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ABSTRACT 

Briane Rose Willis 

To Pour Water on Soil: A Natural Playscape Case Study 

(Under the direction of Dr. Dan Sivek) 

 

 

This thesis presents a natural playscape case study. The process of establishing the playscape, the 

beginning of installation, and initial use is documented. The natural playscape proposal included 

features geared towards young children with the purpose of facilitating learning about the 

environment. It presents the benefits of children spending time in the natural world and 

highlights the process of play as educational. Additionally, the thesis explores unstructured 

nature play, risk, affordances, and loose parts. It also briefly examines different play 

environments and the play behaviors associated with them. Based on this project, 

recommendations for playscape research and planning are included.  

 

Key words: unstructured nature play, natural playscapes, affordances, child development, 

environmental education. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction and Purpose 

 This thesis explores the relationship between play, learning, and child development. This 

examination is partnered with a case study of the development and implementation of a natural 

playscape in Wimberley, Texas. The case study follows the work done by the author as a 

component of a part-time job as an environmental educator. It provides an opportunity for the 

author to apply and study the best practices outlined in natural playscape research. Others 

researching, implementing, or evaluating playscapes may also benefit from the case study. 

 Unstructured nature play is possibly the most beneficial type of play for children. 

Research shows that children who play in natural environments have more advanced motor 

skills, participate in more diverse play (imaginative and creative), and have increased awareness, 

reasoning, and observational skills. Children learn about the world through play, developing 

skills relating to the social, physical, mental, emotional, and environmental. Scholars theorize 

that positive experiences in the outdoors during childhood, coupled with an adult who models 

positive behaviors, are the two most important factors in fostering future stewards. 

 The review of literature will cover recent studies regarding the importance of play as it 

relates to environmental learning and developmental stages. Also explored is literature 

describing the connection between the physical play environment and the types of play in which 

children engage. The case study will focus on the process of adding natural playscape elements 

to the EmilyAnn Theatre and Gardens in Wimberley, Texas. Research done for this paper 

directed the natural playscape planning, influencing the objective to provide rich opportunities 

for children to play and learn about the natural world. 
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Importance: The Lost Landscape of Childhood 

 The relationship between play and nature varies greatly from children growing up today 

and their grandparents. Children growing up today typically have a relationship with play and 

nature that varies greatly from previous generations. Before the shift from the agrarian ranching 

way of life to the urban, children had time and the ability to explore the world around them. 

Daily life necessitated some understanding of the natural world. This knowledge was also 

integral to play and learning. The free time allotted to children provided the opportunity to 

cultivate an understanding and awareness of how things work, how they fit together, and one's 

place in such a web of complexity. It offered a chance to gain self-confidence, especially one’s 

physicality, as riskier modes of play were the norm. Moreover, spending time in nature as a child 

established a sense of care and connection to that world, a relationship that no other experiences 

can replace. These principles remain true to this day, but the diverging trends shows a devaluing 

of children’s time spent playing in natural landscape 

 Nature provides a wide range of play opportunities that are inaccessible to many of 

today's children. Across the world, outdoor experiences have decreased significantly over the last 

decades. A 2004 (Clements) study of 830 mothers in the United States surveyed the extent to 

which they played outside as children and how much their own children play outside. Seventy-

one percent of respondents remembered playing outside on a daily basis, while 26 percent said 

their children play outside daily (Clements, 2004). These results were consistent regardless of 

urban or rural setting (Clements, 2004). 

 A more recent survey, published in the American Journal of Play in 2009, looked at the 

decline of children playing outdoors in 16 different countries. Of the 2400 mothers, the results 

varied by country. More than 80 percent of mothers in Vietnam, India, Indonesia, Thailand, 
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Brazil, and Argentina said their children watch television often (Singer, et al 2009). The lowest 

percentage of respondents occurred in the US with 46 percent (Singer, et al 2009). The authors 

commented that this lower percentage could relate to the greater number of activities that occupy 

children after school (Singer, et al 2009). The study also showed that only 27 percent of the 

sample children participated in imaginary or creative play (Singer, et al 2009). The lowest 

percentages of mothers reporting their children play outside were China (5%), Indonesia (7%), 

and Morocco (7%) (Singer, et al 2009). Higher percentages regarding children playing outside 

came from “developed” and “newly industrialized” countries: Brazil (16%), India (18%), South 

Africa (18%), U.K. (25%), U.S. (33%), and France (45%) (Singer, et al 2009). 

 In 2009, a report by the organization Natural England surveyed 1150 adults and 502 

children found that less than 10 percent of children play in natural places (woodlands, 

countryside, and heaths) (Natural England, 2009). The decline is clear when compared to the 40 

percent of adults who said they played in natural places when they were young (Natural England, 

2009). This study also found that 41 percent of children today like playing inside best (Natural 

England, 2009). Over 80 percent of children say they are supervised in natural places, while 87 

percent of grandparents surveyed believe children have less freedom today than when they were 

young (Natural England, 2009). Eighty-five percent of parents said they want their children to 

have the opportunity to play in natural areas without supervision, but fears regarding strangers 

and road safety prohibit this (Natural England, 2009). Finally, 81 percent of children said they 

would like more freedom to play outside (Natural England, 2009). 

