOLW\RIKDQGVRQSURJUDPPLQJΖWKHOSVUHGXFHWKHW\SHRI
FOXWWHUWKDWFDQOLPLWSURJUDPDFWLYLW\&OHDUO\GHȴQHGODEHOHGDQGDSSURSULDWHO\ORFDWHGVWRUDJHPD\HQFRXUDJHFKLOGUHQWRWLG\XSDIWHUWKHPVHOYHV6XFKDȴHOGKRXVH
would also serve site management operations with outdoor storage for large materials
and salvaged items easily accessible by truck. It may also function as a support base
for birthday parties, which are certain to be popular.

3URJUDPEDVHȴHOGVWDWLRQVWRUDJH
DRUGDQFHV

Considerations
Easily accessible and clearly signposted.

ȏɅ3URYLGHDFHQWUDOEDVHRIRSHUDWLRQIRUSURJUDPV
a social anchor, a center of communications

$GMDFHQFLHV

DQGDQHPHUJHQF\ȴUVWDLGSRVW

Program bases need to be located at the center of

•ɅServe as a place to store materials and equipment, and as a possible toilet location.
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action, where they can be easily serviced.

Ʉ2XWGRRUSHUIRUPDQFHVHWWLQJVFRPHLQPDQ\VKDSHVVL]HV
and styles. Here, a semiformal amphitheater set among shade
trees is large enough for community performances of up to 150.
&KLFDJR%RWDQLF*DUGHQ (Design: unknown).
ɄDramatic performance can be enhanced by the way the
stage and audience seating are arranged. Here, the three essential physical elements: stage, proscenium, and seating geometULFDOO\VXUURXQGLQJWKHVWDJHDUHDUUDQJHGWRRHUDVHQVHRI
drama even without human activity. Children First, Durham, NC.
(Designer: unknown).

PERFORMANCE
Performance settings such as raised
GHFNȊVWDJHVȋFDPSȴUHFLUFOHVDQGVPDOO
amphitheaters accommodate group presentations and serve as larger gathering
settings.
3HUIRUPDQFHDRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ6WLPXODWHVHOIH[SUHVVLRQ
ȏɅ(QFRXUDJHWHDPZRUN
ȏɅ)RVWHUDVHQVHRIFRPPXQLW\
ȏɅ+HOSFUHDWHDȊFXOWXUHRISODFHȋ

Considerations
The need for large gathering settings is frequently overlooked during the design programming

4.64

process. Sometimes, the organization has not fully
understood that the new nature play and learning
space will be an attractive venue for community special events such as parties and weddings.
Ensure accessibility requirements are met. Carefully
consider orientation so that the sun is behind the
audience and illuminates the stage—and not in the
DXGLHQFHȇVH\HV6KDGHLVRIWHQDQLVVXH&RQVLGHU
manufactured shade sails and tree planting for
long-term provision.

$GMDFHQFLHV
Locate for convenient, direct access by a large
audience. It may need to be physically separate
from the rest of the facility—but with restroom

4.65

access. Ensure seating and stage meet accessibility
requirements.
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SIGNAGE
Signs can be an important element of pathway settings. They support a feeling of
exploration and discovery by providing cues and information to enhance the learning
process. Layout, typographic style, and materials used should blend harmoniously
with the surroundings while meeting functional legibility requirements. Signs provide
LPSRUWDQWVRXUFHVRIZD\ȴQGLQJLQIRUPDWLRQDERXWSDWKZD\VDQGGHVWLQDWLRQVIRU
caregivers, and may need to conform to federal accessibility guidelines.

6LJQDJHDRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ3URYLGHDFRPSUHKHQVLYHFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
system of information that can be easily read
and understood by people of all ages, cultural
backgrounds, and abilities.
ȏɅ&RPPXQLFDWHFOHDUGLUHFWLRQVWRGLHUHQWSODFes (settings) and practical information meeting
strict functional requirements, including font
VL]HIRUDFFHVVLELOLW\DQGZD\ȴQGLQJ

Considerations
Some nature play managers take a “less is more”
approach in recognition of the importance of
children constructing their own reality and understanding the world without it being labeled by
adults. Carefully consider the number and type of
signs really needed. Involve children in place-naming decisions and sign creation. Types of signs that

4.66

may be needed for nature play and learning places
include:

Directional signs—located at all entry and

Regulatory signs—placed where appropriate,

decision points, present information indicating the

present rules, requirements, warnings, and restric-

direction to a space or facility, a change in route, or

WLRQVLQFOXGLQJWUDɝFGHOLQHDWLRQDQGFRQWURO

FRQȴUPDWLRQRIDFRUUHFWURXWH

Inspirational signsȃSODFHGDWSODFHVRIUHȵHF-

ɄIf visitors arrive by
car, a good place to start

Informational signs—placed at all entry points,

tion, use poetic expression to stimulate human

present general information about the facility and

DHFWLYHDQGLPDJLQDWLYHGLPHQVLRQV

permanent features of the site.

Display settings—add informational value to a

advertising is on the highway.
Natural Learning Area, Hyco
Lake Park and Campground,
NC (Design, NLI).

ΖGHQWLȴFDWLRQVLJQV—placed within settings,

VHWWLQJ$SSURSULDWHQHVVIRUGLHUHQWDJHJURXSV

present information in both words and pictographs

and audiences is crucial. Displays include:

DERXWVSHFLȴFIHDWXUHVRUSURPSWVIRUFDUHJLYHUV

84
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ɄArtwork can provide a
subtle form of communicaWLRQDQGORFDOȵDYRUWRDQDWural area. Here, local artists
created entry panels reminding visitors of the contrasting
seasons expressed by the
landscape. 5LYHUZDON3DUN,

4.68

Spruce Pine, NC (Designer/
Artist: unknown).
ɄIf signs are lowered to
child height and designed
to be “read” by young
visitors, they will respond.
Researchers discovered that
children did indeed respond
to the map of the Nature
PlayScape and were able

4.67

4.69

to make spatial connection
to their experiences there.
Cincinnati Nature Center,
Tealtown, OH (Case Study 6).
ɄThe “medium is the
message” can sometimes be
powerfully expressed by individual signs; as here, at the
entrance to an area dedicated to young infants and toddlers. Hamill Family Play Zoo,
%URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/ 'HVLJQLQ
house graphic communications department).
ɄSign at neighborhood
entry can be low key, simply
reminding visitors of the main
idea: play, respect nature, be
safe, have fun! Hills & Dales
Nature Play Area, Hills & Dales

4.70

0HWUR3DUN.HWWHULQJ2+
(Case Study 1).

ȏɅ%XOOHWLQERDUGVused to display day-to-day

for installations that interact with the wind.

information about nature play programs and

5RRȵLQHVFDQEHXVHGDVSK\VLFDOVXSSRUWVIRU

community events. Make sure they are large

banners.

enough to accommodate all types of postings
that might appear.

$GMDFHQFLHV

ȏɅ([SUHVVLYHGLVSOD\V of artwork generated by

Signs are located according to functional require-

nature play programs and special events as

ments of each type. Entry displays are particularly

temporary exhibits. Suspension from overhead

important and in some cases can be selected by

ZLUHVFDQLQFUHDVHYLVLELOLW\DQGRHUSRVVLELOLWLHV

children as temporary exhibits.
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ɄCaregivers notice when
a nature play and learning
area is fully enclosed and
appreciate being able to relax
and not worry about where
their children are. Here,
an area of 1.6 acres, partly
wooded and hilly, would be
worrisome if not enclosed by
a continuous, almost invisible,
8-foot deer fence (also to

4.72

keep the deer out!). Nature
PlayScape, Cincinnati Nature
Center, OH (Case Study 6).
ɄBoundary fences can
provide children with a “secret place” within the boundary landscape but inside the
park (in this case), where they
can play hiding and chase
games or just hide from
friends and caregivers. Kids
Together Playground, Cary, NC

4.71

4.73

(Designers: Robin Moore with
Little and Little).
ɄNatural boundaries can
sometimes become almost
invisible. Here, a nature
preschool in the woods has

BOUNDARIES
Both external and internal boundaries need to be considered.

marked for children the “edge
of the known world” with
stacked brush, which also
adds habitat value and brings
animal life closer. Nature’s

External boundaries

Way Preschool.DODPD]RR

Full spatial enclosure of a nature play and learning

1DWXUH&HQWHU.DODPD]RR

space is a key element. If parents and caregivers

MI.

feel their children are enclosed and secure, with
one way in and out, they will be more likely to relax
and let their kids run free. For sites located in places like urban parks surrounded by high volumes of
YHKLFXODUWUDɝFIHQFHVDQGHQFORVXUHVDUHHVVHQWLDOWRHQVXUHFKLOGUHQȇVVDIHW\DQGVHFXULW\8UEDQ
locations where perception of personal safety is a
sensitive issue may require additional design and
management responses in terms of enclosure,
HQWU\ORFDWLRQVWDɝQJGHVLJQDWHGRSHQLQJKRXUV
and other responses. Various fencing methods are
available.
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([WHUQDOERXQGDU\DRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ5HDVVXUHFDUHJLYHUVWKDWFKLOGUHQDUHVDIHDQG
secure by wrapping the entire space from one
side of the entrance to the other so that it is
fully enclosed.
ȏɅ3URWHFWWKHVSDFHIURPGHHUDQGRWKHUDQLPDOV
that may cause substantial damage.

Considerations
Neighbors may be concerned, imagining ugly,
high, obtrusive chain-link fencing. They need to be
assured that this is not the case. Even chain-link
(an inexpensive, maintenance free solution), can be
plastic-coated and covered with vines to blend in
with green surroundings. Deer-proof mesh fencing

ɄInternal boundaries

4.74

4.75

GLHUHQWLDWHRQHVHWWLQJIURP
another, give a clear sense
of structure to the area,
help direct behavior, and in
particular protect plants and
ground covers from being
WUDPSOHG+HUHWRGHȴQHWKH
swing area and protect the
surrounding plants, an inexpensive, low edging fence has
been painted to both protect
it and make it stand out. First
Environments Early Learning
Center, Research Triangle
Park, NC.
ɄHere, a simple “postDQGURSHȋPHWKRGGLHUHQWLates settings while protecting
plants. Shepherd’s Way Day
School, Asheboro, NC.
ɄHere, a double-railDQGSRVW ZLWKȴQLDOV WLPEHU
fence provides a higher level
of enclosure and protection
in the outdoor learning en-

4.76

4.77

vironment of this center for
children with special needs.
:LOPLQJWRQ&KLOG'HYHORSPHQW
Center:LOPLQJWRQ1&
(Design: Robin Moore with

LVYLVXDOO\XQREWUXVLYHDQGFRVWHHFWLYH

Internal boundaries

ΖQWHUQDOIHQFHVDQGHQFORVXUHVVKRXOGUHȵHFWWKH
physical structure of the site and the patterns of
DFWLYLW\ZLWKLQLW9HJHWDWLRQFDQEHDQHHFWLYH
HQFORVXUHKHOSLQJWRGLHUHQWLDWHVHWWLQJVVFUHHQ
them from those adjacent, and add a sense of mystery. Fences can be doubled back on themselves to
GHȴQHVPDOOSOD\VHWWLQJV/RZZDOOVFDQGHȴQHGLIferent activity zones and provide informal seating.

ΖQWHUQDOERXQGDU\DRUGDQFHV
ȏɅ'LHUHQWLDWHRQHVHWWLQJIURPDQRWKHU

WKHȵRZRISHGHVWULDQPRYHPHQW

LSP3, architects).

Considerations

ɄHere, an elegant, simple

%RXQGDULHVFDQGHȴQHLQWHUIDFHVEHWZHHQQDWXUDO

solution to edge protection

habitats and structured play areas, and protect

using a standard, steel “eye”

natural areas without compromising visual quality.
Although visual access to natural settings is important, fragile environments must be protected from
SHGHVWULDQWUDɝF

post and cable rail, just 12
inches above ground dramatically improves protection of
fragile plants and ensures
an attractive border to the
pathway. Catch the Wind, Bird
Observation Area, Museum

$GMDFHQFLHV
Internal boundaries mark or follow adjacency lines

of Life and Science, Durham,
NC. (Design: In house).

between settingsɄ

ȏɅ'HOLQHDWHSDWKZD\VHQFORVHDFWLYLW\VSDFHV
DQGGHȴQHVHWWLQJV
ȏɅ3URWHFWJURXQGFRYHUVDQGVPDOOHUSODQWVIURP
trampling by edging pathways and directing
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05
Managing nature play
and learning places
“Do what you can, with what you have, where you are.”
—Theodore Roosevelt

&KLOGUHQȇVKDQGVRQLQWHUDFWLRQZLWKQDWXUHFDOOV

new settings, and refreshing those already there.

for a dynamic, time-sensitive approach to ensure

Plants get diseased and damaged and need to

that environmental stewardship is pursued as an

be replaced. Invasive plants need to be removed.

essential goal, while at the same time recognizing

Natural settings are seasonal, constantly grow-

that nature play is manipulative and often messy.

LQJDQGGHYHORSLQJDQGUHTXLUHQLPEOHȵH[LEOH

Managers understand that settings may get worn

techniques that respond to the requirements of

through use but also can be managed to recover,

living systems. Management tasks may also include

including supplemented with prepared natural

accommodating individuals with special needs who,

materials to augment play value. Both management

prior to a visit, seek printed guidance or online

DQGPDLQWHQDQFHDUHLQYROYHGDVGLVWLQFWO\GLHUHQW

information about all available opportunities to

levels of professional responsibility.102

enhance their visit.

(HFWLYHPDQDJHPHQWDWWHPSWVWREDODQFHVWHZ-

(HFWLYHPDLQWHQDQFHLQFRQWUDVWLVIRFXVHGRQ

DUGVKLSZLWKFRQWLQXLQJHRUWVWRNHHSWKHQDWXUH

upkeep, repairs, and keeping things in order. It

play and learning space attractive to children so

means tidying up at the end of the day, making

they keep coming back for more. Tasks include

sure equipment and materials are properly stowed,

UHSOHQLVKLQJSK\VLFDOUHVRXUFHVWUDLQLQJVWD

ensuring risk management protocols are execut-

encouraging volunteers, launching innovative

ed—leaving the space in “shipshape” condition for

programs, producing special events, installing

the next day.
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MANAGEMENT FACTORS
Regardless of location (as described in Chapter 3), several factors frame management
DSSURDFKHVLQFOXGLQJW\SHRISURMHFWW\SHRIDFFHVVSURJUDPPLQJW\SHDQGVL]HRI
RUJDQL]DWLRQDQGUHVRXUFHDYDLODELOLW\

Type of project
Type of project covers a range of beginning condiWLRQVRQWKHJURXQGZKLFKGHȴQHSRVVLELOLWLHVIRU
LPSOHPHQWLQJGLHUHQWW\SHVRIQDWXUHSOD\DQG
learning place. A project may be primarily renovation or new construction or a mix of the two. Either
may include ecological restoration. The distinctions
are not always obvious, especially when project
implementation is phased. By understanding the
GLHUHQFHVWKRVHSURPRWLQJQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQing are better able to identify local opportunities for
nature play and learning, and ensure that policy is
developed to embrace them.

5HQRYDWLRQ applies to an existing site, such as a
standard school playground, to be naturalized by
adding diverse plantings in and around equipment
to increase opportunities for engagement with nature. Extension of the playground area to embrace
a separate but connected natural area (in itself
new construction) could increase nature play and

New construction refers to a project starting from scratch. The Nature PlayScape at the
Cincinnati Nature Center is an example (see Case
Study 6, p. 140). The center of the site, which previ-

ɄA range of options, from

RXVO\ZDVDQRSHQEUDPEOHLQIHVWHGȴHOGZDVUH-

renovation to new construc-

placed by a professionally designed playscape con-

implementing nature play

taining many of the settings described in Chapter

and learning projects. All

4. However, the new construction centerpiece was

include possibilities for

surrounded on two sides by existing woodland,
which to be viable required only pathways connected to modest “new construction” settings (built out
of locally sourced timbers and rocks).

eco-restoration. This school
park renovation (from a virtual desert) included a longleaf
pine restoration component,
UHȵHFWLQJWKHUHJLRQDOHFRORgy. %ODQFKLH&DUWHU'LVFRYHU\
Park, Southern Pines Primary

(FRORJLFDOUHVWRUDWLRQ (or eco-restoration)
can apply to either renovation or new construction
when a degraded ecosystem or one that once existed on a site is being restored or re-established. The
term may also apply to a nature play and learning
space being installed within a larger restoration
project, such as an urban stream corridor.

School, So. Pines, NC (Case
Study 10).
ɄThis university campus
site contained a stand of semimature trees to be conserved
but otherwise was new construction. Arlitt Nature PlayScape,
University of Cincinnati, OH
(Case Study 11). Photo: Eric
Thomas.

learning possibilities.

5.1

tion, is available to managers

5.2
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Type of access
Whether access is open or closed is fundamental
to management approaches because the degree
of environmental protection and levels of potential
GLYHUVLW\GLHUJUHDWO\

Open access invites visitors to freely engage with
nature as a positive experience without an entry
fee. Because time in contemporary life is tightly
structured, children and families seek close-tohome opportunities for engaging with nature in the
green infrastructure of local neighborhood parks,
school grounds, and stream corridors. However,
5.3

neighborhood natural spaces are often small with
limited carrying capacities that may be unable to
support heavy use. Without deliberately intensive
management, recovery may be slow, leading to
gradual reduction of both natural diversity and play
value.

Controlled access applies to sites such as zoos,
botanical gardens, arboreta, nature centers and
museums where entry is through some type of
portal controlled by opening times and where an
entry fee may be charged. Here, messages about
appropriate use can be delivered, which may help
protect natural resources from damage. The site
can be managed by rotating subareas so they
recover from heavy use. Access may also need to
5.4

be controlled in urban areas where perception or
actual occurrence of crime may be higher.

ɄOpen access is communicated by the welcoming gates to a bounded nature play and learning

Play and learning programming

area. Nature PlayScape, Cincinnati Nature Center, OH (Case Study 6).

Activity programming (not covered in detail in this

ɄControlled access is ensured by this entry setting, which includes payment booth (notice

SXEOLFDWLRQ VKRXOGUHȵHFWWKHPLVVLRQJRDOVDQG

child-height window), welcoming sign, and visitor information. Protected stroller parking is provided

objective of the project as conveyed in the design

beyond the booth. Hamill Family Play Zoo%URRNȴHOG=RRΖ/ 'HVLJQ0Ζ* 3KRWR.R6HQGD

and management program. It may include science
learning, the expressive arts, and many other
possibilities. At the Hamill Family Play Zoo (an innovative child-centered model launched in 2000 at
WKH%URRNȴHOG=RRQHDU&KLFDJR SURJUDPPLQJLV
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5.5

focused on helping children develop an emotional

Governmental organization usually implies naviga-

ɄMany national govern-

attachment to nature through hands-on experience

tion of a large bureaucracy, which can be time-con-

ment and nongovernment

and dramatic play facilitated by playworkers.103

suming and at times frustrating. However, once

RUJDQL]DWLRQVKDYHMRLQHG
the children and nature

nature play and learning policy has been adopted,

PRYHPHQWDVV\PEROL]HG

In both open and controlled-access spaces, play

fundraising is legitimized and action plans can

here. Many similar state and

programming may help to instill a sense of stew-

move ahead assured of some level of stability.

ORFDORUJDQL]DWLRQVSURPRWH
getting children and youth
outdoors—in nature.

ardship among users, reinforced by secondary
communication via signage, brochures, websites,

Nongovernmental organization RIWHQDQRQSURȴW

HWF3URJUDPPLQJUHTXLUHVWUDLQHGVWDZKLFKRQ

organization) is usually smaller, less bureaucratic,

the one hand increases play value and educational

with creative initiative more likely to be celebrated.

EHQHȴWVEXWRQWKHRWKHULQFUHDVHVFRVW6WDFD-

Collaboration between government and nongov-

pacity may also need to include site management,

ernmental entities can result in a win-win strategy

which could be invested in the same individual or

for nature play and educational programming,

spread across a group responsible for developing

especially in local parks.104

and delivering programs.

5HVRXUFHDYDLODELOLW\is usually a key con7\SHDQGVL]HRIRUJDQL]DWLRQ

trolling factor on progress. An important role of

The organization sponsoring the nature play and

the management team is to devise ways to cre-

OHDUQLQJVSDFHZLOOLQȵXHQFHWKHOHYHORIPDQDJH-

atively stretch budgets by organizing and training

ment responsibility and degree of freedom. For

volunteers in both site management and play and

community leaders and nature play advocates, an

learning programming, seeking material donations,

XQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHSURVDQGFRQVRIGLHUHQWRU-

reaching out to high schools and colleges to estab-

ganizational contexts may help determine which to

lish service learning opportunities, etc.

target to promote nature play and learning places.
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ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT
Best practice environmental management applied to nature play and learning spaces
UHFRJQL]HVWKHQHFHVVLW\RIȵH[LEOHWUDGHRVEHWZHHQWKHKXPDQGHYHORSPHQWJRDOV
of nature play and learning, and environmental protection. Historically, “best practice”
ZDVLQWURGXFHGLQWKH86&OHDQ:DWHU$FW  DVȊEHVWPDQDJHPHQWSUDFWLFHȋ
(BMP), which has become a broadly applied concept but limited to water quality resource management.
Applied to nature play and learning spaces, best

be easily adapted to nature play and learning? Is

SUDFWLFHPDQDJHPHQWSURYLGHVDȵH[LEOHIUDPH-

the intended nature play and learning site near or

work that recognizes the reality of innovation as an

adjacent to a manufactured equipment playground,

open-ended work in progress. In 2014, the Natural

which may create some positive synergy between

Learning Initiative published best practice guide-

the two models?

lines for the design and management of child development center outdoor learning environments.105

Healthy ecosystems support dynamic landscapes

The Sustainable Sites Initiative RHUVDUHOHYDQW

that grow and change over time. Regardless of

broader site design best practice framework, which

whether a nature play and learning space is initi-

FRXOGHQFRPSDVVWKHVSHFLDOL]HGȴHOGRIQDWXUH

ated as a renovation, restoration or new construc-

play and learning. Also of note is the excellent

tion site, managers will need to plan for long-term

Play England publication, Nature Play: Maintenance

landscape evolution. Landscapes installed at a

Guide,

single moment in time risk trees aging out simulta-

106

107

which discusses nature play management

and maintenance linked to research-informed

neously, which can be avoided by choosing species

VWDWUDLQLQJJXLGHVXVHGE\WKH8.)RUHVWU\

ZLWKGLHUHQWJURZWKUDWHVDQGFOLPD[FRQGLWLRQV

Commission.