 Researchers have found the ability of children “to travel around their own neighborhood 

or city without adult supervision,” (Tranter and Whitelegg, 1994) or the independent mobility of 

children, has decreased significantly over recent decades. Between 1971 and 2010, a large 
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reduction of primary school children's independent mobility occurred in England (Shaw, et al, 

2013). This same study found a drop in the number of children who walk to school since 1971 

(Shaw, et al, 2013). 

 While children have experienced a decline in independent mobility, the number of obese 

children has increased. Though the contributing factors to obesity are complex, research shows 

that national guidelines for activity are not being met, while screen time recommendations are 

being exceeded (Anderson, et al, 2008). In 2008, Anderson and colleagues analyzed data 

collected during the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey of nearly 3,000 four- to 

eleven-year old children. They found that 37 percent of children had “low levels of active play” 

(playing that causes the child to sweat and breathe hard less than seven times per week) and 65 

percent of children had “high levels of screen time” (watching television, videos, or using a 

computer more than two hours per day) (Anderson, et al, 2008). 26 percent of children had both 

low active play levels and high levels of screen time (Anderson, et al, 2008). The authors stated 

that their estimates are “conservative” (Anderson, et al, 2008). 

 Other health concerns include rising rates of myopia (nearsightedness) in children. A 

study by Dr. Rose and colleagues found an association between higher levels of total time spent 

outdoors and lower occurrence of myopia in children 12 years of age (Rose, et al, 2008). The 

authors also noted that 12-year-olds with the lowest levels of outdoor activity, coupled with the 

highest levels of “near work activity” were two to three times more likely than their peers to 

develop myopia (Rose, et al, 2008). 

 Vitamin D deficiency is an additional health-related concern. Sunlight exposure is the 

primary way that skin produces vitamin D, which is a vital component for calcium absorption as 

well as other processes in the body. Researchers in 2009 analyzed National Health and Nutrition 
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Examination Survey data and found that 9 percent of 1- to 21-year-old children had a vitamin D 

deficiency (Kumar, et al, 2009). Narrowing the analysis further, those who were more likely to 

have this deficiency were non-Hispanic black or Mexican American older females who were 

obese, drank milk less than once a week, did not take vitamin D supplements, and participated in 

more than 4 hours of screen time daily (Kumar, et al, 2009). 

 Another troubling trend is the role of recess in school. According to the Alliance for 

Childhood (2009), kindergarten has changed “radically” over the last two decades. The Alliance 

argues that “Children now spend far more time being instructed and tested in literacy and math 

than they do learning through play and exploration, exercising their bodies, and using their 

imaginations” (Alliance for Childhood, 2009). They argue this is due to the proliferation of high-

stakes testing and test preparation among these kindergartens (Alliance for Childhood, 2009). 

Included in this article are nine studies that highlight the changes occurring (Alliance for 

Childhood, 2009). The American Academy of Pediatrics found that despite play's benefits for 

both children and adults, “time for free play has been markedly reduced for some children” and 

identified “a hurried lifestyle, changes in family structure, and increased attention to academics 

and enrichment activities at the expense of recess or free child-centered play” (Alliance for 

Childhood, 2009). According to the Alliance for Childhood (2009), 25 percent of teachers 

surveyed in Los Angeles reported they had no time for any kind of free play in their 

kindergartens. 

 Along with the elimination of recess, physical education courses are being eliminated 

from programs across the United States. The Center for Disease Control 2013 report found that 

only “27.1 percent of high school students surveyed had participated in at least 60 minutes per 

day of physical activity all 7 days before the survey” (CDC, 2013). Twenty-nine percent of 
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students surveyed attended physical education class daily (CDC, 2013). This same report found 

that 48 percent of high school students went to physical education classes in an average week 

(CDC, 2013).  A basic PE class can affect future interests and activity levels. The Outdoor 

Foundation found in a 2012 study that: “Among adults who are current outdoor participants, 82 

percent report having a physical education class between the ages of 6 and 12” (Outdoor 

Foundation, 2012). This same report showed that 45 percent of adults who take part in outdoor 

activities also participated in outdoor activities between 6 and 12 years of age (Outdoor 

Foundation, 2012). This report illustrates the importance of getting children outside and the 

ripple effects it can have throughout the rest of their lives. 

 

Research Question 

 These studies paint a startling picture that has mobilized many different sectors, from 

architects to health care practitioners, educators to lawyers, and elected officials to non-profit 

organizations, all interested in breaking down the barriers between children and the natural 

world. While designing more nature-rich cities is the most holistic approach, creating child-

oriented playgrounds that encourage creative, inquiry-driven, and open-ended interactions with 

the natural world is a less formidable initial step. However, the road to cultivating such play 

opportunities is not an easy one. 

 With these things in mind, the question arises: To what extent does the outdoor play 

environment influence types of play and learning for young children? This question can help us 

understand the relationships between a child and the context in which he or she plays. It can also 

identify the role of the play context to environmental learning, inquiry, and awareness. 

 Can we create spaces that benefit the entire child, spiritually, emotionally, physically, 

socially, and mentally? Such a space is vital to development, as well as fostering 
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environmentally-responsible behaviors and healthy habits. Connecting to the natural world as a 

child can lead to a lifelong appreciation of our planet and its varied inhabitants. The remaining 

chapters will explore the research on this subject, components that comprise such an 

environment, and how those components can be implemented in the case study. 

 

Limitations of the Case Study 

 There are two main limitations to this case study. The first relates to the newness of 

nature playscapes. Researching best practices and creative designs for playscape development 

yielded extensive personal website blogs on the subject, but a limited number of guidelines that 

are based on research. The first exception to this is the work by Dr. Joe Frost at the University of 

Texas-Austin. Dr. Frost has spent decades observing play and types of play associated with 

different contexts. The majority of his research focuses on fixed structures and the physical 

benefits associated with gross motor development. He is a proponent of nature-rich play 

environments for children, and argues that a mixture of both fixed and natural environments are 

beneficial to child development. 

 The second source of research on the subject of child development and nature play is the 

Natural Learning Initiative. This research and extension program, which is part of the College of 

Design at North Carolina State University, “promotes the importance of the natural environment 

in the daily experience of all children and families, through design, research, education, and 

dissemination of information” (NLI, 2015). Their research has resulted in several guidelines for 

designing and retro-fitting naturally-infused play environments. 

 Though the vast amount of research articles on the subject were helpful for background 

information, few included specific details of the natural play features. Keeping this limitation in 
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mind, much of the visuals that were used as inspiration for this case study came from the 

Internet. The image-based social networking site Pinterest was used as a search engine to see 

what parents, educators, and community-members were doing across the globe to cultivate 

nature-rich play spaces for children. As more research is done to explore the developmental 

benefits of different natural features, this limitation should become less of an obstacle. 

 Another limitation of this study was not being able to include observations by the 

completion of this thesis. The observation will occur at a later date, once the play features have 

been installed. Observation will be unobtrusive with no interaction with the children. A play 

observation form was created to document specific ways the children used the play features, and 

what types of play were exercised. The initial installation of the suggested play features, outlined 

in Chapter 3, was slow at the EmilyAnn Theatre and Gardens. Once the playscape has been 

completed, the researcher can begin the observation research upon which this project's evaluative 

success depends. 

 

Definitions and Abbreviations 

 Play can be conceptualized as different levels or stages and different types. The author of 

this thesis believes that researchers use the phrase “types of play” to describe different 

categories. For the purpose of this thesis, the author will delineate between types of play and 

levels or stages of play. This is intended to clarify the concepts that play theory explores. 

 Dr. Javiette Samuel (n.d.) of Tennessee State University lists the following six levels of 

play, or what he describes types of play. Mildred Parten, who developed this theory in 1932, also 

described them as stages rather than types (Parten, 1932). Dr. Samuel defines unoccupied play as 

when the child is not engaged at all. Onlooker play means the child watches others play but 

doesn't interact. Solitary play includes the child playing alone, or independently of others. 
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Parallel play sees children playing alongside each other, with limited toy sharing and interaction. 

Associative play as when the child plays with others without organization. Dr. Samuel adds that 

“Many times, each child has a different goal” (Samuel, n.d.). Finally, cooperative play takes 

place when two or more children engage in play and the goal is explicit (Samuel, n.d.). This 

takes the form of sports or board games. 

 Types of play are different than levels of play. The notable types are described below. 

The author argues that children can engage in different types of play, such as creative play, at 

different levels, like parallel. An example of this would be children independently using building 

blocks to create their own worlds next to each other. The play types can occur at different levels 

or stages. 

 

The following are definitions for the most frequently used concepts. 

Affordance– the elements the environment offers or provides to the user (Malone, Trantor, 

2003). 

Biophilia– describes the natural love that children have for the living world (Wilson, 2009). 

Biophobia– describes a fear of nature (Wilson, 2009). 

Cognitive play– allows children to act on the environment and discover and understand 

relationships through their own behavior (Malone, Trantor, 2003). 

Environmental learning– has three dimensions (Malone, Trantor, 2003): 

 learning about the environment supports environment environmental knowledge and 

understanding; 

 learning for the environment directs environmental stewardship; 

 learning in the environment encourages interactions and experiences in the environment. 
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Loose parts– anything that can be moved around, carried, rolled, lifted, piled on top of one 

another, or combined to create interesting and novel structures and experiences (Wilson, 2009). 