SODQWHGLQSKDVHVDWGLHUHQWWLPHV%\UHFRUGLQJ

108

Even though the U.S. context is

GLHUHQWPDQ\RIWKHSULQFLSOHVDUHDGDSWDEOHWR

initial conditions and following management proto-

U.S. conditions.

cols, present and future managers can implement

Ecosystem thinking

informed decisions. What if the site is a tree-less
Midwest tall grass prairie, where the aim is to

Ecosystem thinking is especially relevant for a new

conserve its strong ecological identity? The man-

VLWH+RZFDQLWEHGHVLJQHGDQGPDQDJHGWRUHȵHFW

agement protocol would possibly include controlled

ORFDOHFRV\VWHPVVRWKDWXVHUVZLOOH[SHULHQFHȴUVW

burning. A restoration site such as the Blanchie

hand the place where they live—their “ecological

Carter Discovery Park (Case Study 10) had the same

address”? Each has climatic and physiogeographic

need for recordkeeping, which could also support

FKDUDFWHULVWLFVWKDWLQȵXHQFHVRLOVZDWHUWRSRJUD-

curriculum objectives.

phy, and animal and plant life.
%DVLFHFRORJLFDOKHDOWKLVUHȵHFWHGLQZDWHUDQGVRLO
Ecosystems vary enormously in quality and vulner-

conservation and the diversity of plants (native or

DELOLW\ZKLFKPD\JUHDWO\LQȵXHQFHWKHDSSURDFK

otherwise). As these factors vary by region, man-

to design and management. Is the site of high,

DJHPHQWSODQVZLOOEHQHȴWIURPDGYLFHIURPORFDO

average, or low ecological value? Are ecosystems

experts in Cooperative Extension, the State Soil

being restored as part of the renovation? Can users

6XUYH\2ɝFHDQGRUVWDWHDQGORFDOZDWHUTXDOLW\

be involved in the restoration process? Can the site

regulators and arborists found in departments of
environment and natural resources.
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5.7

5.6

5.8

Water

Soil

ɄSoil quality is a key to

:DWHULVQRWRQO\UHFRJQL]HGDVDȴQLWHSODQHWDU\

Human life depends on soil. Our food is grown in

ecosystem thinking. Here,

resource essential to life, it is also the most popular

soil or animals used as food eat plants growing in

play setting for children. Protection of water quality

soil. Caring for soil and helping visitors understand

is enshrined in multiple regulations and best

its importance are tasks for site managers and

management practices (BMPs) across all levels of

educators. Protecting soils from erosion is critical.

government. This suggests triple responsibilities

Onsite soil quality enhancement can be implement-

of managers to, a) make sure “playable” water is

ed using permaculture practices such as compost-

available, b) ensure that environmental quality is

ing, mulching, and vermiculture. Hands-on oppor-

not permanently compromised, and c) that users

tunities for children to participate will help them

of all ages are helped to understand the need

XQGHUVWDQGWKHGLHUHQFHEHWZHHQJRRGDQGSRRU

for water quality protection and how to do it. For

quality soil and how to improve the latter.

example, best practice means harvesting rainwater

students examine a soil proȴOH3KRWR*HRUJH5+HVV
NC State University.
ɄEcosystem thinking includes the basic parameters
of water, soil, and vegetation
(and therefore healthy animal
habitats). All work together
in dynamic synergy. Here,
a “constructed wetland”
demonstrates keeping storm
water on site as an aesthetic/
educational feature. Emerson
Waldorf School, Durham, NC.

and retaining as much as possible onsite for irri-

Plants

gation and/or for feeding aquatic features such as

Plants are the most important components of

streams, ponds, and wetlands to extend play and

nature play and learning spaces and the activity

learning possibilities.

VHWWLQJVWKH\FRQWDLQ7RPD[LPL]HEHQHȴWVDV
hands-on resources, an informed management
DSSURDFKLVUHTXLUHGZKLFKRHUVJXLGDQFHRQ
types of plants, their selection, and placement, as
described below.

Ʉ9HUPLFXOWXUHIDVFLQDWHV
children. Here, a plastic container with food waste and
shredded paper is the medium. The resulting compost is
used to boost quality of the
vegetable garden. 3UHYHQWLQJ
2EHVLW\E\'HVLJQ, NLI, NC
State University.
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%DVLFSODQWW\SHV

the same conditions as existing natives. Through

There are many ways to classify plants, ranging

the course of time, introduced plants may become

IURPGHWDLOHGV\VWHPDWLFVFLHQWLȴFQRPHQFODWXUH

“naturalized,” meaning they are able to reproduce

to popular everyday parlance. The types described

and spread without human help. Invasive plants

here fall somewhere between these two extremes.

(see below) are a problematic, to-be-avoided, small

7KHLQWHQWLRQLVWRSURYLGHSURIHVVLRQDOVIURPȴHOGV

subgroup of introduced plants.

other than horticultural science and lay persons
with appropriate terminology and background in-

Ornamental plants (or “ornamentals”) are bred for

formation to be able to converse with others and to

special qualities such as color, fragrance, architec-

make informed planting decisions. At the beginning

ture, texture, and seasonal appearance; therefore,

of the project, ensure that a plant assessment is

a single species may include many varieties (often

conducted to identify existing species, particularly

FDOOHGȊFXOWLYDUVȋ H[KLELWLQJGLHUHQWFKDUDFWHULV-

those that may be native or invasive or toxic.

tics. Native or introduced plants can be ornamental,
and vice versa.

Native plants (or “natives”) are often preferred
because they are considered better adapted to

Exotic plants (or “exotics”) is a broad term previ-

local conditions. However, this is not always true,

ously used for non-native plants, now abandoned

as many introduced plants demonstrate equal

by the green industry but potentially encountered

adaptation to a particular locale. Technically, native

in popular usage.

plants have co-evolved with a given locale. Hence,
native plants are better choices for supporting

Invasive plants (or “invasives”) are non-native

populations of local pollinating insects and are far

species dispersed by humans, animals, wind, water

superior to introduced plants for serving as larval

or other forces of nature to new locations where

KRVWSODQWVIRUEHQHȴFLDOOHSLGRSWHURXVLQVHFWV RU-

they can dominate local ecosystems to the point

GHURILQVHFWVWKDWLQFOXGHVPRWKVDQGEXWWHUȵLHV 

where basic equilibrium is severely compromised

Some natives exist in narrow eco-niches because

RUGHVWUR\HG7KHGHȴQLWLRQRILQYDVLYHFDQEH

they are adapted to rare habitat conditions; other

problematic because in one location a species may

natives are widespread because they are adapted

be invasive and in another not so. Native plants can

to a broader range of conditions. However, plant

show invasive tendencies in some cases, especially

GLVWULEXWLRQLVLQȵXHQFHGE\RWKHUIDFWRUVEHVLGHV

in habitats that have been disturbed by human

site adaptation. The new reality of global climate

activity.

FKDQJHFRQWLQXHVWRLQȵXHQFHSODQWDGDSWDWLRQDQG
GLVWULEXWLRQUHVXOWLQJLQFRQVWDQWO\HYROYLQJGHȴQL-

Native and non-invasive introduced plants should

tions and interpretations of nativity. For example,

be considered the gold standard for play and

WKH86'$3ODQW+DUGLQHVV=RQH0DSZKLFKGHȴQHV

learning spaces. Ornamental types have a role to

limits of plant adaptations based on latitude and

play, too, because they attract and entertain chil-

other physiographic conditions, has been updated

dren, especially when used as “surprise” elements.

several times since being launched in 1960.

Examples include aromatic plants, such as lavender
or rosemary, or non-invasive clumping bamboo,

Introduced plants are non-natives introduced
through human activity to a new locale where
previously they did not exist but are adapted to
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which can create an appealing sense of magic.

3ODQWVHOHFWLRQ

growing trees mature faster and do not live as long

Selecting the proper plants, installing the plants

as slower growing trees, so a mix is important.

correctly, and attentive management immediately

Small and medium-sized trees or large shrubs are

after planting are keys to success. A variety of fac-

usually more appropriate. They still provide ade-

tors should be considered when selecting plants to

quate shade, can be positioned to allow varied sun

use in a nature play and learning space to help en-

penetration to support understory planting and can

sure long-term success. Criteria to consider include:

EHȵH[LEO\ORFDWHGUHODWLYHWRDFWLYLW\VHWWLQJV/DUJH
trees tend to shade out large patches of ground

Purpose. Consider the purpose of the plant, shrub,

and inhibit understory vegetation.

RUWUHH'LHUHQWSODQWVPD\SURYLGHVKDGHRHU
habitat value to attract wildlife, including local polli-

Mix deciduous and evergreen species. A mix of

nators; create a windbreak; provide seasonal color,

deciduous and evergreen species will avoid a bland

etc., and should be selected with those purposes in

winter landscape. Evergreens can add foliage inter-

mind. Inclusion of edible species may be appropri-

est but also colored berries and wildlife attraction,

ate and feasible.

can respond to the wind, and add visual interest to
snow cover. If possible, avoid locating evergreens

Availability. 7KHW\SHVDQGVSHFLȴFFXOWLYDUVRI

on the south side of activity settings where they will

plants available for purchase vary by region, sea-

block winter sunlight. To the contrary, locate decid-

VRQDQGYHQGRU6XSSO\RIVSHFLȴFVSHFLHVFDQEH

uous shade trees on the south side so they will let

a problem, especially of uncommon native plants,

the sun through in winter but shade the setting in

which may have to be ordered bare root from afar.

summer.

Be sure to ask around if looking for something
VSHFLȴFEXWEHFDXVHRIWKHYDULDELOLW\LWLVEHVWWR

Cost. $RUGDELOLW\RISODQWPDWHULDOLVRQHRIWKH

keep the purpose of the plant as the main goal and

biggest considerations. Larger plants, shrubs, and

WREHȵH[LEOHDERXWWKHVSHFLȴFFXOWLYDU7KHEHVW

trees will cost more to purchase, but also can help

advice for managers is to establish relationships

create more immediate impact. Larger trees often

with local nurseries and tree farms as they can be a

UHTXLUHVLJQLȴFDQWHRUWDQGFRVWWRLQVWDOOZKLOH

great source of local knowledge and may be willing

smaller ones may be more easily installed, even

to grow plants for a guaranteed market.

without professional assistance. On a tight budget,
FRQVLGHUEDODQFLQJVPDOOHUPRUHDRUGDEOHSODQWV

Size. Select intermediate-sized plants, meaning

with several larger specimen plants.

not too small (can get trampled) or too large (more
H[SHQVLYHGLɝFXOWWRPRYHZLWKRXWHTXLSPHQW

Health and quality. When selecting plants from

and harder to adapt to new soil/irrigation/shade

a nursery or garden center, inspect the plant for

conditions).

general signs of health. If it appears damaged,
GLVHDVHGRUDVLILWLVVWUXJJOLQJFKRRVHDGLHU-

Growth rate and eventual size. A mix of fast,

ent plant. Look for vibrant leaves, new growth,

medium, and slow-growing species is usually

and healthy root systems that are not excessively

desirable, especially for an initially barren site so

crowded.

that it quickly becomes green, which is one of the
best ways to attract enthusiastic visitors. However,

Time of year. If possible, install new plants during

rate of growth is associated with longevity. Fast

their dormant period, so they have the chance to
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grow roots and establish themselves, and will be

from the roots. This makes them easy to transport

easier to maintain during hot, dry spells in the sum-

and ship. Many fruit and nut trees are sold in this

mer or harsh winter. Depending on location and

manner, and need to be installed immediately upon

time of year, plant selection may be limited.

arrival to the site, since they have no soil on their
roots and can dry out quickly.

Trees and shrubs
Tree and shrub selections are the most important

3ODQWSODFHPHQW

plant decisions, especially trees because they are

0DQ\YDULDEOHVDHFWSODQWSODFHPHQWGHFLVLRQV

FRVWOLHUDQGUHTXLUHPRUHHRUWWRSODQW2WKHU

particularly sunlight, shading implications, and

types of plants are smaller and less expensive. The

water and soil requirements, all of which vary great-

manner in which trees and shrubs are grown and

ly by specie. If possible, install trees and shrubs

sold—container grown, ball-and-burlap, and bare

during their dormant season.

URRWȃFDQKDYHDVLJQLȴFDQWLPSDFWRQSODQWLQJ
decisions and their consequences.

Care
For new planting, an initial management protocol

Container-grown trees and shrubs are more easily

should focus on staking, pruning, fertilizing, mulch-

transported and are usually available year-round at

ing, irrigation, and weed removal during the “nurse

nurseries—an advantage when the ideal planting

SHULRGȋȃXSWRȴYH\HDUVGHSHQGLQJRQSODQWVL]H

VHDVRQGRHVQȇWFRLQFLGHZLWKSURMHFWFRPSOHWLRQ

and site conditions. Minimal annual pruning, if

The disadvantage of container-grown material is

required, should include careful thinning for plant

the possibility that the plant will be pot-bound,

health and visibility (to avoid young children being

meaning that the roots run out of growing space

completely hidden by dense planting). Edible fruit-

inside the pot and begin to encircle the root ball,

ing species may need more attention.

essentially strangling the plant. This can be avoided
by inspecting roots at the nursery and by taking

0DQDJLQJWKHZLOG

measures to loosen the roots before planting to

Plants are what visitors see, which may directly in-

help guide them outward.

ȵXHQFHSHUFHSWLRQVRIWKHQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJ
space as being messy or tidy. Some settings likely

Ball-and-burlap trees and shrubs are grown in a

need to appear tidy—around the entrance for ex-

QXUVHU\ȴHOGDQGGXJRXWSULRUWRSODQWLQJOHDYLQJ

DPSOHΖQFRQWUDVWȊIDUȵXQJȋVHWWLQJVPD\EHPDQ-

a “ball” of soil intact around the roots, which are

aged to be as wild and jungle-like as possible. To

wrapped in burlap fabric. These trees tend to be

achieve this range of visual and ecological quality,

ODUJHUPRUHH[SHQVLYHDQGPRUHGLɝFXOWWRWUDQV-

managers need to create protocols across the man-

port, and require more people-power to install on

LFXUHGWRZLOGVSHFWUXPGHȴQH]RQHVZKHUHHDFK

site. However, they will generally establish them-

level should be applied, and train the landscape

selves in their new environment quickly if planted

maintenance crew to implement the management

and irrigated properly, making them a good invest-

protocols. At the “wild” end, fallen material can be

ment for “specimen” trees (for special places) or in

left in situ to decompose and support the forest

areas where shade is needed as soon as possible.

ȵRRUHFRV\VWHP$QDQQXDOLQVSHFWLRQE\DOLFHQVHG
arborist may be required to ensure that trees are

Bare root trees and shrubs are grown in a nursHU\ȴHOGWKHQKDUYHVWHGE\GLJJLQJWKHPIURP
the ground while dormant and removing all soil
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safe and will not drop limbs.

ɄManaging the wild requires protection devices or
fences and railings—mostly
the latter, not to keep people
RXWEXWWRGLUHFWWUDɝF
ensure fragile plants don’t get
WUDPSOHGDQGWRGLHUHQWLDWH
activity settings. Here, in a
central-city park, a single,
steel rail, 12-15 inches above

5.9

5.10

JURXQGKDVDQREYLRXVHHFW
in protecting wild plants.
Notice the anti skateboard
bumps. Teardrop Park, NYC
(Case Study 3).
ɄA higher, welded, steel
UDLOHHFWLYHO\VHSDUDWHVWKH
main path from the woodland
but still permits access for
children wanting to explore.
North Carolina Zoo, Asheboro,
NC.

5.11

5.12
ɄHoops fashioned
from standard, steel rebar
are used to deter “corner

$JULFXOWXUDO([WHQVLRQ2ɝFHUKRUWLFXOWXUDOH[SHUW

Balancing impacts of
users and environment

ODQGVFDSHSURIHVVLRQDORUTXDOLȴHGSODQWQXUVHU\

Achieving a balance between user engagement and

kidZone, North Carolina Zoo,

VWDRQDOOYHJHWDWLRQPDQDJHPHQWPDWWHUVLQFOXG-

protecting the existing landscape from damage is

Asheboro, NC (Case Study 8).

ing plant selection, placement, care, and related

a management challenge. As described earlier in

topics such as specialized pruning.

relation to pathways, single-rail fences are criti-

6HHNSURIHVVLRQDODGYLFHfrom a County

Locally sourced materials

cal for ground-level plant protection and can be
installed—even temporarily—as a management

cutting,” thereby protecting
plantings—a simple, inexpensive, sustainable solution.

ɄEdging constructed
from saplings harvested
on site provides protection
to new plantings until they
become established and

Sustainable management includes using locally

procedure to help worn settings recover or newly

sourced materials, such as stone, boulders, mason-

installed plantings to become established. Railings

ry, sawn timber, un-sawn trunks, and many other

are not to keep children out but to protect plants

materials both natural and manufactured. Pieces of

from the unintentional damage of wandering chil-

fallen tree and items such as large rocks can some-

dren intent on having fun. Trying to get children to

hand. /RRNRXW&RYH, Bay Area

times be “salvaged” from construction sites with a

“be more careful” defeats the purpose of creating

Discovery Museum, Sausalito,

community-minded contractor willing to drop items

natural settings where the idea is that they should

RDWDQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJVLWH

freely explore nature through play. An alternative

can survive on their own.
Such a method usually lasts
for a few years until the
ravages of time (insects, rot,
and weather) get the upper

CA.

PHDVXUHLVWRFORVHRZRUQDUHDVDVIDOORZODQG
until recovered—and reopen next season. An
important function of the management protocol is
WRSHULRGLFDOO\PHDVXUHWKHHHFWRISURWHFWLRQVR
that the balance between use and environmental
impact can be calibrated.Ʉ
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06
Contributed by Allen Cooper

Risk management
“The desire for safety stands against every great and noble
enterprise.”
—Cornelius Tacitus, Roman historian (55–120 AD)

5LVNPDQDJHPHQWLQFKLOGUHQȇVSOD\VHWWLQJVKDV

RIVXSHUYLVLRQDQGGHJUHHRIPRGLȴFDWLRQRIWKH

historically focused on injury avoidance, and stan-

natural setting. For example, a supervised natural

dards for manufactured play equipment (ASTM)

outdoor space may allow children to take greater

and playground guidelines (CPSC) were developed

ULVNVUHODWLYHWRWKHFKLOGUHQȇVPDWXULW\OHYHOWKDQ

to achieve that goal. Unfortunately, an exclusive

a public park where no supervision is provided. In

focus on injury avoidance has tended to produce

each context, the management goal should be to

uninspired, “cookie-cutter” playgrounds with dimin-

create an ongoing balance between developmental

ished play value.

EHQHȴWVDQGULVNRIKDUP

Nature play and learning places are of interest in

In nature, many children will seek play and learning

SDUWEHFDXVHWKH\RHUDPRUHYDULHGFKDOOHQJLQJ

opportunities to engage and challenge themselves,

and stimulating play environment with greater

foster their curiosity, and provide risk-taking that is

potential play value than that available from strictly

appropriate to their individual developmental level.

manufactured equipment. Providers of natural play

Children normally recognize risks, make judgments,

and learning opportunities must pursue two goals

and respond within or at the limits of their skill de-

VLPXOWDQHRXVO\ȊWRRHUFKLOGUHQDQG\RXQJSHRSOH

velopment. Under these developmentally appropri-

challenging, exciting, engaging play opportunities

ate circumstances, injury is unlikely. Consider this

while ensuring that they are not exposed to unac-

example:

109

ceptable risk of harm.”

110

$FLUFXLWRIKRUL]RQWDODQGDQJOHGORJVKDVEHHQ
7KLVLVQRWDVLPSOHWDVN2QHUXOHGRHVQRWȴW

LQVWDOOHGIRUFKLOGUHQWRFOLPERQWRVWHSRUMXPS

every setting or organization. Each provider must

IURPRQHWRDQRWKHUSUDFWLFLQJEDODQFLQJVNLOOVDQG

decide what level of challenge is appropriate for

MXPSLQJRKDYLQJFRPSOHWHGWKHFLUFXLW7KHVL]HRI

their particular situation—depending on age, level

WKHORJVWKHKHLJKWDERYHWKHJURXQGWKHLQFOLQDWLRQ
DQJOHVWKHJDSVEHWZHHQWKHPDQGWKHRYHUDOOVFDOH
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6.1

DSSHDUWRKDYHEHHQFDUHIXOO\FRQVLGHUHGWRDWWUDFW

Children attracted by the level of challenge of the

ɄA child carefully “tests the

children 5 years old and older who jump from one to

logs experience the risk by balancing above ground,

DRUGDQFHVȋRIORJVVSDQQLQJ

DQRWKHUWRFRPSOHWHWKHFLUFXLW+RZHYHUWKHPRUH

judge the distance between logs to traverse,

VNLOOHG\HDUROGVDUHQRWWREHOHIWRXWDQGWU\FOLPE-

exercise gross motor skills as they leap from log to

the risk of crossing to the

LQJRQLQGLYLGXDOORJV6RPHVXFFHHGDQGGHOLJKWLQ

log, and enjoy the sense of accomplishment at the

other bank. At the same time

MXPSLQJRȃDQGHQGOHVVO\UHSHDWWKHFOLPELQJMXPS-

end. From previous experience, the children have

LQJVHTXHQFH2WKHUVVHHWKHFOLPEDVWRRFKDOOHQJLQJ

learned that if they judge the distance incorrectly

DQG]LJ]DJDURXQGWKHORJVDWJURXQGOHYHO$WRWKHU

they might lose their balance and fall but likely will

WLPHVWKLVPXOWLSXUSRVHVHWWLQJVHUYHVDVDPHHWLQJ

stay upright and, if not, may experience a knock

FLUFOH2OGHUFKLOGUHQZKRUHDGWKHVHWWLQJDVLQVXɝ-

or scrape. In this example, an unacceptable risk

FLHQWO\FKDOOHQJLQJVHOIVHOHFWRXWDQGȴQGVRPHWKLQJ

of harm would be present if the logs appeared to

else to do.

be anchored but in fact were not and could topple

a small stream as he faces
the challenge and calculates

he is honing psychomotor
balancing skills that may
be put to use later in life as
J\PQDVWȴUHPDQRUMXVW
navigating a piece of furniture
down a staircase. Nature
PlayScape, Cincinnati Nature
Center, OH. (Case Study 6)

when children stood on them.
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HAZARD, RISK, AND INJURIES
:RUGVOLNHȊKD]DUGȋDQGȊULVNȋDUHRIWHQXVHGLQWHUFKDQJHDEO\DQGZLWKRXWSUHFLVLRQ
but it is important to have a shared agreement about what the terms mean to achieve
the desired outcome of a play and learning settings that are challenging, but do not
present an unacceptable risk of harm.
Hazard refers to any potential source of harm

are imprecise, contribute to unclear expectations,

and is often used to describe a situation that is un-

and therefore are not useful.

DFFHSWDEOHDQGUHTXLUHVPLWLJDWLRQ%XWDPRPHQWȇV
UHȵHFWLRQPDNHVLWFOHDUWKDWKD]DUGVDUHSUHVHQW

5LVNLVGHȴQHGDVWKHFRPELQDWLRQRIWKHSURE-

in every situation, in the sense that any action or

ability of occurrence of harm and the severity of

object has the potential in certain circumstances

that harm. A Risk Assessment involves consideration

to cause harm.111 Even safety materials in certain

RIWKHGHYHORSPHQWDOEHQHȴWRIWKHKD]DUGWKH

circumstances can be hazards; pea gravel and

probability that the hazard will cause harm, and

poured-in-place rubber surfacing are commonly

the likely severity of the harm.112 Risk is present in

used for impact attenuation, but they are also chok-

virtually every situation both in nature and in life,

ing and burn hazards under certain conditions. The

and part of growing up is learning how to navigate

challenge for the risk manager is not to eliminate

risk. A setting devoid of risk is boring and, from a

all hazards, but to assess the risk presented by the

developmental perspective, lacks opportunity to

Ʉ:KLFKVLWXDWLRQSRVHVD

hazard, and to remove hazards that in present and

develop skills and judgment. For this reason Frost

KD]DUGLIDQ\":KDWDUHWKH

foreseeable circumstances present an unaccept-

concludes that, “a reasonable risk level is necessary

HDFK":KDWLVWKHDGXOWUROH

able risk of harm. “Dangerous” and “safe” are also

in play but, as in other life activities, there must be

in each situation, if any?

XVHGWRGHVFULEHFKLOGUHQȇVSOD\VHWWLQJVEXWWKH\

limitations on the degree of physical risk.”113

UHODWLYHULVNVDQGEHQHȴWVRI

6.2a
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6.2b

6HYHULW\RILQMXU\can be described in terms of
the Abbreviated Injury Scale, with range of severity
from 1 (minor) to 6 (unsurvivable injury).114
An important goal of a nature play and learning
space is to present and maintain a reasonable risk
level, so that challenging, interesting conditions are
present but an unacceptable risk of harm is not.
In conditions of reasonable risk, minor injuries,
such as scrapes resulting from a boulder scramble,
should not be regarded as adverse outcomes at
all—unless they indicate the presence of an avoidable or bad risk such as a hidden sharp object, or
a design or other fault that is likely to cause more
serious injury. Risk of severe and life-threatening

6.3

injury should be vanishingly small—but it is important to observe that, short of removing all trees and
draining all bodies of water, some risk will remain,
and the occurrence of serious injury is not in itself
evidence of a poorly managed space.115
$UHDVRQDEOHULVNUHODWHVWRWKHSOD\ȊDRUGDQFHVȋ
discussed earlier. As children move around their

6.4

HQYLURQPHQWWKH\ȊUHDGȋWKHULVNDRUGDQFHVHYDOuate them, and choose whether to activate them. In
this way, risks are learned and mastered. With the

remove, adjust, and replace the poles. One day a

ɄTree climbing, once

newly acquired skill, the child seeks out and tests

child remained under the structure while other chil-

an unquestioned, quintes-

new levels of risk. As described in Managing Risks,

dren were dismantling it and a pole fell and struck

“Good risks and hazards in play provision are those

her head. The child cried for a few minutes before

Nonetheless, any tree-climb-

that engage and challenge children, and support

resuming play and the adult supervisor asked her,

ing kid can discriminate

their growth, learning and development. Bad risks

“What did you learn from that experience?” “Not to

DQGKD]DUGVDUHWKRVHWKDWDUHGLɝFXOWRULPSRVVL-

stay under the fort when we are taking it down,”

ble for children to assess for themselves, and that

she replied.117 Despite the risk of being struck by

KDYHQRREYLRXVEHQHȴWVȋ116 A manager will strive

a pole, the risk was reasonable, because the poles

to cultivate good risks, and eliminate bad risks.

were light enough not to cause even minor injury
and because there is developmental value in the

An example of reasonable risk comes from the

IRUWEXLOGLQJDFWLYLW\7RWKHPDQDJHUȇVNQRZOHGJH

6DQWD%DUEDUD1DWXUDO+LVWRU\0XVHXPȇVIRUWEXLOG-

this was the only time that a child had been struck

ing station, which consists of lengths of bamboo

by a falling pole, which suggested that most kids

poles up to 8 feet long and four inches in diameter

were able to “read” the risk and avoid falling poles.

(6.4). Children lean the lengths against a slanting

(YHQWKHFKLOGZKRGLGQRWFDWFKRQDWȴUVWZLOO

tree to create a temporary structure, and regularly

probably not be surprised again!

sential, rite of childhood,
now appears contentious.

between “good” trees (like the
one pictured here) and the
to-be-avoided variety (lowest
branches too far from the
ground, not enough limbs
and/or angles too vertical,
LQVXɝFLHQWFURWFKHVWRKDQJ
RXWLQHWF :K\LVWUHHFOLPEing so attractive? Is it dangerRXV":KDWDUHWKHIDFWV"
Ʉ ΖQVHW Ȋ:KDWGLG\RX
learn from that experience?”
“Not to stay under the fort
when we are taking it down,”
she replied.
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DEVELOPING A RISK MANAGEMENT PROTOCOL
This guide is not intended as legal advice, nor is it intended to establish design standards. Instead, we urge managers to establish a systematic risk assessment and management protocol in order to provide a stimulating play environment while eliminating
H[SRVXUHWRXQDFFHSWDEOHULVNRIKDUP$QHHFWLYHrisk management protocol can
be developed by following the steps below:

Step 1
'HWHUPLQHDSSOLFDEOHGHVLJQVWDQGDUGV
DQGVWDQGDUGVRIFDUHLQ\RXUMXULVGLFWLRQ

statute, so it will be important to consult your agen-

There are no national design standards for nature

in your jurisdiction.

F\ȇVJHQHUDOFRXQVHORUDUHFUHDWLRQDOODZDXWKRULW\

play and learning spaces, and applicable liability
standards are generally established by state legisla-

Generally speaking, while a manager has no duty

tures. At the time of publication, to our knowledge

to mitigate or warn users of dangers in an unmod-

no states or regulatory bodies have adopted design

LȴHGQDWXUDODUHDLIWKHDUHDLVGHVLJQDWHGDVD

standards for nature play and learning spaces.

QDWXUHSOD\VSDFHRUPRGLȴHGZLWKWKHLQWHQWWKDW
it serve as a natural play space, the manager will

Managers should be aware of the following stan-

have a duty to remove dangers that are not open

dards and guidelines for traditional manufactured

and obvious to the intended user and that present

playgrounds. The American Society for Testing and

a risk of injury above what is acceptable to soci-

Materials has promulgated standards for manu-

ety.118 In some cases a nature play area may include

factured playground equipment and for impact

traditional manufactured play equipment and,

attenuation systems under and around playground

while the presence of manufactured elements will

equipment. An additional source is the Consumer

not change the treatment of natural elements, a

3URGXFW6DIHW\&RPPLVVLRQȇVHandbook for Public

manager can expect that the same regulations and

Playground Safety%HFDXVHWKHȴHOGLVFKDQJLQJUDS-

standard of care will apply to the manufactured

idly, it is important that managers determine what

equipment as would be the case if it was installed

design standards, if any, are applicable to a nature

in a traditional playground.

play space in their jurisdiction.

Step 2

Even if there are no binding design standards for

(QJDJH\RXULQVXUHURUULVNPDQDJHU

nature play spaces, the standard of care will likely

Adequate insurance coverage is essential to every

be identical for a nature play space as for manufac-

DJHQF\VRLWLVUHFRPPHQGHGWKDWDQDJHQF\ȇV

tured play equipment because both are designed

insurer be engaged when planning a nature play

and intended for use by children. The applicable

space, since private insurers may have their own

standard of care is determined by case law in state

risk management requirements. This early con-

courts, or by state legislation. Many states have ad-

sultation will allow you to make a case for your

opted recreational use statutes, which modify the

design and risk management plans, and will

common law standard of care to favor providers of

avoid unpleasant surprises after funds have been

recreation, but these statues vary widely in terms

invested. Agencies that are self-insured will have

of which types of landowners qualify under the

FRQVLGHUDEO\PRUHȵH[LELOLW\LQGHYHORSLQJWKHULVN
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management policy of their choosing, but it will
still be important to engage internal risk managers

6.5a

early in the planning process.

Step 3
&RQGXFWDULVNDVVHVVPHQWDQGHOLPLQDWH
KD]DUGVSUHVHQWLQJXQGXHULVNRIKDUP
The more common hazards that apply to nature
play risk management are summarized below.

Potential for falls. The greatest cause of injury
on standardized playgrounds is falls. The risk of
injury increases with height. When placing natural
objects such as logs and boulders that are intended
to be climbed, consider what a child might land on
LIKHRUVKHZHUHWRMXPSRUIDOOR/RZVWRQHV
logs and stumps that have no moving parts and
minimal fall heights less than 24 inches reduce the
need for safety surfacing. However, when creating
permanent structures utilizing natural materials,
careful consideration should be given to design and

6.5b

installation in relation to the extensive knowledge
about how and where children are injured on standardized playgrounds—particularly height and surface material. Information regarding impact-attenuating surfaces is available in the Consumer Product
6DIHW\&RPPLVVLRQȇVHandbook for Public Playground
Safety, publication No. 325.119 Remember to also
give consideration to installing surfacing that would
enable a person using a mobility device to interact
with the object.

Trees in designated play spaces raise issues related to falls. Generally speaking, the risk of falling
from a tree after climbing it would be considered

manufactured climbing structure and additional

DɄThe bamboo pole

DQRSHQDQGREYLRXVKD]DUGVRQRPRGLȴFDWLRQRI

fall-prevention and impact-attenuation measures

risk-management protocol

a tree to prevent climbing is necessary since even

should be taken. In both cases, if children are

a child climbing a tree would be seen as assum-

known to climb a tree, attention should be given to

ing the risk of doing so. But if climbing aids are

removing shrubs or smaller trees that might injure

installed, allowing children to ascend to heights

DIDOOLQJFKLOGSODFLQJDGGLWLRQDOZRRGȴEHUWR

greater than they could have reached on their own,

RHUIDOOSURWHFWLRQDQGNHHSLQJWKHJURXQGIURP

WKHPRGLȴHGWUHHZRXOGEHYLHZHGWKHVDPHDVD

becoming compacted.

marks the allowable climbing
height for preschoolers.
EɄ:KDWLIDQ\DUHWKHULVN
management issues here?
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6.6Ʉ1RGRXEWWKLVKXJHROG
tree, placed in a regional
park nature play area, is an

6.6

attractive climbing opportunity. The contorted, remnant
root ball is an intriguing
spot to explore and must
stimulate many dramatic play
episodes. To what extent
are the root ball and trunk
KD]DUGVLIDWDOO"ΖIVRZK\"ΖV
there a risk of entrapment?
+RZ":KDWDERXWWKHVSDFH
under? Is that an entrapment
possibility? How can the risks
be measured? How can they
EHHTXDWHGZLWKWKHEHQHȴWV
of playing there?

Head Entrapment. Head entrapment can occur

Protrusions. Clearly, nature is full of protrusions,

when a child enters a completely bound opening

so their potential to cause injury must be carefully

IHHWȴUVWWKHQVOLGHVKLVRUKHUERG\WKURXJKWKH

considered but with discrimination. Some of the

opening and entraps their head. Entrapment is

most common potential hazards are the ends of

more likely to occur for children under 5, as their

pruned branches of trees and shrubs at the eye

heads are larger than their shoulders or trunk. For

height of children. However, the harmful potential

manufactured equipment, completely bound open-

varies greatly by species. Plants with rigid, horizon-

ings that measure between 3.5 inches and 9 inches

tal branches are the most obvious. Another situ-

must be evaluated to determine whether they are

ation with similar potential could be the exposed

entrapment hazards. In nature play and learning

rootball of a fallen tree. In this case, eye-level roots

settings, these same measurements may be used

that a child could run into or fall against would be

WRHYDOXDWHWKHFRQȴJXUDWLRQRIRSHQLQJVWKDWFRXOG

trimmed and/or sanded smooth. Small vertical

be considered head entrapment hazards. Examples

projections, such as a broken branch or the sharp

could include a situation where several logs or

stump of a small diameter tree, should be evalu-

branches are permanently attached to one another

ated as hazards if it is possible that a child could

to construct a fort or a climber, or a hollow log with

fall and be impaled or bruise an internal organ.

openings that children can climb in and out of. Such

Stumps or roots presenting this sort of risk should

a log should be evaluated for completely bound

be removed.

opening entrapment.
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Stability. Natural objects installed in the environ-

Step 6

ment should be stable if the intent is for children

'RFXPHQWDQGHYDOXDWHDOOLQFLGHQWV

to sit, walk, stand or climb on them. For example,

Developing an inspection routine for a nature play

a stack of large stones used for seating or climbing

and learning space and documenting all incidents

should either be heavy enough not to move under

demonstrates conscientious compliance with

the weight of many children or should be securely

agency risk management policy to provide safe play

anchored.

and learning settings for children. When required,

Step 4
&RQGXFWDULVNDVVHVVPHQWRIQDWXUDOIHDW
XUHVZLWKLQDGHVLJQDWHGQDWXUHSOD\VSDFH
Generally a manager has no legal duty to assess
DQGPLWLJDWHULVNVLQDQXQPRGLȴHGQDWXUDOVSDFH
But if an area is designated a nature play area, all
features of the space will need to be assessed to
ensure that the level of risk presented is reasonable
for the intended audience. For example it is foreseeable that dead limbs in a designated play space

incident evaluation includes the following steps:
1.Ʌ'HWDLOHGGHVFULSWLRQRIWKHLQFLGHQW
2.Ʌ'LGDQLQMXU\UHVXOWDQGKRZVHULRXVZDVLW"
3.Ʌ:KDWZDVWKHFDXVHRIWKHLQMXU\"
4.ɅΖVLWSRVVLEOHDQGSUDFWLFDOWRUHPRYHWKH
cause of injury without reducing play and
learning value of the space? If so, the cause
should be eliminated.
5.ɅΖIQRWFRPSOHWHDULVNDVVHVVPHQWRIWKH

might fall and injure the children who have been

cause:

invited to play there, so the agency has greater

a)ɄΖVWKHULVNRILQMXU\DSSDUHQWWRWKHFKLOGUHQ

responsibility to inspect and trim dead limbs.

Step 5
'HYHORSDQLQVSHFWLRQURXWLQH
An inspection routine should consist of a reasonable inspection schedule and a checklist that
LGHQWLȴHVSRWHQWLDOKD]DUGVRXUFHVIRUHDFKVHWWLQJ
The checklist may vary depending on the type of
space and geographic location. For example a
checklist from Five Rivers Metro Parks applies to a

who use the play and learning space? If
it is not, can it be made more apparent
WKURXJKVLJQDJHDQGRUPRGLȴFDWLRQ"
b)Ʉ:KDWLVWKHOLNHOLKRRGRIWKHLQFLGHQW
recurring?
c)ɄΖVWKLVOHYHORIULVNDFFHSWDEOHWRWKHDJHQF\
and community? If the level of risk is not
acceptable, the condition should be
remediated.

woodland nature play area and includes poison ivy,

6.Ʌ$UHYLHZRISULRULQFLGHQW V DWWKHVLWHZKLFK

widow makers (high unsecured limbs that could fall

may indicate a level of frequency leading to a

and cause serious injury), sharps (sharp-surfaced

potential severity of injury.

protrusions), and landing zone surfacing. A play
and learning space in an arid, treeless region that
featured a boulder scramble would include boulder
stability as an item. Inspections should not be
limited to stagnant timeframes but should include
observation of play as children may morph the
LQWHQGHGXVDJHWRDGLHUHQWXVHWKDQH[SHFWHG

Step 7
Maintain records of inspections and inFLGHQWUHSRUWVFRXSOHGZLWKUHJXODUVWD
HYDOXDWLRQVDQGUHFRUGHGUHVSRQVHV
This record will demonstrate consistent and reaVRQDEOHULVNPDQDJHPHQWDQGRHUDGHIHQVHLQ
case of litigation.
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Step 8

From a risk management perspective, a nature play

Communicate with users of the space.

VSDFHLVQRGLHUHQWIURPRWKHUOLJKWO\PRGLȴHG

ΖWLVLPSRUWDQWWRLQGLFDWH\RXUDJHQF\ȇVFRP-

natural settings such as trails, ponds, or playing

mitment to and approach to risk management.

ȴHOGV$WKRXJKWIXOULVNDVVHVVPHQWDQGPDQDJH-

Signage on-site is an opportunity to do this, and

ment protocol will make it possible to provide chil-

should also provide clear information about who to

dren stimulating and challenging play settings while

contact if there are problems.

making sure they are not exposed to unacceptable
risk of harm.Ʉ
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REFLECTIONS FROM A PLAYWORKER

BALANCING RISKS AND BENEFITS
/LQGD.LQQH\Ʉ0DQDJHURI3OD\ZRUN3URJUDPV7KH1RUWK&DUROLQD=RR
At kidZone, playworkers accept the fundamental

An underlying assumption at kidZone was that mi-

principle of playwork, that children cannot learn life

nor bumps, bruises, grazes, and cuts happen as an

lessons without taking risks, be they social, psycho-

integral aspect of adventure play—the adventure

logical or physical. Playworkers accept the notion

of life, if you will. The purpose of risk management

that kids will occasionally get hurt—but to a minor

is to avoid serious injury by ensuring that potential

degree. To ensure that serious hurt will not happen,

KD]DUGVDUHQRWSUHVHQW7KH]RRȇVGHVLJQWHDP

the playworker must make continuous judgments

helped locate items appropriately and to anchor

about whether or not each interaction between

them in place.

children (usually more than one) and environment
is an acceptable balance of risk and developmental

One day a large, upside-down root ball was in-

EHQHȴW

stalled. Although considered a “natural play object,”
it was positioned completely un-naturally. Playwork

A policing approach, born of ignorance and fear

VWDFRQVLGHUHGLWWKHLUREOLJDWLRQWRHQVXUHWKH

on the part of rookie playworkers, lies at one end

absence of sharp root ends that could result in eye

of the spectrum where the environment is so

injury or entrapment. Careful inspection resulted in

FRQWUROOHGDQGDSSDUHQWO\ȊVDIHȋWKDWLWRHUVOLWWOH

UHPRYLQJRUVDZLQJRWKHHQGVRIKD]DUGRXVORRN-

GHYHORSPHQWDOEHQHȴW7RPRYHWKHQHHGOHIXUWKHU

ing roots and sanding the ends to reduce sharp-

toward a balanced approach, volunteers needed

QHVVȃDFWLRQVZKLFKGLGQRWDHFWWKHSOD\YDOXHRI

KHOSWRUHFRJQL]HDQGREVHUYHWKHVLWXDWLRQDODRU-

the whole.

dance and carefully but promptly consider whether
the play value balance was reasonable.
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07
Implementing
nature play and
learning places
“The ultimate test of man’s conscience may be his willingness to
VDFULŦFHVRPHWKLQJWRGD\IRUIXWXUHJHQHUDWLRQVZKRVHZRUGV
of thanks will not be heard.”
— Gaylord Nelson, former Governor of Wisconsin, founder of Earth Day

Successful project implementation entails key fac-

Possibly the most important point is to recognize

tors such as leadership, community engagement, a

the diversity of potential projects, which may range

YLDEOHVLWHȴQDQFHVDQGWUDLQHGVWD3URMHFWFRP-

from a few thousand dollars (or even just hundreds

pletion may be constrained by budget and occur in

by using volunteers) required to open up a wooded

increments over time, though managed as a viable

lot to neighborhood kids for nature play, to large

nature play and learning place from the beginning.

projects serving a regional population and costing

The primary principle is to initiate change—even on

hundreds of thousands of dollars. Likewise, the

a pilot basis—so that something tangible appears

need for professional landscape assistance may be

RQWKHJURXQGWKDWVWDFDQZRUNZLWKWKHUHE\

minimal at the modest end (although always a good

learning by doing. The kidZone play zoo at the

idea that may save money in the end) but essential

1RUWK&DUROLQD=RRVWDUWHGWKLVZD\DOORZLQJVWD

at the upper end—with many variations between

several years to test a variety of low-cost, tempo-

the two extremes.

rary settings to discover how well they worked
(kidZone, Case Study 8).
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7.1

INITIAL PLANNING

ɄPlanning nature play and

History tells us that great projects, like great social movements, are often initiated by a
VLQJOHFKDPSLRQZKRKDVDEROGLGHDLVDEOHWRDUWLFXODWHLWVWDUWVWRSURVHO\WL]HSHUKDSV
has good political connections, and gathers together like-minded believers as a coordinating committee to start the ball rolling. Then what?
Institutional partners need to be recruited. A community engagement process must be
GHILQHG$VWDNHKROGHUJURXSQHHGVWREHIRUPHGDOWHUQDWLYHVLWHVDQGRUJDQL]DWLRQV
identified and evaluated, kick-off funding needs to be raised and, depending on circumstances, a project coordinator or manager appointed. These and several other
steps may be considered initially and feature in the planning and implementation process (7.2).

learning places always starts
ZLWKSHRSOHȃJHWWLQJRUJDQL]HG
and focused. Timing is crucial
so that energies coalesce
around the project to map out
its scope and make decisions
before energies begin to
dissipate.
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7.2
ɄImplementing a nature
play and learning place
XVXDOO\LQYROYHVȴYHNH\VWDJHV
covering many steps. Of the
23 listed here, some may not
apply as conditions vary greatly
between one project and
another.