Nature playscape– an intentionally designed, dynamic, vegetation-rich play environment that 

nurtures young children's affinity for nature (NPI, 2011); a play environment that uses natural 

materials in lieu of man-made materials (Keeler, 2008). 

Outdoor environmental learning– occurs through opportunities initiated by teachers or students 

to complement or supplement the formal curricula indoors (Malone, Trantor, 2003). 

Play– a set of behaviors that are freely chosen, personally directed, and intrinsically motivated. 

Play is a process, not a product (Penny, 2009). Supporting and expanding on this definition, 

Krasnor and Pepler (1980) and Rubin, Fein, and Vandenberg (1983) define play as including all 

or some of the following characteristics:  

 it is free of choice and performed for its own sake; 

 individuals are more interested in the process of doing than the ends;  

 there is positive affect; 

 sequences of behavior vary from their functional variant;  

 there is an element of fantasy or pretending. 

 

Bob Hughes' 16 Play Types with examples (Wilson, 2009) 

Communications play– e.g. words, jokes, acting, body and sign languages, facial expressions 

Creative play– constructing and creating 

Deep play– risky experiences that confront fear 

Dramatic play– performing or playing with situations that are not personal or domestic, e.g., 

playing “Harry Potter” 

Exploratory play– manipulating, experimenting 
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Fantasy play– rearranges the world in the child's fantastical way 

Imaginative play– pretending 

Locomotor play– chase, swinging, climbing, playing with the movements of your body 

Mastery play– lighting fires, digging holes, games of elemental control 

Object play– playing with objects and exploring their uses and potential 

Recapitulative play– carrying forward the evolutionary deeds of becoming a human being, e.g., 

dressing up with paints and masks, damming streams, growing food 

Role play – exploring other ways of being, pretending to drive a bus or be a policeman or use a 

telephone 

Rough and tumble play– play fighting 

Socio-dramatic play– social drama 

Social play– playing with rules and societal structures 

Symbolic play– when a stick becomes a horse 

 

The following are important abbreviations. 

ADA– Americans with Disabilities Act 

EAT&G– The EmilyAnn Theatre and Gardens 

NPI– Nature Playscape Initiative 

 

Please refer to the Appendix for examples of natural playscapes. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

   

 Children have an innate and vibrant relationship with play. Across the world, children 

engage in a diversity of play behaviors, which researchers have studied for decades. Children 

also exhibit an interest in the natural world at a very young age. In this section the relevant 

research on play, playgrounds and playscapes, and the child's relationship with nature are 

explored. 

 

The Benefits of Nature 

 Humans have evolved in close proximity to nature. Our relationship with the natural 

world is as old as we are. And yet, as we learn more about how integral this connection is, many 

researchers are noticing a decline in time spent in nature-rich environments. This is particularly 

true for children (White, 2012). As our daily lives become more technology oriented, the need 

for nature becomes increasingly important for mental, physical, and emotional health. 

 Through a systematic literature review in 2014, the independent researcher Tim Gill 

explored the benefits of children engaging with the natural world. He found 46 studies that 

executed “good” research methods in their study, and 13 that executed “fair” methods (Gill, 

2014). 33 different studies showed some kind of health benefit for children who engaged with 

nature. These benefits included physical activity (16 studies), mental and emotional health (11 

studies), healthy eating (3 studies), and two articles showed a relationship to motor development 

(Gill, 2014). 

 His second category was well-being, which included quality of outdoor play (2 studies) 

and artic psychosocial health (1 study) (Gill, 2014). Cognitive, the third general benefit category, 

was made up of scientific learning (4), environmental knowledge (2), and two articles illustrating 
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language communication (Gill, 2014). The social category included 4 studies on social skills 

(Gill, 2014). Gill's fifth category of benefits was the emotional and behavioral. The studies found 

a relationship to self-control (2), self-confidence (1), and a link between children's time outdoors 

with self-awareness (1) (Gill, 2014). The final category was ethical and attitudinal benefits. This 

included 13 studies that showed concern for the environment in children, 5 for connectedness to 

nature, and 4 studies for a sense of place (Gill, 2014). 

 Gill (2014) assessed claims with two or more studies with positive findings and no 

contradictory findings as “well supported.” Claims without any contradictory findings were 

classified as “some good support” (Gill, 2014). The claims that were “well supported” are the 

following (Gill, 2014):  

 Spending time in natural environments as a child is associated with adult pro-

environment attitudes and feelings of being connected with the natural world, and is also 

associated with a stronger sense of place. 

 Living near green spaces is associated with greater physical activity.  

 Spending time in nearby nature leads to improvements in mental health and emotion 

regulation, both for specific groups of children (such as those with ADHD) and for 

children as a whole.  

 Children who take part in school gardening projects improve their scientific learning 

more than those who do not, and have healthier eating habits.  

 Experience of green environments is associated with greater environmental knowledge.  