Potential steps

PLANNING, ENGAGEMENT, DESIGN AND
IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS
Creating a sustainable nature play and learning place is a process with many
possible steps, which may not all be required for every project. The five key
stages are outlined below:

ΖΖQLWLDWLQJWKHSODQQLQJSURFHVV
ɅCreate a coordinating committee and

ΖΖΖ&UHDWLQJDGHVLJQSURJUDPGHVLJQ
ɅDevelop a design and management

stakeholder group, and possibly a
QRQSURȴWRUJDQL]DWLRQ

program.
ɅCreate a site design with continued

ɅCollaborate with an existing organization.
ɅEngage with prospective government
and nongovernment partners and
collaborators.
ɅFind a suitable site.

support of the coordinating committee.

Ζ95DLVLQJPRQH\
ɅLaunch a capital campaign.
ɅUse the completed master plan as
a fund-raising tool for construction

ΖΖ'HȴQLQJWKHFRPPXQLW\
HQJDJHPHQWSURFHVV

funding.
ɅExecute value engineering if necessary.

Ʌ'HȴQHWKHVFRSHRIWKHSURMHFW
ɅOrganize a participatory design process.
Ʌ6HDUFKIRUNLFNRIXQGLQJVXSSRUW

9ΖPSOHPHQWLQJWKHSURMHFW
ɅMove ahead with construction documents and selection of contractor(s),

ɅAppoint a designer and/or site manager.
ɅConduct a community survey.
ɅOrganize a stakeholder design workshop.

once funding is secured.
Ʌ$SSRLQWDPDQDJHUDQGSURJUDPVWD
ɅInvite the community to a ground-

ɅOrganize a children and youth design
workshop.
ɅProduce a progress report.

breaking ceremony.
ɅProceed with construction/installation.
ɅOrganize a grand opening/ribbon-cutting ceremony.
ɅManage the site for success.
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INSTITUTIONAL ENGAGEMENT
Nature play and learning places can be created in a variety of locations (Chapter 3),
HDFKZLWKLQWKHMXULVGLFWLRQRIDQRUJDQL]DWLRQ &KDSWHU $ILUVWVWHSIRUORFDODGYRcates searching for sites and implementation strategies could be to scan and assess
WKHUDQJHRIRUJDQL]DWLRQVDQGDOWHUQDWLYHSRWHQWLDOSDWKZD\VWRVXFFHVVΖQVWLWXWLRQDO
alternatives and their characteristics include:
&LW\DQGFRXQW\SDUNVwork with appointed

VWD$OWKRXJKVRPHFLW\VFKRROV\VWHPVKDYH

volunteer citizen boards that set policy, which is

implemented explicit school grounds renova-

LPSOHPHQWHGE\SURIHVVLRQDOVWD6RPHV\VWHPV

tion programs, few, if any see school grounds as

contract out specialized programming responsibil-

primarily nature play and learning spaces. For

LWLHVWRQRQSURȴWRUJDQL]DWLRQVZKLFKFRXOGEHWKH

decades, scattered individual schools have taken

case with nature play and learning. Initial contact

this approach but, without a formal mandate, such

FRXOGEHPDGHE\VWDRUE\DQDGYRFDWHJURXSLQ

HRUWVDUHYXOQHUDEOH0DQDJHPHQWRIVFKRRO

the community. In either case, the proposal should

grounds typically falls under the physical plant de-

be brought before the parks board for endorse-

partment (rather than curriculum and instruction).

ment. If board opinion is divided, suggest launching

However, the growth of site-based school manage-

a pilot project with high visibility for a summer or

ment, with teachers and parents asserting more

year in a location where the chance of success is

LQȵXHQFHPD\LQFUHDVHSRVVLELOLWLHVIRULPSURYLQJ

high.

and managing school grounds, which could lead to
“joint use” for nature play and learning as discussed

$SLORWSURMHFWPD\EHWKHȴUVWIHDVLEOHVWHSWRKHOS

in Chapter 3.

VWDJHWWKHLUIHHWZHWDQGFRQȴUPFRPPXQLW\VXSport. If the pilot is successful, the department will

ΖQGHSHQGHQWVFKRROVare more likely to value

work out how to proceed and whether an external

nature play and learning as part of their educa-

organization could be involved. The scope of man-

tional philosophy and may be open to creative

agement will depend on whether a programmed

design and management of their grounds. Typically,

space is proposed or not. A management com-

LQGHSHQGHQWVFKRROVUXQWKHLURZQDDLUVZLWKD

mittee could be formed and hosted by the parks

board of trustees that may include leading citizens

board, with representation of local community

and/or alumnae, or supporters of an educational

groups and stakeholders such as schools, childcare

philosophy that values engagement with nature.

centers, churches, banks, and civic organizations—

Montessori is an obvious example of a well-estab-

and, of course, children. This group would be

lished educational approach that embraces the

responsible for developing and implementing the

natural world not only as a vehicle for learning but

design, related management plan, and fund-raising

also within the Montessori grand vision of the child

strategy.

and the universe.

3XEOLFVFKRROVare governed at county or city

Childcare centers, although an obvious can-

level and in some cases as entities independent of

didate, may require engagement with regulatory

such jurisdictions. Typically, school policy is set by

agencies to develop policies and incentives to con-

elected bodies and implemented by professional

sider outdoor spaces as nature play and learning
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Green Paper

April 2009

7.3

and managing a space for the purpose.

ɄGovernmental and non-

environments. Once policy has been established

JRYHUQPHQWDORUJDQL]DWLRQV

DQGȴHOGSHUVRQQHODUHRQERDUGZRUNDWWKH

&DPSLQJRUJDQL]DWLRQVwith an explicit focus

and initiatives, increasing the

individual site level is easier to justify and support.

on direct experience of nature and environmen-

pathways to action on nature

To empower individual centers to move ahead with

tal stewardship, such as the American Camping

play and learning. Community

naturalization, a professionally developed master

Association, Boy Scouts of America, Girl Scouts

plan is typically needed to guide installation, which

of the USA, Camp Fire, 4-H, and YMCA, collective-

may take place over several years of incremental

ly represent great potential for promoting and

development as resources become available.

implementing nature play and learning places—at

continue to develop policies

collaboration is the vehicle.

camping locations but also, and more permanently,

Nonformal education institutions, such
as nature centers, botanical gardens, arboreta,

in the local communities they serve.

]RRVPXVHXPVDQGFKLOGUHQȇVPXVHXPVDUH

6WDWHDQGIHGHUDODJHQFLHVadminister vast

controlled-access sites with established educational

land holdings with missions focused on nature con-

SURJUDPVDQGWKHUHIRUHRHUWUHPHQGRXVSRWHQ-

versation and getting youth outdoors. As budgets

tial as nature play and learning places. Typically, a

tighten, public agencies may more commonly work

FLWL]HQVERDUGUXQVVXFKDQRQSURȴWRUJDQL]DWLRQ

ZLWKQRQSURȴWJURXSVWRLQVWDOOYLVLWRUIDFLOLWLHV

with a passion for things natural, as well as an

including nature play and learning areas, particular-

ability to apply political clout and access commu-

ly around visitor centers, day-use areas and family

nity resources. Implementation of nature play and

campgrounds. Strong links with the local visitor

learning may require nothing more than dedicating

communities may increase visibility, strengthen
promotion, and make fund-raising easier.
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Selecting a site
Site selection may involve the addition of a nature play and learning space to an already existLQJSDUNVFKRROFKLOGGHYHORSPHQWFHQWHUQDWXUHFHQWHUFKLOGUHQȇVPXVHXP]RRRUERWDQLFDO
garden. Or a landowner may be willing to donate or lease a site if an appropriate administerLQJRUJDQL]DWLRQFDQEHIRXQG$UHVLGHQWLDOQHLJKERUKRRGORFDOFRQVHUYDWLRQRUJDQL]DWLRQRU
community group may be promoting the idea of nature play and learning and looking for a site.
1DWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSODFHVFRPHLQDOOVKDSHVDQGDUDQJHRIVL]HVDQGPD\EHORFDWHG
in an array of types of communities—reflecting the social and cultural diversity of the United
States. Regardless of the situation, selection of a nature play area should be approached like
DQ\SURVSHFWLYHGHYHORSPHQWVLWHZKHWKHUSXEOLFRUSULYDWH.H\VHOHFWLRQFULWHULDLQFOXGH
Size

Water

What is the site size? Typical sizes range from 5,000

Are there natural year-round or ephemeral streams

square feet (neighborhood lot), to 4 acres (serving

on the site? Wetlands? Ponds? Is the site connected

a large nature center, for example, where at least

to a potable water supply, either from a well or

RIWKHDUHDLVPDGHDFFHVVLEOHEXWOHIWXQGH-

piped, potable water for washing, drinking, and

veloped for self-initiated and guided “play in the

irrigation?

woods”). The most popular size appears to be 1 to
1½ acres, which makes sense in relation to cost,

Soil conditions

manageability, and supervision.

$UHWKHVLWHȇVVRLOVFRQGXFLYHWRWUHHDQGVKUXE
planting? If not, creating tree cover and ground-lev-

Community access

el, diverse planting may become a lengthy, costly

Is the site close to centers of population and acces-

process. Up to a certain point, the process can be a

sible by public transit? If not, underserved popula-

UHZDUGLQJFRPPXQLW\HQJDJHPHQWHRUWKRZHY-

tions will be less able to participate. Is it possible

er, if too slow and too challenging, it can become

to collaborate with other institutions to provide

disengaging.

transportation for their members (YMCA/YWCA,
Boys and Girls Clubs, churches, child development

(QYLURQPHQWDO6LWH$VVHVVPHQW (6$

centers, etc.)?

If the prospective site has prior use that may
indicate contamination, has an ESA Phase 1 been

%RXQGDU\

conducted to determine if environmental contami-

Is the site already bounded by buildings, thick

nation may be present?120

vegetation, fences, etc.? If so, the initial expense of

5DUHWKUHDWHQHGRUHQGDQJHUHG 57( VSHFLHV

enclosing the site may be lessened or avoided.

Has an initial basic review been conducted to de-

Terrain

termine if RTE species may be present? Is or could

Is the terrain varied? Are there hills and dales? Are

the site be designated as critical habitat? Has the

natural landscape features with high play value

site been surveyed by the state Natural Diversity/

present, such as rock outcroppings? If a large

Heritage Inventory?121 If so, this could result in a

proportion of the terrain has steep slopes, it may

positive outcome leading to added educational

be too challenging to develop the whole site and to

value as well as resource protection.

make it accessible.
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7.4

7.5

7.6

7UHHFRYHU
ΖVWKHUHYDULDEOHWUHHFRYHURQWKHVLWHDRUGLQJD
mix of sun and shade? If so, the varied microclimate
PD\RHULQFUHDVHGVHDVRQDOLQWHUHVWLQERWKSODQW
diversity and human comfort. Are there patches of
XQGLVWXUEHGZRRGODQGWKDWFRXOGDRUGLPPHGLDWH
nature play and learning opportunities?

7.7

/HJDOVWDWXV
Have the legal boundaries of the site been careIXOO\YHULȴHGE\TXDOLȴHGSURIHVVLRQDOV"7KLVLVD

ɄPublic housing Natural Learning Environment developed as a result of multiple partnerships across
JRYHUQPHQWDODQGYROXQWHHURUJDQL]DWLRQV3URMHFWZDVLQLWLDWHGE\&RPPXQLW\LQ6FKRROVSURJUDP
Heritage Park, Raleigh, NC (see p. 123). (Design: NLI with Harriet Bellerjeau).

surprisingly common issue. There is nothing more
distressing than discovering, after installation has
started, that a site boundary is incorrect.

ɄYoung residents review master plan during on-site health festival with community volunteer.
ɄCommunity service student group from NC State University works with community to plant trees
donated by local nursery.
ɄNatural Learning Environment within sight of downtown.
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COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

ɄMeaningful, enjoyable

Community engagement is the foundation of successful implementation and sustainability of nature play and learning projects. If the community is involved from the
beginning, the project is more likely to succeed. By working together, the community
becomes engaged in an educational process, and begins to understand the type of
space needed to support nature play and learning. As people work together, develop
creative ideas, and see them take shape on the ground, engagement builds social capital, which further strengthens the roots of sustainability.

community events will
bring people out. Here,
the “Hoedown” celebrating
the opening of the (GLEOH
Schoolyard, Greensboro
Children’s Museum, NC,
beautifully captured the
moment (early Fall) and
ȴUVWKDUYHVWRIWKHQHZ
community education garden
LQGRZQWRZQ.LGVKDG

(YHU\FRPPXQLW\LVGLHUHQW

community design processes tend to follow pre-

Although the main steps described in Figure 7.2

dictable steps, while recognizing the need to adapt

are typical, many variants of the process may be

to local needs and constraints. This may present a

LQȵXHQFHGE\IDFWRUVVXFKDVWKHW\SHRIVSRQ-

greater challenge for urban sites in communities

soring organization. Each community has its own

where crime and incivility may be issues, or that

characteristics and personality, its own history. The

lack traditions of children being outdoors engaged

VHTXHQFHRIDFWLRQVDQGPL[RIPHWKRGVZLOOUHȵHFW

in nature play.

OHDIȴJKWV7KH$QJHO%DQG
(dedicated to teaching kids
PXVLF HQHUJL]HGWKHHYHQLQJ
People “rode” horses. Potted
plants for sale raised funds.
/RFDOUHVWDXUDQWVRHUHG
their latest creations (organic,
of course). An evening to
remember, forever warmly
associated with the institu-

local circumstances and requirements. Successful

tion. Priceless!

7.8b

7.8a

7.8c

7.8d
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Conduct community survey
$NH\LQLWLDOVWHSIRUWKHFRRUGLQDWLQJFRPPLWWHHLISRVVLEOHLVWRRUJDQL]HDFRPPXQLW\VXUYH\
DQGRUFRQGXFWLQWHUYLHZVZLWKNH\LQGLYLGXDOV6XUYH\VDUHDQHɝFLHQWV\VWHPDWLFFRVWHHFtive method of gathering information to inform the planning process and design program. They
also serve to educate the community and can contribute to an awareness campaign. Several
W\SHVRIVXUYH\H[LVW2QOLQHVXUYH\VDUHXVXDOO\WKHPRVWHɝFLHQW2WKHUPHWKRGVLQFOXGH
door-to-door, telephone, and mail-out. The object is not to conduct a controlled research study
but to gain a broad, more substantial base of community input than is possible through stakeholder workshops or other forms of face-to-face meeting.
6XUYH\VHUYLFHV

4XHVWLRQV

Several user-friendly, low-cost online survey ser-

$QHHFWLYHVXUYH\XVXDOO\FRQWDLQVDVHWRI

vices exist, which work by sending the survey link to

“closed-ended” questions with predetermined al-

each prospective respondent in the survey sample.

ternative check-box answers. Analysis of responses

7KHPRVWFKDOOHQJLQJȴUVWVWHSLVXVXDOO\WRVHOHFW

is therefore, almost instantaneous, like an election.

the sample of participants and to obtain email

Closed-ended questions should cover common

contact addresses. Related organizations may need

sense topics or be based on an already existing val-

to contribute their contact lists. For membership or-

id, reliable survey tested by others or be informed

ganizations sponsoring a nature play and learning

by research. “Open-ended” questions, which

space, such as museums and nature centers, the

prompt written responses, may also be used—but

task may be easier.

sparingly because analysis requires additional
expertize and can be time consuming. A common

Sample

open-ended question is the “other” last question in

$OWKRXJKQRWDVFLHQWLȴFUHVHDUFKSURMHFWHRUWV

a series.

should be made to create a representative sample
of prospective users; for example, with a balanced

6XUYH\VWUXFWXUH

representation of girls, boys, age groups, and family

A minimum survey may include closed-ended ques-

culture. If resources are available, construct a strat-

tions related to personal demographics (race, age,

LȴHGVDPSOH6HHNDVVLVWDQFHIURPDVRFLDOVXUYH\

JHQGHUHWF RUJDQL]DWLRQDɝOLDWLRQV FLYLFFOXEV

expert at a local university to help with instrument

scouts, city commissions, etc.), existing site-use

design and sampling methods. With supervision, a

(user or not, if so with whom, how frequently, etc.)

trained graduate student could create the instru-

or future site use with similar answers. Three basic

ment, conduct the survey, enter the data, and

open-ended questions (especially if the project is

analyze the results. If resources are not available,

the renovation of a site currently in use) include:

a less ambitious survey can still be implemented.

What do you like currently about the site? What

Some information is still better than no informa-

do you not like about the site? What would you

tion. However, it is important to consider potential

like to see added or changed to make the site an

VDPSOHELDVHVWKDWPD\DHFWWKHUHVXOWV

improved nature play and learning area? The latter

122

question could be converted to a set of closed-ended questions but, if so, make sure a choice is forced
HJȊFKRRVHWRSȴYHȋ RWKHUZLVHUHVSRQGHQWVZLOO
EHWHPSWHGWRFKHFNRWKHZKROHOLVWZKLFKWKHQ
provides no sense of priority.
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7.9

the community meeting, as information from a broad cross-section of interested parties. A successful
example is the survey conducted for the San Antonio Botanical Garden (SABG). The programming
phase of their new Family Adventure Garden (working title) information was gathered from four
GLVWLQFWFRQVWLWXHQFLHV6$%*PHPEHUVPHPEHUVRIRWKHUUHODWHGRUJDQL]DWLRQVUHJLRQDOHGXFDWRUV
and the general public.
The survey was structured around the four subcommunities and reviewed through several iterations
E\6$%*VWDZKRZRUNLQJZLWKORFDORUJDQL]DWLRQVFUHDWHGDFRPELQHGHPDLOOLVWRIPRUHWKDQ
Response rate averaged more than 10%.

UU



+'*; 8!,371!1 !,!2'%,

  

ɄCommunity online surveys can provide more substantial information from a range of community
members than is usually possible at a community meeting. It is helpful to present the survey results at
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“Reader-friendly” results from both close-ended and open-ended questions, provided substantial in-



IRUPDWLRQWRWKHLQLWLDO6WDNHKROGHU:RUNVKRSDQGKHOSHGIUDPHNH\GHVLJQDQGSURJUDPPDWLFLVVXHV
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7.10

ɄHere, a focus group
with Latino representatives
helps the design team under-

&RQGXFWVWUXFWXUHGLQWHUYLHZV
ZLWKNH\LQGLYLGXDOV

stand relationships between

Structured interviews with selected, key individuals

where residents live, location

VXFKDVHOHFWHGRɝFLDOVDQGFRPPXQLW\OHDGHUV

of park space, and related

can be used to gather information about commu-

issues of perception and
access. Similarly, structured

nity perceptions and attitudes toward the project,

interviews with key individuals

UHODWLRQVKLSVEHWZHHQJURXSVLQYROYHGDQGVSHFLȴF

in the community can add
valuable insight and depth of

ideas about particular items that should be includ-

information that may contrib-

ed in the design program. Interviews also serve to

ute to overall planning and

inform interviewees about the project and to elicit

design programming.

their informal feedback.
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Organize stakeholder workshop
$W\SLFDOFRPPXQLW\SURFHVVIRUQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJSURMHFWVFHQWHUVRQRUJDQL]LQJD
VWDNHKROGHUZRUNVKRSSUHFHGHGE\WKHRUJDQL]DWLRQDOSODQQLQJSKDVH S ZKLFKPD\
include site selection and an online community survey, as described above.
Especially if based on results of a community survey and input from key individuals, community-based workshops can serve as a principal democratic method of deciding what the design
program should contain. Refer to Principles of Facilitation by David Sibbet, or Meeting of Minds
E\'DQLHOΖDFRIDQRRU+RZWR0DNH0HHWLQJV:RUNE\0LFKDHO'R\OHDQG'DYLG6WUDXVȃDOO
great sources of important advice about facilitating stakeholder meetings, including graphic
recording.123
The main purpose of a stakeholder workshop is to

6WDNHKROGHUVPD\UHSUHVHQWVSHFLȴFuser groups,

develop a narrative document describing the de-

such as school-aged children, families, homes-

sired development, which can be used as the basis

choolers, adolescents, retirees, local schools, youth

for the design program.

organizations, people with disabilities, and groups
engaged in special activities such as disc golf, kite

Ending the workshop with a community event or

ȵ\LQJHWFDQGPDQ\RWKHUVPotential user groups,

celebration such as a cookout with local produce

ZKRFRXOGEHQHȴWIURPIXWXUHVLWHLPSURYHPHQWV

or nature play day, traditional outdoor games, etc.,

such as those with special needs (or their represen-

can raise awareness and help guarantee that partic-

tatives) may need to be encouraged to participate

ipants leave with positive feelings.

in the project. User group needs may have been
assessed via a community survey.

ΖGHQWLI\FRPPXQLW\VWDNHKROGHUV
It may be necessary to meet informally with indi-

Broad communities of interest may need to be in-

viduals and small groups to identify community

volved, such as recreation interests, early childhood

leaders and potentially interested stakeholders

organizations, environmental groups, community

to promote the idea of a nature play and learning

DUWVDGYRFDWHVIDLWKFRPPXQLWLHVHWF$ȴUVWVWHS

space.

may be to meet with individual representatives to

ɄFor useful guidance
DERXWKRZWRRUJDQL]H
and facilitate community
engagement processes and
HVSHFLDOO\KRZWRUXQHHFtive community meetings/
workshops, refer to the
three expert books pictured
here.123
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7.12

7.13

7.12Ʉ5RRPVHWXSXVHV

clarify and prioritize their interests, including reach-

the duration to half a day will likely attract a larger

rectangular folding tables to

ing out to engage civic organizations and govern-

QXPEHURIVLJQLȴFDQWVWDNHKROGHUVZKRVHWLPHLV

mental agencies.

valuable.

Careful judgment may be required to decide

A full-day workshop could accommodate more

key points. The meeting

ZKLFKJURXSVWRLQYLWHDVZRUNVKRSVL]HLVȴQLWH

participants and more time could be spent working

facilitator maintains direct

Compatibility with nature play and learning may be

in small groups to increase the contact time. One-

a deciding factor.

GD\ZRUNVKRSVZLWKDȵH[LEOHVWUXFWXUHPD\EH

form an open “U” accommodating up to 25 participants.
The open end faces a blank
wall for projection with large
sheets of paper for recording

eye contact with participants
and is able to move around

required. One-and-a-half day or two-day workshops

to facilitate discussion.
ɄAlternative room set-up

&UHDWHDVWDNHKROGHUZRUNVKRSDJHQGD

are still reasonable for large projects. For projects

The coordinating group will be responsible for

serving several neighborhoods, it may be necessary

room is available) uses round

creating a detailed stakeholder workshop agenda in

WRKROGZRUNVKRSVLQGLHUHQWORFDWLRQVWRHQVXUH

tables (48” or 60” diameter),

collaboration with other project leaders or adminis-

that all voices are heard. Try to respect the “natural”

WUDWLYHVWD$FDUHIXOO\GHWDLOHGDJHQGDFLUFXODWHG

spatial divisions of the community. Discuss with

ahead of time, is a key to success.

community leaders what would make sense—and

for a large group (if a large

arranged in a semicircle, to
accommodate up to 50 participants. Useful when small
group tasks are part of the
agenda (as here).

feasible for the time and resources available.

:RUNVKRSVL]HDQGVWUXFWXUH
6HYHUDOGLHUHQWVFDOHVRIZRUNVKRSDUHSRVVL-

Room set up

ble. For a half-day workshop, the ideal number of

Room should be organized conference style with an

participants is between 12 and 25. Fewer than 12

open “U” arrangement of tables and enough space

PD\LPSO\LQVXɝFLHQWUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIFRPPXQLW\

to move around comfortably. The open end of the

LQWHUHVWV0RUHWKDQPD\PDNHLWGLɝFXOWWRȴQG

Ȋ8ȋVKRXOGIDFHDȵDWZDOOZLWKSUHIHUDEO\DWOHDVWD

a large enough meeting space. Also, the larger the

10-foot width of unencumbered surface.

group, the less air time per participant. Limiting
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7.14

7.15

Challenging issues? Compelling ideas? Discuss.

*UDSKLFUHFRUG
Secure a roll of 48-inch-wide, white bond paper.

'HȴQHSURMHFWPLVVLRQYLVLRQ

Cut it into 10-foot (or greater) lengths and use

Frequently, a mission and/or vision statement

masking tape to mount in layers on the blank wall.

has not been developed for the project prior to

Graphically record in real time the main points

the stakeholder workshop. If available, an earlier

from the meeting discussion. Identify other walls

statement should be presented to the group for

around the room where sheets could be displayed

validation and amendment. If not, a statement can

once created, so participants are reminded of

be created successfully using a Post-It™ technique

results of discussion.

(7.14).

Ʉ“Sticky note method” is
useful for creating a mission
statement. Each participant
gets 3-5, 3” x 5” sticky notes
(for a total of not less than
60), and writes a single key
word on each, representing
the most important project
DWWULEXWHV.H\ZRUGVDUHFROOHFWLYHO\RUJDQL]HGRQWKHZDOO
in clusters of similar words
until an order of priority
emerges. The facilitator then
RHUVWRGUDIWDVWDWHPHQWIRU

$VVLJQPHHWLQJUROHV

%UDLQVWRUPJRDOVDQGREMHFWLYHV

Decide typical roles ahead of time. These include

Discuss and decide as a group the goals and objec-

ZKRȇVUHVSRQVLEOHIRURSHQLQJDQGFORVLQJWKH

tives for the design program. What is the purpose

ɄPhotographic “prec-

meeting, the meeting facilitator, the graphic re-

of the site? Who should it serve? Which age groups?

edents” (i.e., best practice

corder (both roles could be performed by a single

What should it contain? What settings and facilities?

person), and meeting minutes-taker to enter the

Graphically record. Try to limit goals to seven or

elsewhere) are extremely

record directly into a laptop computer.

eight to avoid overlap or redundancy. Discuss and

helpful to professionals and

record the detailed physical setting requirements

Workshop segments

needed to support each goal or objective.

:DUPXSH[HUFLVH

ΖGHQWLI\SRWHQWLDOXVHUJURXSV

0DNHWKHȴUVWVHJPHQWSHUVRQDODQGLQGLYLGXDO

The site may be used already. Will those uses

Ask each participant to express on paper (pictures,

continue? Review survey results. What other

words, diagrams) a vision of what the nature play

user groups might be attracted by a nature play

and learning place should be or become—without

and learning area? Who might use the place on

thinking about feasibility or cost. Subdivide into

weekdays, such as early childhood groups versus

small groups to share visions and ask each group to

weekend use by families and special programs, for

appoint a spokesperson to take notes and present

example? What types of seasonal programs and

results to the larger group. Are there common themes?

special events might occur?

later committee approval.

examples of nature play
and learning places from

nonprofessionals alike as decision-making stimuli. Here,
full-page precedent prints are
displayed gallery-style so that
participants can view during
breaks and/or as directed by
the facilitator.
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Conduct a site safari

8VHSUHFHGHQWSKRWRJUDSKV

If the bulk of workshop participants have not visited

Prior to the stakeholder meeting, ask participants

the site, as is often the case, a site safari ensures a

to take photos of places they like or that illustrate

visit by all stakeholders at the same time. This will

settings they want included. This works well with

encourage the sharing of perceptions and opinions,

children and youth. These and other photographs

including the value of existing features and settings,

can be displayed as a wall-mounted “image gallery”

which can be important for kids—who may already

to help stakeholders visualize setting proposals

use the site as a place to play (7.16).

(7.15).

Prepare a 11x17-inch base plan of the site, in-

Decide timeline for future actions

cluding boundaries and main features, mounted

What is the timeline? When will the design program

on a piece of cardboard with two paper clips. Ask

and schematic design be ready? What are the plans

participants to make notes on the drawing as they

for fund-raising? What program elements have the

PRYHDURXQG6SHFLȴFTXHVWLRQVFDQEHLQFOXGHGWR

highest priority for fund-raising? Will the project

prompt comments about particular features that

be phased? Can Phase One or priority settings be

participants may like or not like, and the potentials

prototyped as a temporary program, to test, to get

for future development. Encourage participants

publicity? Will a smaller task force committee and/

not to converse as they walk around so they allow

or fund-raising committee be appointed to keep

themselves time to observe undistracted.

WKLQJVPRYLQJ"&OLPDWLFVHDVRQVPD\LQȵXHQFHWKH
timeline but also public holidays, cultural celebra-

Back in the meeting room, debrief the site safari,

tions, political events, community programs, etc.

noting observations, pro and con, on an enlarged
plan of the site. Encourage participants to discuss

3URGXFHDQGGLVVHPLQDWHUHSRUW

ZKHUHGLHUHQWSURJUDPVHWWLQJVPLJKWEHORFDWHG

3URYLGHVLJQRRSSRUWXQLW\IRUWKRVHGLUHFWO\

Record on the same base plan as the site safari

involved and inform the broader community of

notes (make large enough to allow space to write).

interest.

ɄSite safaris have been
used since the 1970s for
engaging community members with the site. They can
be conducted in a variety of
ways from formal (prescribed
map with observation
stations, standard questions,
etc.) to informal (leisurely
stroll). A degree of formality
usually yields more useful
information. Here, a group of
children are exploring with
adult facilitators probing their
perceptions and feelings
about the site (Heritage Park

7.16

public housing wooded area).
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7.18

7.17

7.19

Conduct design workshop with children and youth
Engaging young people in the design programming process is essential for three main reasons:
EHFDXVHWKH\KDYHDULJKWWREHLQYROYHGLQGHFLVLRQVWKDWDHFWWKHLUOLYHVEHFDXVHWKH\KDYH
great ideas that adults will never think of; and because participation by community children and
youth will create a sense of ownership, respect, and responsibility.

ɄYoung residents work
on their design using prepared construction paper cut
to scale. Heritage Park Natural
/HDUQLQJ(QYLURQPHQW
ɄȊ+3/LIHȋȴQDOGHVLJQ
showing pathways, vegetable

8VHGUDZLQJVDQGPRGHOVWRH[SUHVVLGHDV

A variant for teens is to paint ideas and slogans on

Kids can usually express more diverse ideas using

DODUJHFDQYDVRQWKHȵRRURURXWGRRUVRQDȵDW

pictures and models than with words. Drawing ex-

surface. The mega-poster can then be displayed in

ɄChildren build model of

ercises can be conducted with small groups (three

a prominent location to promote the project and

“shelter for all.”

or four children or adolescents) using 3x3-foot

UHFRJQL]HWKH\RXQJSHRSOHȇVFRQWULEXWLRQ

JDUGHQȵRZHUVȊJDPHSODFHȋ
and pond.

sheets of cardboard covered with white bond paper
and water-based markers to draw with. The advan-

Models work well with all age groups, using com-

tage of this method is that cardboard provides a

mon scrap materials. The exercise can be made

VWLPRELOHZRUNVXUIDFHFDQVXSSRUWWKHGUDZLQJ

open-ended, again using a 3x3-foot cardboard

and makes it easy to present.

baseboard. Or the exercise can be made more
realistic, using the real base plan of the site with
existing features already constructed, possibly with
a group of up to six working together. Disseminate
a report of results.
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STEPS TOWARD IMPLEMENTATION
The coordinating committee may stay engaged for several more steps, including:
'LVVHPLQDWHSURJUHVVUHSRUW

ΖQWHUQDOUHYLHZ

A progress report containing summarized results

Internal parties such as the board of trustees may

of workshops and other community engagement

QHHGWRUHYLHZWKHGHVLJQWRPDNHȴQDOGHFLVLRQV

HRUWVLQWHJUDWHGLQWRDVLQJOHGRFXPHQWIRUUHYLHZ

on the budget and steps toward implementation.

by participants will keep all parties up to date on

Value engineering may be required at this point to

progress.

trim the budget.

'HYHORSGHVLJQDQGPDQDJHPHQWSURJUDP

5DLVLQJPRQH\

Once reviewed and agreement reached, the prog-

Use completed master plan as a construction tool

ress report can be used as content for the design

or, if funding is secured, move ahead with construc-

program, integrated with site external require-

tion documents and selection of contractor(s).

ments and organization needs, as described in
Chapter 4, p. 51.

$SSRLQWLQJVWD, including manager and proJUDPVWD

$SSRLQWGHVLJQSURIHVVLRQDO
Early in the community process, a design profes-

ΖQVWDOOLQJWKHSURMHFW, including groundbreak-

sional may need to be appointed (could be a pro

ing, construction/grand opening/ribbon cutting.

bono volunteer) to assist with developing the design
program, creating a schematic design, and identify-

0DQDJLQJWKHVLWH

ing the regulatory requirements and schedule for

Overseeing site management for success, especially

necessary submittals.

GXULQJWKHȴUVWFRXSOHRI\HDUV JXLGHGE\&KDSWHUV
5 and 6).Ʉ

Community presentation
An open community meeting may be held to
present the draft design to invite feedback before
ȴQDOL]DWLRQ3DUWLFLSDQWVVKRXOGLQFOXGHRULJLQDO
VWDNHKROGHUSDUWLFLSDQWVPXQLFLSDORɝFLDOVLI
appropriate, and organizations with an interest in
the project.
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CASE STUDIES

The 11 case studies described in the following pages are about play and
OHDUQLQJSODFHVDVGHȴQHGRQSDJH6HYHUDOFULWHULDLQȵXHQFHGVHOHFtion: some projects were a component of the cost sharing agreement with
the U.S. Forest Service and implemented during the project timeline (e.g.
Fillmore Discovery Park); others (the majority) had full NLI design process
documentation; some were recommended by the Steering Committee; or
they were registered with the Nature Play and Learning Guidelines Registry.
Overall, an attempt was made to select a set of cases representative of the
scope of Nature Play and Learning Places, as well as the range of current practice and diversity of contexts.

A required attribute of case studies is that gathered

standardized text and availability of usable pho-

information is standardized so that systematic com-

tographs to illustrate the case. Many more nature

parisons can be made across cases. The NLI–NWF

play and learning initiatives and projects are

project team developed the information categories,

underway across the nation. As additional cases are

which were also used for the Nature Play and

developed beyond the release of this version (1.2) of

Learning Places Registry (which remains open).

Nature Play and Learning Places, they will be posted

Additional requirements included the project

on the Nature Play and Learning Places website.

VWDEHLQJZLOOLQJWRFROODERUDWHLQFUHDWLQJWKH

Hills & Dales Nature Play Area
Nature Play Zone Indiana
Dunes National Lakeshore
Fillmore Discovery Park
North Canyon Nature
Play & Learning Area

Marge & Charles Schott
Nature PlayScape
The Arlitt Nature PlayScape

Teardrop Park (North)

kidZone
Blanchie Carter Discovery Park
The Museum Backyard
& Nature Club House
El Sereno Arroyo Playground

0DSRI8QLWHG6WDWHVRI$PHULFDZLWK6WDWHV0XOWLFRORUE\)UHH9HFWRU0DSVFRP
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CASE STUDY 1

/RFDWLRQ
Hills & Dales MetroPark,
White Oak Camp,
2606 Hilton Drive,
Kettering, OH.
&RQWH[W
Urban residential
neighborhood.
Site type
Urban woodland.
Opened
2008.

Hills & Dales Nature Play Area
Located south of downtown Dayton, in historic 65-acre Hills & Dales
MetroPark* adjacent to a renovated, naturalized equipment-based
playground, near park entrance and restrooms. Demonstrates how
a section of mixed hardwood, remnant forest can “give permission”
for nature play to local children through installion of welcoming entrance, woodchip pathways, prepared natural loose parts (sections
of tree limbs and stumps), and provision of digging implements and
magnifying lenses.

Size
3 acres.
$JHUDQJH
All ages.
Access
Walk (Safe Routes to School
walking route), bike, car,
Regional Transit Authority
bus line.
Who initiated
Park Manager Todd Catchpole; MetroParks Nature
Play Committee; Director
of Education Robert Butts
Jr.; Green Hearts Institute
for Nature in Childhood,
consultant.

1.2
1.1

3ULQFLSDOVWDNHKROGHUV
Five Rivers MetroParks,
surrounding neighbors,
elementary schools near the
park, childcare centers in
the vicinity of the park, Safe
Routes to School and play in
the vicinity of the park, Dayton Regional Transit Authority bus route to the park.
(VWLPDWHGFRQVWUXFWLRQFRVW
$800.00.
Actual construction cost
$500.00.
)XQGLQJVRXUFHV
MetroParks general fund
(homeowner taxpayer levy),
earmarked for Nature Play
Area construction.
Contractor
ΖQKRXVH0HWUR3DUNVVWD
and volunteers.

1.3
ɄMain entrance to the park. Restrooms on the left. Community playground straight ahead with Nature Play area
beyond. Family-friendly synergy.
ɄAerial view showing restrooms (building on left) and Nature Play Area above. Image courtesy Google.
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ɄLarge scale loose parts play.

+RZLQLWLDWHGɄOne of several natural park spaces
set aside and developed for nature play as part of
0HWUR3DUNVȇFRPSUHKHQVLYHSROLF\DQGPLVVLRQDGRSWed in 2008, to connect youth and families to nature.
0LVVLRQɄ3URWHFWWKHUHJLRQȇVQDWXUDOKHULWDJHDQG
provide outdoor experiences that inspire a personal
connection with nature.
2YHUDOOWKHPHɄRe-engage youth and families with the
QDWXUDOZRUOGE\JRLQJRWUDLOSOD\LQJLQWKHFUHHN
ȵLSSLQJRYHUORJVWRORRNIRUVDODPDQGHUVEXLOGLQJ
forts with tree limbs, catching frogs in the pond, etc.
'HVLJQJRDOVɄPlace-making in the woods by making
explicit an invitation with permission to play freely,
get dirty, wet, etc. Communicate ideas of what can
be done there. Recognize that plants are intrinsically
interesting and enticing to youth. Create a place where
youth and family feel comfortable interacting with
nature.

1.4

3ODQQLQJDQGGHVLJQSURFHVVɄFour years of discussion and development getting leadership and risk
management buy-in. Consultation and visits to potential sites with Ken Finch, Green Hearts Institute.
3ULPDU\VHWWLQJVɄEntrances with Nature Play Area
bulletin boards, woodchip pathways, prepared loose
parts, hand-tool station, child-created hideaways,
fort-building places, small pond and creek to explore.
+RZLQVWDOOHGɄThrough MetroParks Park Services
VWDSDUNPDQDJHUDQGYROXQWHHUV
$FWLYLW\SURJUDPPLQJɄ(GXFDWLRQVWDGHOLYHUVSURgramming to help families get comfortable interacting
with the natural environment, along with resource
interpreters, naturalists, and volunteer play naturalists.
6LWHPDQDJHPHQWɄPark Services conducts daily
LQVSHFWLRQIRUDQ\KD]DUGVRURWKHULVVXHVRIVLJQLȴcance. Park manager reaches out to the public, though
speaking engagements, etc., to promote the value of
natural playscapes for the well-being of youth and development of a conservation ethic. Leadership support
provided by executive director down to law enforcePHQWDQGIURQWOLQHVWD

1.5
ɄNeighborhood kids play around
the retaining wall where a small
stream emerges.
ɄParent joins in the stream play fun.
ɄReal, muddy stream play by
mixed age group of friends!
Photos: Five River Metro Parks.

6RXUFHRIVWDVXSSRUWɄMetroParks general fund.
9ROXQWHHUXSNHHSɄAvailable if needed.

1.6
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1.9

1.7

1.10
1.8

Ʉ:LOGIUHHSOD\
ɄExploring upstream.
ɄClassic micro-imaginative
play. Children have created
a domestic scene on the
other side of a drainage ditch
Ȋ/LYLQJ5RRPLQWKH:RRGVȋ 
with small dolls and miniature
furniture mixed with natural
loose parts.
ɄClose up of “Living
5RRPLQWKH:RRGVȋ Link to
Richard Dolesh story)

(YDOXDWLRQɄWorking with the University of Cincinnati,
Arlitt Center, Nature PlayScape model to gather more
systematic data on outcomes. Anecdotal until now.
ΖPSDFWɄFamilies are observed joyfully re-engaging
with the natural world. Children express a desire to
protect it. The local community advocates for the
SUHVHUYDWLRQRIJUHHQVSDFH([HPSOLȴHVKRZYDULHG
entities within one agency can achieve a common
XQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHJRRGWKDWQDWXUHSOD\FDQRHU
youth and families served by parks.
)XWXUHGHYHORSPHQWɄMetroParks is continuing to
install natural playscapes throughout the park district
in natural area parks.
8QLTXHDVSHFWVɄServes as a neighborhood meeting
ground and social network for neighborhood kids.
Generates a sense of solidarity among parents who
play there with their childen. Used as classroom
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extension by nearby elementary school to implement
QDWXUHEDVHGDSSURDFKHVWR2KLRȇV1HZ/HDUQLQJ
Standards (2010). Through the Reggio Emilia “project
approach” to learning, the place functions as a bridge
between school and neighborhood.
0DMRUFKDOOHQJHVɄAchieving organizational support
for something that could be interpreted as risky.
Concern of conservation departments about potential
environmental impacts. Apprehension of safety/risk
PDQDJHUVDERXWOHWWLQJ\RXWKJRRWUDLODQGIUHHO\
play. Responding to law enforcement interpretations
about what is and is not okay. Accepting park managHUVȇGLHULQJOHYHOVRIEX\LQDQGVXSSRUW
* Park was a gift from John Patterson (co-founder of
the National Cash Register Company), designed by the
Olmsted Brothers, landscape architects, and opened
in 1907.

1.11

1.12

1.13
ɄTeacher from the local elementary school out in the woods with neighborhood kids after school.
ɄTool station (trowels and lenses). Honor system. So far, nothing missing.
ɄParents hang out together with classroom teacher after school.
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/RFDWLRQ
Lowell Avenue and
W. Mission Road,
Los Angeles, CA.
&RQWH[W
Urban.
Site type
Public park.
Opened
December 2012.
Size
1.0 acre.
$JHUDQJH
All ages.

CASE STUDY 2

El Sereno Arroyo Playground
New construction on leased public land combining equipment-based
playground and nature play area containing sand and water play, a
habitat garden, rolling lawn, rock clusters, pathways, and shade trees.
Initiated by Latino community group in underserved urban neighborhood. Maintained by city parks.

Access
Bicycle, walk, car, bus.
Who initiated
Concerned Neighbors of El
Sereno.
3ULQFLSDOVWDNHKROGHUV
Concerned Neighbors of El
Sereno, District Council, Los
Angeles Department of Recreation and Parks (LADRP),
California Department of
Transportation, Trust for
Public Land, Council Member Jose Huizar, Assembly
Member Gil Cedillo, Sierra
Park Elementary School.

2.1

2.2

2.3

(VWLPDWHGFRQVWUXFWLRQ
cost
$1.5 million.
Actual construction cost
$1.5 million
(includes whole site).
)XQGLQJVRXUFHV
LADRP; PlayCore; National Recreation and Park
Association; First 5 LA; The
Rosalinde and Arthur Gilbert
Foundation; Aileen Getty;
Grifols; EPT DESIGN; Breen
Engineering, Inc.; Commercial Paving; ValleyCrest
Landscape Companies;
Kaiser Permanente; Union
Bank Foundation; Trust for
Public Land.

2.5

2.4
ɄMother and child relax in the new community

'HVLJQHUV
EPT DESIGN, GameTime,
Natural Learning Initiative
design consultants.

landscape.

Contractors
Through Los Angeles
Department of Recreation
and Parks.

ɄNew planting beds provide green play opportunities

ɄActive play in a safe setting that never existed before
in this neighborhood.
for neighborhood youngsters.
ɄHand-operated water pump plus sand. A perfect
nature play combination.
Ʉ/D\RXWRIWKHQHZSOD\JURXQG1DWXUDOL]HGSOD\JURXQG
at northern (upper end) and nature play (southern end).

130

2.7
2.6

+RZLQLWLDWHGɄConcerned Neighbors of El Sereno, a
community organization, had worked for decades to
improve the site, held by Caltrans (state transportation
agency) for possible use as a freeway entrance ramp.
The community group negotiated a 25-year lease with
Caltrans and got a small grant to plant trees. Trust for
Public Land secured a grant of $230,000 to develop
a nature play area for young children. The National
Recreation and Park Association made the site a Parks
Build Community project and secured additional funding and partners.
0LVVLRQɄProvide recreation amenities grounded in
community history and values.
2YHUDOOWKHPHɄRustic natural park and play area.
'HVLJQ*RDOVɄProvide a safe, active place for recreation
and exercise in the local community, including childUHQȇVSOD\([SUHVVWKHUROHRIDUUR\RV FUHHNV LQFRPmunity history. Enhance with native plants and shade
trees.
3ODQQLQJDQGGHVLJQSURFHVVɄMultiphase planning
process beginning with community planning meeting
in 2009. Multiple community design meetings resulted
LQFRQFHSWXDOGHVLJQIROORZHGE\HRUWVWRVHHNIXQGing. Additional community planning after restricted
funding was secured. Pro bono design assistance created construction documents.
3ULPDU\VHWWLQJVɄEntry plaza, concrete perimeter
walking path, natural play area for younger children,
RSHQODZQSLFQLFDUHDSOD\HTXLSPHQWȴWQHVV]RQH
decomposed granite hillside walking path. Mosaic
artwork.
+RZLQVWDOOHGɄLADRP site works. Volunteers installed
SOD\HTXLSPHQWGXULQJȊEXLOGGD\ȋ1RQSURȴWLQVWDOOHG
planting over multiple volunteer days.