 Play in natural environments leads to improvements in motor fitness for pre-school 

children. 
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 A key finding of Gill's (2014) literature review was the importance of engagement style. 

He discovered that: “While no studies directly compared different styles of engagement, across 

the pool of studies analyzed, more playful styles were associated with both health benefits and 

positive environmental attitudes” (Gill, 2014). More playful styles included free play, child-

initiated learning, exploration, and leisure learning (Gill, 2014). This points to the importance of 

providing some unstructured play time for children to direct their own experience, engagement, 

and learning. 

 Expounding on the benefits mentioned above, children who have consistent contact with 

the outdoors experience improved awareness, curiosity, observation skills, and reasoning (Cain, 

Oakhill, Barnes, & Bryant, 2001; Cobb, 1977; Davidson, 2012). Another study showed that this 

type of development can stimulate life-long learning (Wilson, 1997). A 2005 study by the 

American Institute for Research found that “youth who participate in environmental education 

programs in the outdoors can raise their science test scores by 27 percent.” This same study 

found that these youth also experienced an increase in self-esteem and problem-solving skills, as 

well as an enhanced motivation to learn, and improved behavior in class (AIR, 2005). Another 

study found that children who can view and interact with nature score higher on tests “for 

concentration and self-discipline” (Herrington, 2008). By experiencing and exploring the social, 

physical, and natural world, children can become familiar with natural patterns and systems that 

connect to themselves (Malone & Tranter, 2003). 

 Experiences in the natural world have been beneficially linked to children with learning 

disorders, particularly attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Multiple studies have 

found that after children with ADHD have spent time outdoors, their concentration and ability to 

focus were improved (van den Berg & van den Berg, 2011; Martensson, et al., 2009; Kuo & 
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Faber Taylor, 2004; Faber Taylor, Kuo, & Sullivan, 2001; Wells, 2000). Other studies have 

emphasized garden-based education as a mode of increasing student knowledge (Blair, 2009). 

Older research found that interactions with growing edible food in outdoor settings also had an 

impact on the healthy eating habits of students (Canaris, 1995). Nature rich environments can 

allow children to take on “the new role of being knowledge generators rather than just 

knowledge consumers” (Malone & Tranter, 2003). Empowering children in this way can have 

lifelong impacts on feelings of competence and confidence. 

 A 2005 research study found that 20 minutes each day was sufficient to boost vitality 

levels significantly in college students (Ryan, et al., 2005). Individuals who experience higher 

levels of vitality have higher energy levels, a heightened sense of well-being, and are “more 

resilient to physical illnesses (Rochester, 2013). The nature must be “real” to have these effects. 

Kahn, Severson, and Ruckert (2009) found that technological nature, even high definition 

quality, did not produce the calming or rejuvenating effects seen by Ryan and fellow researchers. 

 Nearby nature has been shown to greatly improve the wellbeing of children. Faber 

Taylor, and Kuo (2006) found that children who spent time outdoors experienced decreased 

anxiety. An earlier study found that children with nearby nature had lower levels of stress (Wells 

and Evans, 2003). These results show how nature can strengthen children's resilience to stressful 

life events (Dennis, Wells, Bishop, 2014). 

 Natural environments are ideal for social development as well. Children who have 

frequent access to play in the natural environment feel more positively about other children 

(Herrington, 2008). Other researchers indicate that children who engage with and enjoy wildlife 

observation and care showed empathy for living creatures (Dighe, 1993). David Orr's research 

found that by cultivating a relationship with the local natural world, children develop a sense of 
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play (Orr, 1992). He said children benefit directly from exploring local vegetation, soils, people, 

and animals (Orr, 1992). 

 Those who spend time outdoors are more likely to exhibit responsible environmental 

behaviors, such as conserving water and composting organic matter (AIR, 2005). Other studies 

have found a link between people who spent time in nature as children and long-term outcomes, 

including stewardship and concern for the environment (Wells & Lekies, 2006; Ballantyne & 

Packer, 2002; Chawla, 1999). Many researchers have interviewed adults who can recall the 

natural or outdoor environments they played in as children (Sebba, 1991). 

 Another research finding relates to conflict and bullying. Bullying may be decreased 

amongst children in outdoor play environments (Malone and Tranter, 2003). Dennis et al. (2014) 

identified the importance of sufficient space for children. When provided with enough room to 

play, competition between children for space was reduced (Dennis, et al, 2014). These 

researchers also found that delineating space, what they called “fuzzy boundaries” (Dennis, et al, 

2014), helped to make successful environments for productive play. 

 Spending time in nature includes physical benefits as well. Diverse school grounds have 

been linked to increased physical activity for children (Bell & Dyment, 2006). Trees, shrubs, and 

broken ground in preschool play environments increase the level of physical activity for children 

between the ages of 4 and 6 (Boldermann, et al., 2006; Cardon, et al. 2008). Other researchers, 

including found that children who play outdoors regularly are leaner and fitter (Fjortoft, 2004; 

Burdette and Whitaker, 2005). At this young age, such activity can reduce the later incidence of 

obesity in early adolescence (Moore, at al. 2003). 