2.8

$FWLYLW\SURJUDPPLQJɄDaily use by nearby childcare
center. No ongoing programs.

ɄCommunity members
created ceramic artwork
depicting Latino cultural

6LWHPDQDJHPHQWɄLADRP.
6RXUFHRIVWDVXSSRUWɄLADRP
9ROXQWHHUXSNHHSɄEl Sereno Arroyo Vecinos, a community group, cares for park with regular community
cleanups.
(YDOXDWLRQɄResults of a pre/post evaluation survey
suggest that the park is frequented and well liked by
the local community. A balanced number of female
and male users were observed, and in certain areas
RIWKHSDUN LQFOXGLQJWKHSOD\JURXQGȴWQHVV]RQH
and lawn) moderate and vigorous levels of physical
activity were documented. In addition to visiting parks
more often, the community also reports a higher level
of neighborhood satisfaction and higher levels of
perceived safety.

traditions.
ɄPreviously fallow land
in underserved community
restored to social and ecological value. Image courtesy
Google.
ɄChildren respond to
classic play form—a circle of
smooth boulders.
Photos: Trust for Public Land.

ΖPSDFWɄOver 5,000 children ages 0 to 5 live within two
miles of the park. Previously, the area was a recreation
desert, with no park within a half-mile and a single
park within one mile.
)XWXUHGHYHORSPHQWɄNo current plans.
8QLTXHDVSHFWVɄCommunity-initiated project with a
broad group of stakeholders in an underserved urban
community. Surplus land owned by the state transportation agency, originally intended for a freeway
interchange, leased to community for development.
0DMRUFKDOOHQJHVɄ7KHPRVWVLJQLȴFDQWFDOOHQJHZDVWR
pursuade Caltrans to allow the community to develop
and manage the property for recreational purposes.
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CASE STUDY 3
/RFDWLRQ
Park Place West,
Battery Park City,
New York, NY.
&RQWH[W
Dense urban.
Site type
Public park.
Opened
2006.

Teardrop Park (North)
Small park in a dense urban context (Manhattan) surrounded by tall
EXLOGLQJVWKDWQRQHWKHOHVVRHUVFKLOGUHQDQH[FHSWLRQDOO\FRPSHOOLQJ
place for nature play and learning. Serves as a site for highly innovative play programming by Battery Park City Parks Conservancy.

Size
1.75 acres.
$JHUDQJH
All ages.
Access
Walk, bike, bus, subway, car.
Who initiated
Battery Park City Authority
(BPCA).
3ULQFLSDOVWDNHKROGHUV
BPCA, Battery Park City
Parks Conservancy (BPCPC).
(VWLPDWHGFRQVWUXFWLRQFRVW
$17 million.

3.1

Actual construction cost
$17 million.
)XQGLQJVRXUFHV
BPCA.
'HVLJQHUV
Landscape architect:
Michael Van Valkenburgh
Associates
(MVVA).
Artists: Ann Hamilton,
Michael Mercil.
Play equipment:
Fred Druck, PlayWorx.
Contractors
Construction manager:
Humphreys & Harding, Inc.
Site contractor: Metrotech Contracting Group.
Landscape contractor: Kelco
Landscaping, Inc. Metal
work: Post Road Iron Works.
3OD\FRQVXOWDQWV
Natural Learning Initiative.

3.2
Ʉ7KHFRPSOH[KLJKO\GLHUHQWLDWHGODQGVFDSHLVLGHDOIRUFUHDWLYHSOD\SURJUDPPLQJLQFOXGLQJWKHIDPRXVELDQQXDO
Ȋ)DLU\'D\VȋUXQE\WKH3DUNV&RQVHUYDQF\7KHȊ0DUVK:RRGODQGȋLVDIDYRULWHSODFHIRUFKLOGUHQIDLULHVDQGHOYHV
ɄA fallen log in the Marsh woodland provides fairies with a mildly challenging path to navigate, testing their psychomo-
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tor skills. Photo: BPC Parks Conservancy.

3.3

3.4

3.5

+RZLQLWLDWHGɄMichael Van Valkenburgh and
Associates (MVVA) were appointed lead designers and
assembled a team of specialists to advise on the many
technical issues such as soils, irrigation, and lighting.
MVVA viewed children as the most important users
and appointed the Natural Learning Initiative as play
consultants.
0LVVLRQɄCreate a public park in lower Manhattan that
transcends its small, overshadowed site and mid-block
location through bold topography, complex irregular
space, and robust plantings.
2YHUDOOWKHPHɄPark as natural playground for all.
'HVLJQJRDOVɄRespond to the harsh local microcliPDWH ZLQGRWKH+XGVRQ5LYHU DQGODFNRIVXQOLJKW
(overshadowing by tall buildings). Sustainability as an
organizing principle, including fully organic soils and
maintenance regimes, recycled materials and gray water from adjacent apartment buildings, and captured
UDLQZDWHUIRULUULJDWLRQ2HUXUEDQFKLOGUHQDGYHQture and a green sanctuary engaging mind and body.

3.6

Create a complex, three-dimensional landscape using
topography, water features, natural stone, and lush
plantings to achieve intricately choreographed views
and dramatic changes in scale.

ɄEnclosed, gated area for
infants, toddlers and caregivers (rare feature of urban
parks), provides a broad deck,
stepped to sand and water

3ODQQLQJDQGGHVLJQSURFHVVɄA series of work sessions conducted by BPCA with the design team and
representatives of the many city interests. MVVA presented a range of conceptual approaches from classic
axial to avant garde, which evolved into a complex,
intricate design of 15 distinct settings, including art
works, linked by a hierarchy of sinuous pathways.
3ULPDU\VHWWLQJVɄShadbush Hill, Tunnel, Water
Play, Slide Hill, Sand Lot, Sand Cove, Amphitheater,
2YHUORRN0DUVK FKLOGUHQȇVQDWXUDOKLGHDZD\ /DZQ
Bowl, Geologic Section, Beech Grove, Reading Circle
(favorite adolescent hangout), Ice Wall, Witchhazel Dell,
and multiple broad to narrow pathways.

play, as a friendly surface for
crawling children and social
caregiver space.
ɄMicro trail of smooth
VWRQHVDQGSODQWVRHUV
WRGGOHUVFKDOOHQJLQJȴUVW
experiences in nature.
ɄMother and infant take
time out together on the soft,
VZHHWVPHOOLQJODZQΖFH:DOO
(inset) is in background.
ɄThe lawn is large enough
IRUOHWWLQJRVWHDP3KRWR
BPC Parks Conservancy.

+RZLQVWDOOHGɄManaged construction.
$FWLYLW\SURJUDPPLQJɄ%3&3&RHUVD\HDUURXQG
program of Teardrop special events for children and
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3.7

3.8

families, as well as groups with a special interest such
as urban wildlife, public art and poetry (the park is
adjacent to Poets House). Developed by Abigail Ehrlich,
“Fairy Days” has become a famous, biannual Teardrop
event. In the springtime “days of enchantment,” fairies
and elves are called forth as protectors of woods and
streams, and in winter they hibernate in snow-covered
houses (constructed for them by friendly children, of
course).
6LWHPDQDJHPHQWɄBPCPC.
6RXUFHRIVWDVXSSRUWɄBPCPC.
9ROXQWHHUXSNHHSɄNone.
ɄA hierarchy of curving paths bordered by diverse plantings and traversing settings of
YDULHGFKDUDFWHUDQGHOHYDWLRQRHUFKLOGUHQVHHPLQJO\OLPLWOHVVQDWXUHSOD\VSDFH
ɄPlan of Teardrop Park clearly shows the pathway system woven through the active south
HQG OHIW DQGSDVWRUDOQRUWKHQG ULJKW VXEGLYLGHGE\WKHΖFH:DOO LQVHW DQGPDLQSHGHVWULDQFURVVURXWHΖPDJHFRXUWHV\099$
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(YDOXDWLRQɄPost-occupancy evaluation conducted by
NLI, 2007. Replicated for the Landscape Architecture
Foundation (LAF) by the University of Virginia, 2011.
ΖPSDFWɄAttracts an estimated 40,000 annual visitors
(LAF study). Nearly 17,000 plants (including 3,260
woody trees and shrubs) installed for human enjoyPHQWDQGZLOGOLIHKDELWDWRQDSUHYLRXVO\EDUUHQȴOO
site.

3.9

3.10

3.10

)XWXUHGHYHORSPHQWVɄTeardrop Park South installed
in 2010.
8QLTXHDVSHFWVɄDemonstrates how landscape architecture can create compelling, sustainable, natural
spaces in dense urban environments. The dripping
Water Wall (icicled in winter), Marsh, Water Play, stone
Reading Circle, and 30,000 tons of native rock re-assert
the idea of nature play in the city and demonstrate
how the expressive potential of natural materials can
attract children for outdoor adventures.

3.11
ɄBehavior map shows an intergenerational mix of users and the contrasting intended levels
of use between the two halves of the park.

0DMRUFKDOOHQJHVɄMicroclimatic limitations of the site
and its small size.

ɄFamily hangs out on the huge native boulder—a setting in its own right, people-watching
while enjoying the bird-friendly landscape.
ɄSummertime, intergenerational water play!
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CASE STUDY 4

North Canyon Nature Play & Learning Area
/RFDWLRQ
Silver Falls State Park.
20024 Silver Falls Hwy,
SE Sublimity, OR.
East of Salem 26 miles.
&RQWH[W
Rural.

Quarter-mile loop with adventure pods where children can safely
FOLPEDWUHHKLGHLQDFRXJDUGHQJURZOOLNHDEHDUZHDYHDELUGȇV
nest, look for tracks, and have a chance to learn about the forest and
to see the world through the eyes of other animals.

Site type
State park.
Opened
2014.
Size
10 acres.
$JHUDQJH
0-12 and adult caregivers.
Access
Bicycle, walk, car bus. Parking free.
Who initiated
Oregon Parks and Recreation.
3ULQFLSDOVWDNHKROGHUV
Oregon Parks and Recreation.

4.1

(VWLPDWHGFRQVWUXFWLRQFRVW
$75,000.
Actual construction cost
$118,000
(includes design).
)XQGLQJVRXUFHV
Planning Budget, Park Operations & Business Account
Budget, District Budget,
Cooperative Group Support
(Friends of Silver Falls).

4.3

'HVLJQHUV
Greenworks and Learning
Landscapes.
Contractors
GR Morgan Construction.

4.2
ɄAnimal-themed adventure play pods (Cougar Climber and Hawk Nest) constructed of natural materials.
ɄLayout shows curving, looped trail and adventure play pod locations—to be added to over time.

136

4.5

COUGAR DEN
MULCH PLAY SURFACING
AMBUSH AREA AND SIGN

UPPER PLAY AREA BOUNDARY FENCE

MAIN PATH

LOG CLIMBING AREA
PRINTS OF COUGAR CHASING DEER
SEATING AREA
STAIRS TO THE UPPER PLAY AREA

SLEEPING LIMBS

COUGAR GROWL STATION
HUNTING OVERLOOK
ROCK SCRAMBLE
SAND PIT WITH DEER ‘REMAINS’
SHRUB PLANTING

4.4

4.6


+RZLQLWLDWHGɄThe idea grew out of the Oregon Parks
and Recreation “Stepping Stones” program.

+RZLQVWDOOHGɄLicensed contractor and community
volunteers.

0LVVLRQɄ$QDWXUHLQVSLUHGVDIHSODFHIRUNLGVȇXQstructured play, created to spark the imagination and
encourage physical activity.

$FWLYLW\SURJUDPPLQJɄSelf-directed.

2YHUDOOWKHPHɄAnimal-inspired adventure play in
forest surroundings.

9ROXQWHHUXSNHHSɄNone.

'HVLJQ*RDOɄGet kids outside connected with nature.
3ODQQLQJDQGGHVLJQSURFHVVɄ$NLFNRSODQQLQJZRUNVKRSHQJDJHGSDUNVWDGHVLJQHUVNLGVDQG
educators who proposed animals as a way to connect
kids to nature. Two design workshops followed, where
SDUNVWDZHUHMRLQHGE\ODQGVFDSHDUFKLWHFWVHGXFDtors, children and volunteers to lay out the preliminary
design. Design consultants, GreenWorks and Learning
/DQGVFDSHVFRPSOHWHGWKHȴQDOFRQVWUXFWLRQGRFXments, administered construction, and developed draft
inspection and maintenance guidelines. Construction
EHJDQLQ WUDLO DQGWRRNȴYH\HDUVWRFRPSOHWH
3ULPDU\VHWWLQJVɄLooped trail with “adventure play
pods” designed to stimulate learning about aspects of
animal behavior (bear, ant, cougar and bird), stimulating children to run, peek, explore, and get in, on,
DQGDURXQGHYHU\WKLQJWKHSOD\SRGVDRUGLQFOXGLQJ
loose parts. Children pretend to hatch bird eggs and
ȵLSRYHUWKHJDPHSLHFHVLQWKHEHDUDUHDWRVHHZKDW
lies underneath. Animal-themed pods are arranged
to generate excitement and anticipation with running
ahead, giggling and yelling to the next pod. The area
LVIDUIURPPDMRUURDGVRUGURSRVZKLFKDOORZVFKLOdren to wander freely while parents relax.

·

·

·

6LWHPDQDJHPHQWɄOregon Parks and Recreation.

(YDOXDWLRQɄThe area is evaluated and inspected on
a monthly basis to assess safety and maintenance
needs.

4.7

Ʉ:RRGSHFNHUSOD\SRG

ΖPSDFWɄAverage summer use is estimated at 30
JURXSVSHUGD\DQGRVHDVRQXVHSHUGD\$WUDLO
counter is being installed to provide more accurate use
data.
)XWXUHGHYHORSPHQWɄWhen complete, the nature play
area will consist of 16 animal-themed, adventure play
SRGVLQDȴUWUHHDQGIHUQIRUHVWGLVWULEXWHGDURXQGD
1/4 mile loop trail, each dedicated to a particular animal. Future nature play and learning areas are planned
as the Stepping Stones program moves ahead.

ɄClose-up of adventure
play pod details.
Ʉ9LHZIURP&URZȇV1HVW
and...
ɄMother crow with egg!
Images/photos: Learning
Landscapes.

8QLTXHDVSHFWVɄDraft Inspection and Maintenance
Guidelines developed.
0DMRUFKDOOHQJHVɄMain hurdles include overcoming
safety and maintenance concerns and promoting a
paradigm shift in thinking about new ways to provide
outdoor play and learning for kids.

Nature Play & Learning Places Case Study 4—North Canyon Nature Play & Learning AreaɅ137

CASE STUDY 5
/RFDWLRQ
Indiana Dunes National
Lakeshore, Gary, IN.
&RQWH[W
East of Chicago, in the
eastern section of Gary,
IN, north of historic Miller
Beach, near U.S. Steel plant
and amidst residential
neighborhoods. Area was
formerly a railway junction,
now part of the national
park site called Douglas
Center for Environmental
Education.
Site type
National Park.

Nature Play Zone
Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore
Area of previously disturbed land, in an otherwise protected National
Park site, explicitly set aside for nature play using the natural materials
IRXQGLQWKHVDQG\]RQHΖQLWLDWHGE\VWDVXSSRUWHGE\WKH1DWLRQDO
Park Service and a dedicated booster organization. Implemented with
local high school volunteers. Behavioral evaluation initiated when
launched.

Opened
2013.
Size
About one acre.
$JHUDQJH
All ages; but young children
are the largest group of
users.
Access
Bicycle, walk, car (no parking
fee), bus.
Who initiated
Park Superintendent
Constantine Dillon, and
LQWHUSUHWLYHVWD
3ULQFLSDOVWDNHKROGHUV
Local families, National Park
Service, Gary Parks and
Recreation Department,
Miller Beach community
organizations.

5.1

(VWLPDWHGFRQVWUXFWLRQFRVW
$50,000.
Actual construction cost
$50,000.
)XQGLQJVRXUFHV
National Park Service and
the Dunes National Park
Association.
'HVLJQHUV
ΖQKRXVHLQWHUSUHWLYHVWD
Contractors
Unknown.

5.2
ɄConstructing a camp.
ɄEnthusiastic young visitors.
ɄGirls demonstrate cooperative tree climbing.
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5.3

+RZLQLWLDWHGɄΖQWHUSUHWLYHVWDUHDG5LFKDUG/RXYȇV
Last Child in the Woods, including the park superintendent, who suggested initiation of an unstructured
nature play area. Other regional nature play areas
ZHUHYLVLWHGDQGVWDVWDUWHGWHVWLQJLGHDVDWWKHSDUN
spring of 2012.
0LVVLRQɄ&UHDWHDQLQTXLU\RULHQWHGVSDFHGLHUHQW
than traditional playground, where kids ask questions
DQGȴQGDQVZHUVRQWKHLURZQRUZLWKWKHKHOSRI
adults or other kids.
2YHUDOOWKHPHɄNature play using found natural materials on site. Orientation panel explains that the site
KDVGLHUHQWUXOHVWKDQWKHUHVWRIWKHSDUN

5.4

5.5
6RXUFHRIVWDVXSSRUWɄNational Park Service.

'HVLJQ*RDOVɄΖQWURGXFHQDWXUHSOD\ZLWKRXWFRQȵLFW
with the overall mission of the park to encourage nature play, environmental awareness, and stewardship.
3ODQQLQJDQGGHVLJQSURFHVVɄ)RUWKHVWDWKH
site had to meet the four key criteria: near parking;
FORVHWRDVWDHGVLWHZKHUHVWDFRXOGLQWHUDFWZLWK
participants; away from possible endangered species
habitat (the park contains two federally protected
species); and developed on previously disturbed land,
which 50 years earlier had been a railroad junction.
A site was chosen close to the Douglas Center for
(QYLURQPHQWDO(GXFDWLRQ6WDH[HFXWHGDUFKHRORJLFDO
compliance and entered the project onto the Planning,
Environment, and Public Comment website for
IHHGEDFN$KLJKVFKRROJURXSLGHQWLȴHGYHJHWDWLRQ
Volunteers cleaned up the site and helped remove invasive species. The project then received a green light.
3ULPDU\VHWWLQJVɄMuch of the play activity relates to
the site vegetation, including dune grasses, grapevines,
small oaks, cottonwoods, horsetail, and native species
WKDWVKRZXSDWGLHUHQWWLPHVRIWKH\HDU3ULFNO\SHDU
cactus is a favorite and was left for children to explore
and “learn the hard way”—no one has complained. A
shade structure was installed through the NPS Healthy
Parks Healthy People initiative.
+RZLQVWDOOHGɄOnly installations were the shade shelter and permeable concrete walkway and pad.
$FWLYLW\SURJUDPPLQJɄSelf-directed and programs
UXQE\SDUNLQWHUSUHWLYHVWDVXFKDVȊSODQWVFDYHQJHUȋ
KXQWVWRȴQGDVPDQ\FRPPRQSODQWVDVSRVVLEOH
Larger groups explore on their own. Fort-building
contests encourage family play.

9ROXQWHHUXSNHHSɄClean out trash occasionally;
remove poison ivy in the spring.
(YDOXDWLRQɄ6WDXVHGDQȊXQREWUXVLYHREVHUYDWLRQȋ
form to observe adult and child behavior. Learned
that how adults interact with children relates to how
children behave. When adults were comfortable
and relaxed, children explored, experimented, and
HQJDJHGLQLPDJLQDWLYHSOD\VWLPXODWHGE\QDWXUHȇV
magic. When adults got upset because children got
dirty, behavior reverted to quarreling and the nature
exploration faded. Cooperation between children
increased with loose parts provided to build elaborate
structures. Public response has been overwhelmingly
positive. Systematic evaluation of impacts on visitors
and the natural setting continues.

See articleE\.LPEHUO\6ZLIW
in Park Science, 20(2), 48-51.
Accessed August 2, 2014.

ɄPermissive, free play
in the dunes.

ΖPSDFWɄAccessible to thousands of residents in an
area without playgrounds. As an incentive for children
to continue exploring nature at home, “Nature in my
1HLJKERUKRRGȋZDVODXQFKHGZLWKEDFNSDFNVȴOOHG
ZLWKWRROVVXFKDVELQRFXODUVMRXUQDOVDQGDȴHOG
JXLGHSURYLGHGWRWKHȴUVWYLVLWRUVDIWHURSHQLQJ
April 2013.
)XWXUHGHYHORSPHQWɄ3DUNVWDDUHZRUNLQJWREULQJ
a water line to the site so that water features could be
added in the future. Planning to expand and include a
small wetland nearby in the long range plan.
8QLTXHDVSHFWVɄ3RVVLEO\WKHȴUVWQDWXUHSOD\DUHD
developed in a national park.
0DMRUFKDOOHQJHVɄRemoval of poison ivy using lowJUDGHKHUELFLGHWKHȴUVWVHDVRQ$VPDOOSDWFKZDVOHIW
so visitors could see what it looks like.

6LWHPDQDJHPHQWɄ1DWLRQDO/DNHVKRUHVWD
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/RFDWLRQ
Cincinnati Nature Center
(CNC),
4949 Tealtown Rd, Milford,
OH.
&RQWH[W
Suburban/Rural.
Site type
Nature center.
Opened
2011.
Size
1.6 acres.
$JHUDQJH
All ages.
Access
Visitors arrive by car (no
public transportation or
sidewalks). PlayScape entry
is free with nature center
admission fee (members
free).
Who initiated
Cincinnati Nature Center
(Bill Hopple, CEO), in collaboration with the University
of Cincinnati (UC).
3ULQFLSDOVWDNHKROGHUV
Cincinnati Nature Center,
members and visitors; Arlitt
Child and Family Research
and Development Center
(Arlitt Center), UC.