 These same researchers discovered that being outside regularly increases children's 

immune systems (Fjortoft 2004; Burdette and Whitaker, 2005). Young children who are exposed 
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to microbes in in soil and sand were found to have protection from immune-mediated diseases, 

including inflammatory bowel disease and asthma, as well as allergies (Olszak, T. et al., 2012). 

Researchers at Northwestern University found in a 2010 study that “When children are exposed 

to germs and pathogens during infancy their risk of cardiovascular inflammation in adulthood, a 

precursor to heart attacks and strokes, is reduced” (Channick, 2010). 

 

The Benefits of Play  

 Play is a fundamental right for all children. This was established by the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 31 (UNICEF, n.d.). In fact, children will play 

even when they lack toys or when living in the midst of war (White, 2012). Others argue that 

play is children's work (Samuel, n.d.). Children enjoy participating in a many different types of 

play from the physically active to the mentally active. Of course, enjoyment is not the only 

reason why play is important. Children learn about the world through play, while cultivating an 

understanding of how to act within it; in other words, they explore the implications of their 

actions (Gardner, 1973; Piaget, 1999). Through play's process, children develop problem-

solving, flexibility, non-verbal and verbal skills. When playing with others, they learn to 

cooperate, negotiate, communicate appropriately, share, and develop empathy. Additionally, 

children gain confidence through play. This vital process cultivates the child’s sense of wonder, 

the motivation to explore, and the desire to exercise the imagination. Put simply, “Play builds the 

foundation for a lifetime of learning” (White, 2012). 

 A number of researchers have described the benefits of pretend play over the last century. 

The most vocal of these was Lev Vygotsky, a Russian researcher prominent in the first part of 

the 1900s, who argued pretend play is a “leading factor in development” (White, 2012). The 

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment in Ireland lists 10 characteristics of play in 
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alphabetical order (NCCA, 2009). Though overlapping with the play type definitions explored in 

Chapter 1, there are distinctions. The characteristics are: 

 -Active: Children use their bodies and minds in their play. They interact with the 

environment, with materials, and with other people. 

 -Adventurous & risky: Play helps children to explore the unknown. The pretend element 

offers a safety net that encourages children to take risks. 

 -Communicative: Children share information and knowledge in their play. Their 

communication can be verbal or non-verbal, simple or complex. 

 -Enjoyable: Play is fun and exciting, and involves a sense of humor. 

 -Involved: Children become deeply absorbed and focused in their play, concentrating and 

thinking about what they are doing. 

 -Meaningful: Children play about what they have seen and heard, and what they know. 

Plays helps them to build and extend their knowledge, understanding and skills in a way that 

makes sense to them. 

 -Sociable and interactive: Children play alongside or with others. Sometimes they also 

like and need to play alone. 

 -Symbolic: Children imagine and pretend they are playing. They try out new ideas, 

feelings, and roles. They re-enact the past and rehearse the future. This can involve them 

“reading” and “writing” long before they develop these skills. 

 -Therapeutic: Play helps children to express and work through emotions and experiences. 

 -Voluntary: Children choose to play. Their play is spontaneous. They shape it as they go, 

changing the characters, events, objects, and locations. 
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 Play provides wide-ranging physical benefits. Locomotor play, such as running and 

jumping, has been linked to the development of bones and bone strength later in life (Herrington, 

2008). Children who engage regularly in nature-rich environments show advanced motor fitness, 

such as coordination, balance and agility (Fjortoft, 2001), as well as strengthening agility and 

endurance (Malone & Tranter, 2003). Using one's body to navigate the world, like climbing a 

tree or running down a hill, has also been shown to connect the movement to the mind, 

especially in young children (Herrington, 2008). 

 Children who play in outdoor spaces rich with natural materials can experience 

restorative benefits (Korpela, Kytta, & Hartig, 2002; Kaplan & Peterson, 1993; Olds, 2000). 

Terry Hartig (2004) describes restoration as “The process of renewing physical, psychological, 

and social capabilities diminished in ongoing efforts to meet adaptive demands.” Hartig’s (2004) 

beneficial findings recall previously discussed research that found children who have consistent 

experiences in nature are more resilient and able to cope with stressful live events (Dennis, 

Wells, Bishop, 2014). 

 Research shows that for young children, a nature-rich space stimulates imaginative or 

symbolic play (Faber Taylor, Kuo, & Sullivan, 2001). Pretend play is especially beneficial to 

early child development. This type of play is closely related to the theory of mind, which is “An 

awareness that one’s thoughts may differ from those of other persons and that there are a variety 

of perspectives of which each of us is capable” (Kaufman, 2012). This theory s closely related to 

imaginative play. Furthermore, pretend play allows children to express positive and negative 

feelings, and to incorporate emotions and cognition (Jent, Niec, & Baker, 2011; Seja, & Russ, 

1999; Slade & Wolf, 1999). Berk, Mann & Ogan (2006) and Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, Berk, and 

Singer (2009) reviewed a several studies that suggest games involving make-believe “are 
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forerunners of the important capacity for forms of self-regulation including reduced aggression, 

delay of gratification, civility, and empathy” (Kaufman, 2012). 

 Imaginary or pretend play can provide opportunities for young children to exorcise 

creativity and mental flexibility. This can occur on their own terms. In a longitudinal study by 

Russ (2004), early imaginative play was linked to increased creative performance some years 

later. Research by Russ and Fiorelli (2010) supports this claim. 

 Play provides an opportunity for children to share their ideas, feelings, and needs without 

the interruption of adults (Malone & Tranter, 2003). Additionally, children experiment with 

different identities through play, so that they can begin constructing their self. Through this 

process, children learn to negotiate their individual selves when relating to others and how to 

acquire social skills necessary for interacting with peers (Malone & Tranter, 2003). Furthermore, 

playgrounds “support positive interactions between children living with and without disabilities, 

boys and girls, children from different ethnic or racial groups, and children and adults (Moore, 

Goltsman, and Iacofano, 1987). 

 Play environments that are less structured have been linked to decreased conflict. 

Auckland University of Technology and Otago University used the Swanson Primary School in 

Auckland, New Zealand as the site for an experiment on the elimination of playground rules 

(DonorNation, 2014). The researchers found that instances of bullying decreased, while fewer 

children were seriously injured, and acts of vandalism went down, while concentration and 

engagement in the classroom increased (DonorNation, 2014). When the study was complete, the 

principal, Bruce McLachlan, continued the “no rule” policy at the school (DonorNation, 2014). 

This experiment’s findings are supported by earlier work by Malone and Tranter (2003).  
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The Benefits of Risk 

 Many adults who look at the Swanson Primary School playground feel concern for the 

safety of the students. In fact, there is an ongoing push in the United States towards insulating 

children from all situations that could possibly pose a risk, like climbing trees or running down a 

hill. This trend makes it difficult to argue for such instituting a “no rule” playground in the 

United States. However, research showing the benefits of risk in childhood are on the rise. 

 Play contexts allow children to explore risk within safe and secure boundaries (NCCA, 

2009). Children should be able to interact with risk in a way that is appropriate for their age and 

level of development. This is important for healthy development, such as increasing and refining 

motor skills and confidence (Little & Wyver, 2008). Risky play can also developmentally 

prepare them for the future. Researchers Little and Wyver (2008) argue that, unless allowed to 

interact with challenging experiences and explore risk-taking at young ages, children can fail to 

develop adequate decision-making skills, may engage in inappropriate unsafe behaviors, or be 

unable to make sound judgments. Of course, children must not be exposed to hazards, which are 

different from risks in that they are unforeseen and do not give the child an opportunity to make 

an “informed decision” (Finch, 2012). 

 

Affordances & Loose Parts 

 The play environment directly influences the type of play that occurs (Malone & Tranter, 

2003). Play environments that are more diverse, complex, and variable throughout the year can 

lead to more diverse, complex, and variable play for children engage in. Unsurprisingly, research 

findings show that children prefer play environments that are highly challenging, novel, and 

complex (Malone & Tranter, 2003). Such natural environments have a feeling of timelessness 
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that attracts and engages children (White & Stoecklin, 1998). Play spaces that are nature-rich 

have these attributes because of their levels of affordances and wealth of loose parts (Fjørtoft, 

2001). 

 Gibson created the term affordance to describe what the environment “offers the animal, 

what it provides or furnishes, either good or ill” (Gibson, 1977). The environmental affordance 

can also be described as a “measure of its capacity to support children's development” (Malone 

& Tranter, 2003). These are the natural resources provided by the space that children can use. 

Children observe and utilize different affordances at different ages. An environment with an 

array of different affordances can engage children of different ages through playful exploration 

and knowledge acquisition. Some examples of affordances in a nature-rich environment could be 

a large bush that provides a place to hide, a house, a place to climb, and a place to search for 

insects. The environmental perceptions and uses change just as the child changes. This 

developmental aspect must be encouraged by the environment itself (Uzzell, 1988). 

 Loose parts present a nearly unlimited array of affordances. Materials that are malleable, 

mobile, sensory, and transient offer the diverse and varied play environments many researchers 

endorse. These materials also invite the user to explore its characteristics, such as the stickiness 

of a leaf or the coloration of bark. Loose parts present the perfect blending of play and learning. 

 

Characteristics of Playscapes 

 Play research shows that children need a diverse and varied play environment. Some 

emphasize that the “best play environments for children are those which are developed on the 

basis of children's natural play needs” (Malone & Tranter, 2003). Unfortunately, indoor and 

outdoor space providers are not working implement the recommendations outlined in this 

extensive research quickly enough to meet the needs of the youngest generation. 
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 Frost and Klein (1979) explored the range of contemporary playgrounds. They developed 

four categories for these playgrounds (Frost & Klein, 1979). The first category, traditional, 

describes play as “synonymous with physical exercise and recreation” (Frost & Klein, 1979). 