CASE STUDY 6

Marge & Charles Schott Nature PlayScape
Professionally designed, all-ages installation using natural materials,
surrounded on two sides by patches of existing woodland, fully enclosed with a light deer-proof fence, easily accessible from parking.
Recirculating stream. Intentionally avoids elements that are found at
a typical playground. Part of the Cincinnati Nature PlayScape Initiative
to ensure the children of Greater Cincinnati have access to nature
and to educate adults about the importance of outdoor play for
healthy child development.

6.1

6.2

(VWLPDWHGFRQVWUXFWLRQFRVW
$200,000 (2009).
Actual construction cost
$500,000 .
)XQGLQJVRXUFHV
Private donations, corporate
donations, in-kind contributions.
Contractors
Sharon Floro, GroundWork
Design Cincinnati LLC;
Rachel Robinson, Design
Landscape Architecture, LLC;
Luke Schelly, LJS Design and
Build; General Contractor,
Andy Argo Construction;
%]DN/DQGVFDSLQJ'H9RUHȇV
Land and Water Gardens,
Inc.; Eads Fence Company;
Jonathan Young, Elk Run
Construction.

Ʉ1HZO\GHVLJQHGODQGVFDSHDOUHDG\ORRNLQJZLOGLQWKHȴUVW
growing season.

'HVLJQ&RQVXOWDQW
Natural Learning Initiative.

ɄLayout shows curvy primary perimeter pathways with varied,
secondary crosslinks interconnecting nature play settings.
ɄFamily-friendly entrance.
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6.3

6.4

6.6

6.5

6.7

+RZLQLWLDWHGɄIn 2007, the Natural Learning Initiative
(NLI), NC State University, was retained through a
partnership of Cincinnati Nature Center (CNC) and the
Arlitt Center as Nature PlayScape design consultant at
ERWKLQVWLWXWLRQV7KH1LHKR8UEDQ6WXGLR8QLYHUVLW\
of Cincinnati, collaborated with NLI to deliver a professional development program (PDP) on design for
childhood and nature to a regional group of landscape
architects. PDP participants observed development of
the Nature PlayScape design program via facilitated
design workshops, including children. A team of PDP
“graduates,” responded to an RFP and was appointed
project landscape architects by CNC. NLI remained
involved as a consultant.
0LVVLRQɄTo stimulate healthy child development,
family enjoyment, creativity, learning, a passion for nature, and sense of stewardship through spontaneous
outdoor nature play, regardless of income or physical
abilities.
2YHUDOOWKHPHɄProvide a dedicated place where chilGUHQFDQZDQGHURWUDLOGLJFOLPESLFNȵRZHUVEXLOG
forts, play in mud, hop on rocks, and engage in all
manner of natural adventures—in contrast to the strict
rules in the remaining 1,000-acre nature preserve.

6.8

'HVLJQJRDOVɄFor children: Facilitate child initiated
learning; encourage curiosity, exploration and discovery; motivate physical activity; stimulate creativity;
facilitate social interaction and respectful behavior;
prompt decision making to test limits and become conȴGHQW)RUDGXOWV'HPRQVWUDWHUHSOLFDEOHQDWXUHSOD\
elements for families; encourage use as a research
site and teaching tool; model play facilitation and build
community among visitors, volunteers and members;
inspire users to invest playful nature in residential
yards, parks, and school grounds; train caregivers and
teachers to overcome barriers to nature play.
3ODQQLQJDQGGHVLJQSURFHVVɄDesign workshops with
1/ΖHQJDJHG&1&VWDVWDNHKROGHUV&1&PHPEHUV
and children in creating a conceptual design—developed further with the design team, which produced
construction documents.

ɄStacked, local sedimentary rock creates a stimulating
three-dimensional landscape.
Here, a “tunnel” and “hill”—archetypal landforms, together
with “canyon,” “bridge,” and
“cave” (also illustrated).
Ʉ“Canyon” and “bridge.”
ɄA choice of “dirt play”
settings are available, each
with loose parts, here near
the entrance for younger
children.
ɄMore distant dirt-play
setting embedded in the
landscape.
Ʉ“Cave.”

3ULPDU\VHWWLQJVɄRecirculating stream; gathering
terrace; pathways; wetland; hills; rocky places, tunnel
DQGFDYHIDOOHQORJVIRUHVWDQGȴHOGKDELWDWVZLOORZ
tunnel; dirt, sand and pebble play; multipurpose lawn;
diverse, seasonal plant textures and colors. Outside
the entrance: pavillion, shady picnic tables, convenience station, and storage shed.
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6.9a

+RZLQVWDOOHGɄGeneral contractor, supervised by CNC
VWDDQGODQGVFDSHDUFKLWHFW/RFDODUWLVDQVKLUHGIRU
rockwork and rough timber construction.

6.9b

$FWLYLW\SURJUDPPLQJɄ&1&VWDDQGWUDLQHGYROXQteers provide periodic play opportunities and materiDOV8VXDOO\WKH1DWXUH3OD\6FDSHLVXQVWDHG

6.10
ɄComfortable, shady, resting area for adults with a view across the central space. Feeling at ease is assured because the nature PlayScape is fully
enclosed by a light, perimeter deer fence (inset).
ɄLarge-scale loose parts play setting in the existing woods with perma-

6LWHPDQDJHPHQWɄDuties not limited to the Nature
PlayScape. Seasonal gardener 40 hours/week. Family
program coordinator plans, delivers, and oversees
WKH1DWXUH3OD\6FDSH KRXUVZHHN 3DUWWLPHVWD
assist, including birthday parties. Mowing, replanting,
importing materials such as logs, etc., executed by CNC
JURXQGVDQGIDFLOLWLHVVWD
6RXUFHRIVWDVXSSRUWɄOperating budget and small
endowment.

nent natural play structure to give focus and identity—one of several.

9ROXQWHHUXSNHHSɄAd hoc volunteer groups perform
maintenance and help with programming.
(YDOXDWLRQɄEarly science learning investigated by Arlitt
Center with National Science Foundation grant. Site
monitored to develop Nature PlayScape Management
Plan (2013).
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6.11

ΖPSDFWɄNature center family memberships increased
DOPRVWLQWKHPRQWKVDIWHURSHQLQJ
)XWXUHGHYHORSPHQWVɄShade structures by stream
while trees grow, so parents feel comfortable and stay
longer. Modify stream to better handle sediment loads
from mud play. UV treatment to recirculating water.
8QLTXHDVSHFWVɄDesigned by landscape architects
trained in outdoor design for children and families.
Hands-on, nature play area within a nature preserve.
Part of a regional nature play strategy. Nature preschool established. Perimeter deer fence with a single
entry/exit reassures parents that children cannot
leave.
0DMRUFKDOOHQJHVɄTo convey to visitors the notion of
personal responsibility for assessing risks and help
them not to assume that everything must be safe so
that no thinking is required on their part.

6.12
Ʉ'XULQJPXFKRIWKH\HDUWKHVWUHDPȵRZLQJWKURXJKWKHFHQWUDORSHQDUHDLVWKHPDLQ
attraction. Also a photo-op for the mother.
Ʉ7KHVWUHDPLVDQDFWLYHSOD\VHWWLQJ1HZO\SODQWHGWUHHVZLOORHUQHFHVVDU\VXPPHU
shade in years to come. Photo: CNC.
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/RFDWLRQ
Fillmore Discovery Park
5733 142nd Ave,
Holland, MI.
Outdoor Discovery Center
Macatawa Greenway (ODCMG), 4214 56th Street
Holland, MI.
&RQWH[W
Suburban.
Site type
Open public area connected
to a nature center.

CASE STUDY 7

Fillmore Discovery Park
Community-built designated nature play area within an existing nature
preserve. Phased development. Major Phase 2 implementation led by
community service commitment of local corporation.

Opened
2013.
Size
6 acres.
$JHUDQJH
All ages.
Access
Walk, bike, car.
Who initiated
Travis Williams, Executive
Director, and ODCMG senior
VWD
3ULQFLSDOVWDNHKROGHUV
Herman Miller Inc., Holland Pediatrics, Fillmore
Township, Allegan County
Community Foundation,
Community
Foundation of the HollandZeeland Area.

7.1

7.2

(VWLPDWHGFRQVWUXFWLRQFRVW
$100,000–$200,000.
Actual construction cost
$127,980
(including $40,000 of donated materials).
)XQGLQJVRXUFHV
ODCMG general operating
funds, private donations,
corporate donations, in-kind
donations.
'HVLJQHUV
Herman Miller Inc., pro
ERQR2'&0*VWD
Design consultant:
Natural Learning Initiative.
Contractors
ODCMG acted as project
construction manager with
in-house construction crew
and volunteer building crew.

7.3
ɄAerial view (courtesy Google) shows the system of pathways and activity settings comprising the design intervenWLRQLQWKHH[LVWLQJVFUXEE\ODQGVFDSHDQGFRQQHFWLRQWRWKHȴVKLQJSRQG7KHZRRGVWRWKHOHIWDUHDOVRLQFOXGHG
within the project boundary. (See pages 51-52 details of design process.)
Ʉ:HOFRPLQJHQWUDQFH
ɄTree trunks harvested on site create an attractive, ground-level feature.
All photos: ODC-MG.
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Ʉ&HQWUDOJD]HERJDWKHULQJ
place, constructed by volun-

7.4

teers, is located on higher
ground, giving caregivers an
overview of the site.
ɄLarge scale, natural play
structure constructed by
volunteers.
ɄFishing pier and successful catch.

+RZLQLWLDWHGɄODCMG began promoting nature
playscapes through partnership with the Children and
Nature Network. No Child Left Inside campaign prompted ODCMG to begin creating safe nature play areas.
ODCMG was selected to participate in the Nature Play
and Learning Places project as one of three nature
centers receiving design assistance.
0LVVLRQɄTo create a world class, family-friendly destination to help children get outside and explore nature,
while assuring caregivers that their children are safe
and comfortable as they explore the park, use their
imaginations, and solve problems.
2YHUDOOWKHPHɄA safe, fun, state-of-the-art natural
playscape family destination featuring dozens of
unique age-appropriate play and learning areas, each
with its own particular natural feature, which people of
all ages enjoy.

7.5

'HVLJQJRDOVɄSurround an outlook and picnic shelter
with areas for infants, toddlers, and school-aged children, each with age-appropriate interactive settings.
Keep young children close to parents and allow older
children to explore farther away as they mature.
3ODQQLQJDQGGHVLJQSURFHVVɄInitial conceptual
designFRPSOHWHGE\2'&0*VWDZLWKLQSXWIURPWKH
local stakeholders. NLI team facilitated a stakeholder
workshop with community members and produced a
schematic design, which was used by volunteer groups
to install trails and begin developing the park (Stage 1).
Simultaneously, volunteer groups were expanded and
corporate support pursued.
Herman Miller Inc. selected the project as its 2013
Community Cares Project and committed monetary
DQGVWDUHVRXUFHV'HVLJQȴQDOL]HGE\+HUPDQ0LOOHU

7.6
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7.7

Ʉ9ROXQWHHUVFOHDULQJ
pathways in the woods.
ɄNow the woods are
accessible, forts begin to
appear.

7.8

volunteer teams for each area (infant, toddler, schoolDJHG ZKRZRUNHGRQLQGLYLGXDOSURMHFWVLGHQWLȴHG
in the master plan with oversight from the ODCMG.
Herman Miller volunteer engineers created construction documents. Local architect produced building plans
required for permitting.
3ULPDU\VHWWLQJVɄGravel parking area, gazebo with
picnic tables, restroom facility, natural playground
VWUXFWXUHVVOHGGLQJKLOOEHQFKHVȴVKLQJGRFNDQGDFcessible trails connecting with the rest of the ODCMG
preserve.
+RZLQVWDOOHGɄA community volunteer crew of over
200, including individuals and groups from local organizations and businesses. A two-day push with 184
Herman Miller volunteers achieved a fully functional
Stage 2. A 36-volunteer group from LG Chem cleared
paths through the wooded area.
ODCMG provided oversight, strategic planning and
project management to the entire development,
including securing funding and in-kind donations, community relations to ensure the park enhanced natural
resources, programming opportunities, and recruiting
of volunteers, and helped lead installation of trails and
RWKHUFRQVWUXFWLRQ+HUPDQ0LOOHUVWDFRRUGLQDWHG
work group interaction with ODCMG. Other contributors included ODMG Board of Directors, Ottawa
&RXQW\3DUNV3HUPDORF-HHUVRQ6FKRROSULQFLSDODQG
PTO leader, local landscape architects, Laketown Parks,
/LJKWKRXVH(DUO\/HDUQLQJ$FDGHP\DQG%HQMDPLQȇV
Hope.
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$FWLYLW\SURJUDPPLQJɄODCMG.
6LWHPDQDJHPHQWɄYes.
6WDUROHVɄODCMG conducts routine site maintenance (trail checks, trash emptying, etc.).
6RXUFHRIVWDVXSSRUWɄIncluded in regular ODCMG
budget.
9ROXQWHHUXSNHHSɄAd hoc volunteer groups perform
maintenance.
(YDOXDWLRQɄThe ODCMG reviews every project during
and after construction to provide ongoing guidance
and course correction.
)XWXUHGHYHORSPHQWɄ6WDJHDVSDUWRIWKHȴYH\HDU
ODCMG construction plan, will provide a picnic shelter,
a water play area, and restrooms (to replace portable
restroom). Existing trail system also connects to public
restrooms.
8QLTXHDVSHFWVɄSubstantial community-built project
adopted as corporate community service, utilizing
on-site natural resources, implemented in-house with
H[LVWLQJVWD
0DMRUSURMHFWFKDOOHQJHVɄMaintenance: ensuring
that invasive plants do not overtake the park and that
plants such as raspberries do not create an unsafe
environment. Fund-raising for Stage 3 using external
FRQWUDFWRUVZLOOUHTXLUHKHDYLHUIXQGLQJHRUW

7.9

7.10

7.11

ɄSchematic design developed by NLI.
ɄConstruction document produced by volunteer Herman Miller engineers.
Ʉ“Shop drawing’ produced by Herman Miller as a guide to implementation on the ground.
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CASE STUDY 8
/RFDWLRQ
North Carolina Zoological
Park (a state facility).
&RQWH[W
Rural.
Site type
Zoological Gardens.
Opened
2014, after four years of
prototyping.

kidZone
%DVHGRQIRXU\HDUVRISURWRW\SLQJNLG=RQHRHUVDUDQJHRIGHsigned settings and open woodland for unguided nature play.
Learning-through-play programs led by Zoo educators link to zoo-curated and regional animals, including migratory birds.

Size
3 acres.
$JHUDQJH
Children 2 to 10 years old.
Access
Auto only.
Who initiated
Joy Hamlin, NC Zoo Curator
of Education, and Linda
Kinney, NC Zoo Education
Specialist. Originally known
DV&KLOGUHQȇV1DWXUH'LVFRYery Center; later renamed
kidZone.
3ULQFLSDOVWDNHKROGHUV
Zoo Education and Horticultural Education Divisions;
Design Section; Horticulture
Section.
(VWLPDWHGFRQVWUXFWLRQFRVW
$250,000.

8.1

Actual construction cost
$450,000.
)XQGLQJVRXUFHV
NC Zoo Special Zoo Fund;
NC Zoo Society Donations;
Institute of Museums and
Library Science (IMLS) grant.
'HVLJQHUV
In-house Design Section.
Contractors
Primarily in-house. Architect/engineer and contractor
appointed to assist with
grading, drainage, and
plumbing. Beanstalk Builders executed design/build
Tree Top Trail.

8.2

ɄDramatic entrance is a playful, nature sculpture by North Carolina artist Patrick Dougherty.
ɄMother and son working on a natural construction project together.
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8.3

8.4

+RZLQLWLDWHGɄEducation Division discussed creation
of a place within the Zoo where children could actively
HQJDJHZLWKQDWXUH$IWHUDVLWHZDVLGHQWLȴHG'HVLJQ
and Horticulture Curators helped develop the concept
DQGSUHVHQWWRVHQLRUVWDIRUDSSURYDO
0LVVLRQɄFostering a love of nature through play.
2YHUDOOWKHPHɄFree play in natural settings.
'HVLJQJRDOVɄ3URYLGHDRUGDQFHULFKRXWGRRUDUHD
for children to engage senses in nature play. Model
“doable” nature play ideas (loose parts, building forts,
digging in the dirt, dipping in the water) for individual
families. Build on family relations. Provide opportuniWLHVIRULQFUHDVHGSK\VLFDODFWLYLW\DQGTXLHWUHȵHFWLRQ
6XSSRUWHPRWLRQDODQGVRFLDOGHYHORSPHQW8VHVWD
engagement, including “animal ambassadors” to develop empathy between children and the natural world.
Provide discovery-based learning opportunities for
self-initiated exploration in immersive, multi-sensory,
interactive, naturalistic environments.

8.5

3ODQQLQJDQGGHVLJQSURFHVVɄIn 2006, work startHGRQD&KLOGUHQȇV1DWXUH'LVFRYHU\&HQWHUZLWKDQ
external design team and Zoo stakeholders. Full design
documents were produced but, due to the recession,
state funding was not approved. In 2007, kidZone
was launched as an interim project to prototype
DQGWHVWGLHUHQWQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJVHWWLQJV
using recycled objects and natural materials from the
zoo grounds. Evaluation (see below) demonstrated
WKHSRVLWLYHHHFWRIQDWXUDODRUGDQFHVRQVFLHQFH
learning and helped secure funding to implement the
permanent installation, which opened in 2014.

ɄRavine—for some, a
place to RUN!
ɄDirt play setting.
ɄNature play and learning
in the kidZone woods.
Photos: NC Zoo.

3ULPDU\VHWWLQJVɄEntry (walk-through stick sculpture
“Ready or Not” by artist Patrick Dougherty), stream,
VDQGGLUWSOD\PXGFDI«FDPSȴUHFLUFOHWUHHWRSWUDLO
woodland exploration, animal habitat/fort building,
artist cove (chalk drawing/painting with water, project
area), wildlife attraction pond, play house (dramatic
play: be an animal, be a keeper, be a vet), grassy area
(loose parts play), vegetable garden, music area.
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8.6

8.7

8.8

ɄRocky, recirculating

+RZLQVWDOOHGɄZoo crew, supervised by Design Section.

steam is a central attraction
year round—made more
interesting with loose parts to
experiment with.
ɄThe “mud café.”
Photo: NC Zoo.

$FWLYLW\SURJUDPPLQJɄIn 2008, zoo educators
launched Playful Pedagogy, a professional development program based on the playwork model of
play-based learning. Zoo educators/playworkers
facilitate Animal Encounters (using education program
animals), Nature Play Days, preschool programs, and
QDWXUHZDONV(DFKGD\NLG=RQHVWDVHWVWKHVWDJHIRU
building forts with natural materials, dipping the pond,
making mud pies, and other opportunities for chilGUHQȇVDFWLYHHQJDJHPHQWZLWKQDWXUH&RQVHUYDWLRQ
education based on play has expanded opportunities
for exploration, discovery and fun.
6LWHPDQDJHPHQWɄOne full-time educator position
(state employee) dedicated to overseeing day-to-day
RSHUDWLRQVWKUHHWRIRXUVHDVRQDOSDUWWLPHVWD7ZR
IXOOWLPHDQGRQHSDUWWLPHDQLPDOVWDRYHUVHHWKH
education animal collection.
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6RXUFHRIVWDVXSSRUWɄState of North Carolina.
6DODULHVGHSHQGRQVHDVRQDOVWDEXGJHWDOORFDWLRQV
which can vary year to year. State funding applies to all
=RRVHDVRQDOVWD
9ROXQWHHUXSNHHSɄVolunteers occasionally help out
at kidZone, primarily with vegetable and wildlife attraction gardens and special event programming.
(YDOXDWLRQɄBehavior mapping, post-occupancy study
conducted by the Natural Learning Initiative (NLI,
2008-2009). Findings demonstrate a strong association
between dramatic play and science learning as well
as an association between play with loose parts and
dramatic play. Results suggest that children are more
inclined to learn in settings they can manipulate at will.
ΖPSDFWɄThe zoo attracts over 750,000 visitors annually, the majority being families and school groups.
kidZone provides opportunities for children 2-12 to
explore, play, climb, create, and get up close to animal
ambassadors. Positive feedback related to the stream

8.9

8.10

and mud café, two of the most popular areas, where
young visitors actively engage with dirt, water, sand,
etc. kidZone provides a hands-on, active experience for
children, while parents enjoy a rest.
)XWXUHGHYHORSPHQWɄFurther expansion of “Into the
Woods” by adding walking trails, activity areas and
classroom space.
8QLTXHDVSHFWVɄRe-designed area combined with natural site features and three acres of native woodland
providing a range of atmospheres from highly active to
quietly contemplative. Four years of prototyping and
SRVWRFFXSDQF\HYDOXDWLRQKHOSHGVWDXQGHUVWDQG
links between science learning and environmental
attributes.

ɄPeriodic drumming circle event tunes young visitors to the rhythms of life.
ɄLayout shows complex interweaving of pathways and activity settings. Note, plan does
not include native woodland, which is part of kidZone. Image courtesy NC Zoo.

0DMRUFKDOOHQJHVɄFund-raising. Convincing Zoo leadership that a special area based on play and targeting
children and families was a viable concept. Helping
parents understand that nature is safe and that it is
natural and important for kids to get dirty.
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/RFDWLRQ
Santa Barbara Museum of
Natural History (SBMNH),
2559 Puerta del Sol,
Santa Barbara, CA
93105.
&RQWH[W
Urban neighborhood of
single-family homes.
Site type
Museum campus extension
into adjacent wooded Mission Creek corridor.
Opened
Backyard, 2008;
Nature Club House, 2012.
Size
0.5 acre.

CASE STUDY 9

The Museum Backyard and
Nature Club House
Community-based nature play and learning area attached to a non-formal
education institution developed with designed additions to an already
diverse, wooded site within a stream corridor. Renovated Nature Club
House provides substantial added value as a programming base, where
children feel connected, can work with a knowledgeable adult, participate in organized programs and/or follow their own inclinations.

$JHUDQJH
All ages.
Access
Walk, bicycle, car, bus,
tourist trolley.
Who initiated
Elaine Gibson, School and
Teacher Services Education
Specialist, Santa Barbara
Museum of Natural History.
3ULQFLSDOVWDNHKROGHUV
0XVHXPVWDDQGODWHU
environmental education
partners and visitors.
(VWLPDWHGFRQVWUXFWLRQFRVW
$150,000.

9.1

9.3

Actual construction cost
$200,000
(including $30,000 Nature
Club House renovations).
)XQGLQJVRXUFHV
Local family foundations,
Rotary Club, individuals.
'HVLJQHUV
Elaine Gibson, Education
Specialist and Gary Robinson, Director of Facilities,
SBMNH; Mark Frankavilla,
Creative Landscape Design.
Contractors
General contractor, design/
build contractor, in-house
and volunteer crews. Boyd
Hernandez Construction
(Nature Club House renovation).

ɄChildlike entry.
Ʉ“Please climb on me” pathway leading to the “Backyard.”
ɄCommunity access to Backyard via creekside trail—all part of Santa Barbara’s green infrastructure.
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9.2

9.4

9.5

9.6

9.7

+RZLQLWLDWHGɄOutdoor school program experience
in 2007 led to realization that the property could be
an amazing nature-based teaching tool. Elaine Gibson
DQG'LUHFWRURI(GXFDWLRQ ([KLELWV+HDWKHU0RDW
presented idea to Museum leadership and received
Museum-wide support.
0LVVLRQɄTo inspire a thirst for discovery and a passion
for the natural world.

3ULPDU\VHWWLQJVɄBoulder pathway (climbing); near
creek under trees (listening); bamboo poles (fort-building); compost pile (searching); mudpie place (creating);
water course with hand pumps, stone plank bridge
(water exploration); gathering on stumps (social play);
fallen log (balance); stage (socializing, imaginative play
with scarves, drums).
+RZLQVWDOOHGɄContractors and mixed crew of inKRXVHIDFLOLWLHVVWDDQGYROXQWHHUV

2YHUDOOWKHPHɄConnecting to nature.
'HVLJQJRDOɄReconnect visitors of all ages to the natural world, through real experiences in nature. Places
for climbing, listening, building, searching, creating,
imagining, socializing, and physically playing.
3ODQQLQJDQGGHVLJQSURFHVVɄVisited other natural
learning spaces in Minnesota, Nebraska, and California.
Researched natural learning spaces, recognizing key
elements unique to our regional ecology.

$FWLYLW\SURJUDPPLQJɄOutdoor Nature Explorations
(school programs), Museum Backyard self-guided explorations, monthly Family Nature Days, festival components, Discovery Backpacks to motivate exploration.

ɄLive Oak, rock-strewn
landscape full of play and
learning potential.
ɄClassic multipurpose
FLUFOHRIVWXPSVDRUGV
jumping/running around and
animates the area in front of
the Nature Clubhouse (visible
in back).
ɄThe Nature Clubhouse
is full of attractive science
VWXDQGHGXFDWLRQDOVWD
expert in getting youngsters
engaged with nature.
Ʉ(GXFDWLRQVWDDFWDV

6LWHPDQDJHPHQWɄNature Education Manager

“Play Partners” (inset) and use

6RXUFHRIVWDVXSSRUWɄ0XVHXPȇVRSHUDWLQJEXGJHW
(seek outside funding to cover).

engaged according to devel-

simple tools to get children
opmental levels.
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9.8

9ROXQWHHUXSNHHSɄVolunTeens, Quasars to Sea Stars
(Museum program for teens), volunteer naturalists.
(YDOXDWLRQɄTeacher evaluations, visitor comments
and written/photographic documentation.
ΖPSDFWɄProfessionally conducted community survey
rated the Backyard as the third most favorite thing
about the museum. Word of mouth attracts young
families and grandparents as regular visitors who
come prepared to spend hours there. Visiting school
children bring families on weekends with a free pass,
which has increased low-income, Latino family visits.
Preschool centers and playgroups meet regularly.

9.9

ɄA scavenged, curved log has been scooped out and water plumbed to be re-purposed as a water play setting including a collection of loose parts—manufactured and
natural. Here, time stands still for children.

)XWXUHGHYHORSPHQWɄRestore the oak woodland by
removing non-native plants. Create areas for older
children to explore. Develop an outdoor classroom for
observing nature.
8QLTXHDVSHFWVɄPart of a museum of natural history.
Combination of nature play, learning, and education,
facilitated by an on-site museum educator. Located in
“green infrastructure” of stream corridor.
0DMRUFKDOOHQJHVɄManaging loose parts—”pick up
and store” is constant. A full-time naturalist recruited
to manage volunteers.
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9.10

9.11
9.12

ɄA recirculating stream and rocky surrounds implemented as a design-build project successfully recreates the feel of a foothills landscape.
ɄChildren can experiment with a water pump.
ɄOr take a 100-inch hike upstream.
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CASE STUDY 10
/RFDWLRQ
Southern Pines Primary
School, 1250 W. New York
Avenue,
Southern Pines, NC.
&RQWH[W
Small, historic town, in the
Sandhills longleaf pine
region.
Site type
School park.

Blanchie Carter Discovery Park
Large elementary school site renovated through community engagement to serve both the school and surrounding neighborhood.
Developed incrementally, over several years, led by a group of parHQWV7KHEHVWVRFFHUȴHOGLQWRZQHQFLUFOHGE\DMRJJLQJWUDFNXVHG
for practice. Named for highly revered, retired school principal.

Opened
1998.
Size
5 acres.
$JHUDQJH
5-7 years during school
hours.
All ages out of school hours.
Access
Foot, bicycle, car.
Who initiated
Parents, Bruce Cunningham
and Ann Petersen with
school PTA.
3ULQFLSDOVWDNHKROGHUV
Children, teachers, parents, and neighborhood
residents. Moore County
Schools, Southern Pines
Department of Parks and
Recreation.

10.1

(VWLPDWHGFRQVWUXFWLRQFRVW
Not determined.
Actual construction cost
$500,000 approximately, in
cash and in-kind.
)XQGLQJVRXUFHV
Governmental and school
sources, donations, and
grants.
'HVLJQHUV
NLI, Michael Ortosky
(aquatic elements—not
implemented).
Contractors
Locally donated in-kind and
at-cost services.

10.3

ɄCreating a vision and culture of the school/park required going back to basics like camping overnight on the site and gathering
DURXQGDFDPSȴUHWRVLQJDQGWHOOVWRULHV
ɄAs part of the campout, newly planted trees receive a Celtic
blessing.
ɄȊ(DUWK%XGG\ȋ VHOIRUJDQL]HGJURXSRIVWXGHQWV LVLQWHUviewed by New York Times writer Anne Raver for a story about the
Blanchie Carter Discovery Park.
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10.2

10.4

+RZLQLWLDWHGɄIssue of the barren, boring playground
raised by a group of parents committed to racial harmony in a campus that was once a high school, now
converted into an integrated primary school.
0LVVLRQɄAn inclusive place for healthy development,
outdoor learning, and enjoyment for school and
community.
2YHUDOOWKHPH Increase play and learning opportunities by creating a diverse range of settings emphasizing eco-restoration, installed over time as resources
became available.

'HVLJQJRDOVɄRestore barren site, formerly part of
regional longleaf pine forest, to socially and ecologically productive use. Extend vegetated edges back on
to the site, including replanting longleaf pine. Achieve
water independence by drilling a well. Install pathway
system to ensure easy access for children, teachers,
DQGUHVLGHQWV8VHLQWHUQDOUDLOLQJVWRGHȴQHVHWWLQJV
and protect plants. Universal design approach.

ɄLayout of the park with
peripheral trail and extensive
tree planting to restore the
longleaf pine tree cover (inset
shows starting level).

3ODQQLQJDQGGHVLJQSURFHVVɄMaster plan developed by Robin Moore though interactive process with
parent-teacher group, with addition of student ideas.
Design presented to Moore County School Board for
HQGRUVHPHQWDQGIROORZWKURXJKVWDVXSSRUW
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10.5

10.6

10.7a

10.7b

ɄTeachers, parents, and
volunteers install bird blind.
ɄBird blind.
DɄ(GLEOH0D]HGHVLJQHG
by students (10.7b).
10.8 Children studying the
(GLEOH0D]H

10.8

3ULPDU\VHWWLQJVɄNaturalized, equipment-based play
areas (climbing and sliding, tire swings, to-and-fro
swings). Pathway system, including “peripheral trail”
(See Our Magical Journey 0XOWLSXUSRVHȴHOGZLWK

DQGRVLWH/RFDOEXOOGR]HURZQHUH[FDYDWHGSDWKZD\
alignments. “Impact” low-risk prisoner, community
service program planted trees.

running track. Vegetated hill. Two gazebo gathering
areas (active, adjacent to track; quiet, back corner).
Bird blind. Log cabin playhouse, council circle, and
“village” vegetable garden. Orchard (blueberry maze,
berry fence vines, apple and pear trees). Labyrinth.
Sandpit. Picnic gathering setting. Multiple tree- and
shrub-based settings, including one-acre Longleaf Pine
reserve added to the site.

$FWLYLW\SURJUDPPLQJɄClassroom activities during
school day. Two UK playwork interns executed the
student “labyrinth project.” Moore County Schools
after-school care. Out-of-school use by organized
community groups such as soccer and nature study.
Community celebrations, such as birthdays. Special
VFKRROHYHQWVVXFKDVFDPSȴUHVDQGFDPSRXWVȊVSRUWV
days” and Play Daze. Informal use by local neighborhood for play and recreation.

+RZLQVWDOOHGɄSchool community engaged in phased
development, beginning with fundraising for play
equipment installation and site grading for multipurSRVHȴHOGDQGKLOODVȴUVWSKDVH(DUO\NH\DGGLWLRQV
LQFOXGHGWXUIODLGIRUȴHOG ZLWKH[SHUWKHOSIURP
Sandhills Turf Co.), installing a well and construction of
well house for irrigation water (conservation objective
and avoiding expense of local utility water). Local tree
nursery provided technical advice on tree and shrub
planting, sold stock at cost, and assisted with transplanting small longleaf pines harvested adjacent to
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6LWHPDQDJHPHQWɄPart-time site manager/programPHUIURP6DQGKLOOV&RPPXQLW\&ROOHJH6FKRROVWD
and parent volunteers.
6RXUFHRIVWDVXSSRUWɄFunds raised by parent support group. Now internalized in school budget.
9ROXQWHHUXSNHHSɄParents group 501c3.
(YDOXDWLRQɄNo formal evaluation.

10.9

10.11

10.10

10.12

10.13

10.14
ΖPSDFWɄImmediate transformation in student
enjoyment of outdoor play. Drop in discipline referrals. Expanded learning opportunities to include the
outdoors. Provided play activities for wide range of
student personalities. Enhanced overall appeal of the
school. Source of pride for the neighborhood. Article in
the New York Times.
)XWXUHGHYHORSPHQWɄNone contemplated.
8QLTXHDVSHFWVɄDeveloped from the beginning as
a school park. Use by local conservation educators
to provide environmental education. Link to North
Carolina Sandhills Conservation Partnership (restoring the Longleaf Pine-Wiregrass Ecosystem). Periodic
FRQWUROOHGEXUQRIORQJOHDISLQHUHVHUYHZLWKORFDOȴUH
department. Use by Play Daze North Carolina as a site
for community creative, free play events
0DMRUFKDOOHQJHVɄAchieving buy-in from school site
PDQDJHPHQWVWDDQGVWDEOHORQJWHUPVLWHPDQDJHment/maintenance support. Reintroducting main objectives to periodic turnover of Moore County Schools
leadership. Encouraging use by classroom teachers
during school day for curricular activities in support of
the NC Standard Course of Study.

ɄParents, community volunteers, and children plant trees marking the entrance to the
Labyrinth.
Ʉ9LHZDFURVVWKH/DE\ULQWKIURPHQWUDQFH
Ʉ/DE\ULQWKFODVVSURMHFWFRQGXFWHGE\WZR8.SOD\ZRUNLQWHUQV&KLOGUHQVWXGLHGWKH
DQFLHQWKLVWRU\RIODE\ULQWKVDQGPDGHPRGHOVRIGLHUHQWIRUPV
ɄLabyrinth geometry.
ɄThe Labyrinth in action.
Ʉ7KHȊ%UHDNIDVW:DONLQJ&OXEȋXVLQJWKHSHULSKHUDOWUDLO
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/RFDWLRQ
University of Cincinnati,
47 Corry Boulevard,
Cincinnati, OH.
&RQWH[W
Urban.
Site type
University campus.
Opened
2012.
Size
0.3 acres.
$JHUDQJH
Preschool. Open to the community when not in use.

CASE STUDY 11

The Arlitt Nature PlayScape
All-season, bounded space, located close to the campus preschool,
designed to support healthy early childhood development. Serves as
a research site for investigations of the impact of nature play on child
GHYHORSPHQWDQGOHDUQLQJLQFOXGLQJVRFLDOGHYHORSPHQWVHOIHɝFDF\
literacy, and STEM education.

Access
Walk, bike, car, bus.
Who initiated
Dr. Victoria Carr, Associate
Professor and Director,
University of Cincinnati
(UC), Arlitt Child & Family
Research and Education
Center (Arlitt Center).
3ULQFLSDOVWDNHKROGHUV
Arlitt Center Head Start proJUDPDQGSUHVFKRRO2ɝFH
of the University Architect,
UC; College of Education,
Criminal Justice, and Human
Services. Families from nearby communities.
(VWLPDWHGFRQVWUXFWLRQFRVW
$417,000.
Actual construction cost
$409,000
($351,000, construction;
$32,000, design fees;
$22,000, project administration;
$4,000, misc.).

11.1

)XQGLQJVRXUFHV
Ada Hart Arlitt Endowment;
Proctor & Gamble; Harriet
Williams Downey Fund;
Cincinnati-Hamilton County
Community Action; College
of Education, Criminal Justice, and Human Services.
'HVLJQHUV
Rachel Robinson Design
Landscape Architecture, LLC;
Consultant: Robin C. Moore,
Natural Learning Initiative,
NC State University.
Contractors
General Contractor: Mark
Spaulding; Fencing: ZSR
Construction; Plumbing:
Queen City Mechanicals.

11.2
Ʉ9LHZDFURVVVLWHVKRZLQJZHOOHVWDEOLVKHGGLYHUVHYHJHWDWLRQE\\HDUWZR&DPSXVEXLOGLQJVLQEDFNJURXQG
Photo: Eric Thomas.
Ʉ9LHZDFURVVWZRVLGHGFRXUW\DUGVLWHVKRZLQJJURYHRIH[LVWLQJPDSOHWUHHVZLWKDFFHVVLEOHȊWUHHKRXVHȋΖQVHW
shows aerial view in campus context (Image courtesy Google). Photo: Eric Thomas.
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11.3

+RZLQLWLDWHGɄConceived in 2008 when Dr. Vicki Carr
co-founded the regional Nature PlayScape Initiative
(NPI) led by Bill Hopple, CEO, Cincinnati Nature Center
(CNC—Case Study 6). The Natural Learning Initiative
(NLI), NC State University, was retained as consultant
for Nature PlayScape design and as professional development provider at both institutions.
7KH8QLYHUVLW\RI&LQFLQQDWL 8& 1LHKR8UEDQ6WXGLR
collaborated with NLI (Director, Robin Moore, and
Director of Programs, Dr. Nilda Cosco) to deliver a professional development program (PDP) on design for
childhood and nature to a regional group of landscape
architects. Dr. Carr and Len Thomas, Senior Planner,
8&LGHQWLȴHGDVXLWDEOHFDPSXVVSDFH$3'3ȊJUDGuate” was appointed project landscape architect. NLI
remained involved as consultant.
0LVVLRQɄ3URYLGHDVDIHRXWGRRUSODFHIRUFKLOGUHQȇV
exploration, discovery, play, learning, and positive
social interactions, emphasizing the importance of the
outdoor early childhood environment and serving as a
research facility for the university community.

'HVLJQJRDOVɄConvert an underused campus space into a place where children can
receive a “daily minimum dose” of natural
experiences and acquire love and respect for the
natural world. Create a research venue and co-learning
ODEEH\RQGLQGRRUFODVVURRPVRHULQJSURIHVVLRQDO
development for early childhood educators. Introduce
parents to a backyard design model and a place to
experience nature with children.
3ODQQLQJDQGGHVLJQSURFHVVɄPossible sites were
evaluated. A conceptual design was created by NLI. An
online survey of parents and teachers demonstrated
their enthusiasm for nature play and learning. A design
charrette with campus stakeholders and project landscape architect was facilitated by NLI, which developed
the design program. Further meetings focused on
appearance and technical issues. Rachel Robinson created design development and construction documentation. Robin Moore was named signature designer.

ɄA small stream
bordered with permanent,
smooth stones, and with a
bed of loose small stones and
pebbles, works well for preVFKRROHUV:DWHULVVXSSOLHG
on-demand from child-operated valve (inset).

2YHUDOOWKHPHɄRemind parents, teachers, administrators, students, and local residents of how playing in
nature can stimulate curiosity and the joy of learning
at all stages of life.
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ɄAccessible treehouse constructed in existing grove of trees

11.4

RHUVFRPPDQGLQJYLHZDFURVVWKH1DWXUH3OD\6FDSH
ɄGround-level view showing pathways, treehouse, and dirt
play with loose parts.
Ʉ9LHZDFURVVVLWHIURPRYHUORRNDGMDFHQWWRFDPSXVVLGHwalk. Provides a place to relax with comfortable seating and an
opportunity to engage the campus community in understanding
the research mission of the Nature PlayScape. University graphic
sign describes each setting.

3ULPDU\VHWWLQJVɄMain entrance from campus sidewalk and overlook with seating and signage, vegetated
edges, primary and secondary pathways, treehouse in
existing “bosque,” multiuse lawn, grassy banks, decks,
puppet theater, tunnels, play niches, arbors, hammock,
full-body contact vegetation, gross motor settings,
HDUWKDQGVDQGSOD\ORRVHSDUWVKHUEDQGEXWWHUȵ\
JDUGHQYHJHWDEOHDQGȵRZHUJDUGHQIUXLWLQJSODQWV
child-activated stream, art projects, storage/program
base, shady observation stations for researchers.

11.5

+RZLQVWDOOHGɄMary Beth McGrew, Associate VicePresident and Campus Architect, and Len Thomas,
6HQLRU3ODQQHU2ɝFHRIWKH8QLYHUVLW\$UFKLWHFW
provided direction and supervision for the general
contractor. Landscape Architect Rachel Robinson,
Dr. Victoria Carr, and Robin Moore, NLI, collaborated
throughout the planning and installation phase.
$FWLYLW\SURJUDPPLQJɄ$UOLWW&HQWHUWHDFKLQJVWDDQG
faculty.

11.6

6LWHPDQDJHPHQWɄ6WDRI8&FDPSXVDQG$UOLWW
Center.
6RXUFHRIVWDVXSSRUWɄFinancial support provided
through private donations and grants.
9ROXQWHHUXSNHHSɄYes.
(YDOXDWLRQɄTeacher usability study. NSF-funded
study, PlayScapes: Designed Nature Environments to
Promote Informal Science Learning, directed by Dr.
Carr (2011-2012).
ΖPSDFWɄNSF study results demonstrate, 1) natureEDVHGOHDUQLQJVXSSRUWVVLJQLȴFDQWJURZWKLQSUHVFKRRO
early science, 2) the Nature PlayScape fosters selfdetermination, mapping skills, problem-solving, and
FRRSHUDWLRQ6WDUHSRUWHGOHVVEHKDYLRUDOLVVXHV
more sustained engagement, and positive learning
outcomes in the Nature PlayScape, compared to
indoor classrooms.
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11.7

)XWXUHGHYHORSPHQWɄPrograms for university students
and professional development for early childhood
educators and caregivers planned for the future.
8QLTXHDVSHFWVɄThe Nature PlayScape has been
instrumental in obtaining internal and external
research and program funding, resulting in scholarly
publications in support of the UC research mission.
Demonstrates how an underused campus green space
can be transformed into an aesthetically pleasing,
academically relevant, programmatically interactive
landscape. Families bring their children afterhours to
Playdates in the PlayScape as part of the regional strategy to engage urban children in nature play.
0DMRUFKDOOHQJHVɄMeeting campus design standards,
supporting building costs, seeking continued funds for
upkeep.

11.8
ɄThe Nature PlayScape in action. Rear of program base/storage is visible in background.
Photo: Eric Thomas.
ɄClose-up of front of program base/storage. Note wide, double doors for ease of access.
Photo: Eric Thomas.
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child development, and parks and recreation are saying about

Nature Play & Learning Places
“Robin Moore, a leader in the children and nature movement, long praised for his
design of natural play spaces, offers a distillation of years of research and practice
to prescribe a new American landscape—no, make that an international landscape—
IRUFKLOGUHQȇVQDWXUHSOD\DQGOHDUQLQJ7KLVSLYRWDOERRNSURYLGHVHYHU\HGXFDWRU
mayor and pediatrician with an inspiring blueprint for a long-overdue revolution.”
— 5LFKDUG/RXY, author of The Nature Principle and Last Child in the Woods;
Chairman Emeritus, Children & Nature Network.

Ȋ7KHVHLQQRYDWLYHJXLGHOLQHVZLOOKHOSLPSURYHFKLOGUHQȇVKHDOWKE\FRQQHFWLQJIDPLOLHV
with our public lands and at the same time encourage learning about natural systems.”
— )UDQ0DLQHOOD, Chair, Children & Nature Network; former Director, U.S. National Park Service.

“It is more important than ever that we work in every community to reconnect people with wildlife and nature. Nature Play & Learning Places will help conservationists,
educators, and recreation professionals work on that shared goal.”
— Collin O’Mara, President and CEO, National Wildlife Federation.

“For landscape professionals, Robin Moore provides a vital tool and meticulously
organized guidelines to help communities implement healthy living environments
through urban park investments and cost-effective grassroots interventions.”
— 3DXO0RUULV, former President, ASLA; President and CEO of Atlanta Beltline.

“This well-written, compelling, comprehensive book eliminates for advocates any
excuse for not knowing what to do or how to start a nature play and learning project.
All the steps are there, supported by lovely photographs and architectural renderings.”
— 0DUF\*XGGHPL, PhD, Executive Director, Gesell Institute of Child Development.

“With these guidelines in hand, park and recreation departments can design, build
and maintain successful nature play areas in any type of community for all people
to enjoy.”
— %DUEDUD7XOLSDQH, President and CEO, National Recreation and Park Association.

“Bridging the growing divide between children and the natural world is crucial so
that communities and our nation can gain from the positive environmental values
shaped by these early experiences. Nature Play & Learning Places is a must-have,
pragmatic guide for those dedicated to making a difference in how children relate
to the natural world.”
— Tom Underwood, Executive Director, American Horticultural Society.