Characteristics of the traditional playground include fixed play equipment that is mass produced, 

with the main purpose of promoting gross motor skills (Frost & Klein, 1979). The designer 

playground places the aesthetics along the gym quality, introducing architecturally infused 

designs and bright, primary colors (Frost & Klein, 1979). Though the range of play experiences 

have expanded, the child is still perceived “as a passive recipient rather than an active play 

maker” (Malone & Tranter, 2003). Adventure playgrounds, originating in Scandinavian countries 

following World War II, work with the natural environment to offer a diversity of play 

opportunities. The focus in this environment is flexibility, so that the child can lead the creation 

and evolution of the space (Malone & Tranter, 2003). These nature-rich environments do include 

varying degrees of risk, and the importance of pedagogical personal, or playworkers, cannot be 

overstated (Malone & Tranter, 2003). These environments encourage intense creative, 

imaginative, and constructive play year-round for all ages. 

 The final category of play environments Frost and Klein (1979) described is the 

creative/comprehensive environment. This is a combination of the other types, blending the 

athleticism of the exercise environment, the architecture of the design environment, and the 

complexity of biological life and natural features in the adventure playground (Frost & Klein, 

1979). The more diverse the context, the greater the range of play behaviors. In the creative or 

comprehensive environment, all learning styles are validated, all stages and types of play 

accommodated. Formal and informal learning can take place in this varied playground, from 

science class to art class. It is a “micro-universe” (Malone & Tranter, 2003) of play contexts. 



24 
 

Though this is the most ideal landscape for play, Frost and Klein (1979) found that the majority 

of playgrounds in the United States during that time were included in the traditional playground 

category. 

 The “surplus energy theory” has played a dominant and limiting role in play theory for 

decades (Evans, Pellegrini, 1997). This model has been more influential than any other play 

theory in the design of school play environments (Malone & Tranter, 2003). Malone and Tranter 

(2003) argue that schoolgrounds are too often categorized as areas for play and sport, rather than 

education and learning. Tracing back to Herbert Spencer's 1855 book Principles of Psychology, 

this theory states that children play mainly to eliminate excess energy (Spencer, 1855). Though 

dismissed by numerous researchers and theorists today, the education community has not 

relinquished its reliance on this theory (Malone & Tranter, 2003). The potential learning 

opportunities provided by nature-rich play environments will continue to go underutilized until 

this theory is fully rejected among schools. 

 A 2014 study explored early childhood education nature-based outdoor classrooms and 

identified the components of the most successful environments (Dennis, et al., 2014). These 

components are (Dennis, et al., 2014).:  

 Maximized choices;  

 Many distinct spaces, especially child-sized ones;  

 Play affordances within pathways and borders;  

 Encouragement of spatial evolution;  

 Ongoing support from stakeholders  
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 Maximized choices relate to the spaces for play, the materials for play (loose parts), and 

the collaborators for play. Dennis et al. (2014) found less competition over resources occurred 

when there was plentiful and diverse materials. Along the same lines, the greater the number and 

variety of play environments was linked to longer periods of exploration, lower rates of negative 

behaviors, and increased cooperative play (Dennis, et al., 2014). Child-sized spaces were 

reported as particularly important to the play environment (Dennis, et al., 2014). Though many 

of them are unplanned, various small spaces provide “self-calming, solitary experiences, [and] a 

sense of autonomy” (Dennis, et al., 2014). Some children use this kind of space to recover from 

being overwhelmed, to be alone, or to cultivate a special individual connection to the space.  

Pathways were identified as particularly important for children with special needs, 

“especially for initial exploration and self-calming routines” (Dennis, et al., 2014). Pathways link 

the different areas of the space and provide numerous affordances (Dennis, et al., 2014). In their 

research, Dennis et al. (2014) also found that respondents greatly appreciated a flexible or 

evolving space. The final finding was how important the role of community engagement, such as 

parents, donors, neighbors, older students and local businesses, is to how children play in the 

space (Dennis, et al., 2014). 

 An earlier study by Wendy Titman outlined 4 essential features that children looked for 

in a play environment (Titman, 1994). The first component is a “place for doing” (Titman, 

1994), which recognizes the needs of children to be active, to develop new skills, and to 

encounter challenges and risks. The second element is a “place for thinking” (Titman, 1994), 

which offers chances to discover and study the world they live in, whether that is by themselves 

or with friends. The third feature is a “place for feeling” (Titman, 1994), where children can 

cultivate a sense of ownership and belonging, and “where they could care for the place and 
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people in it and feel cared for themselves” (Malone & Tranter, 2003). The final piece that Titman 

(1994) identified is “a place for being,” which allows for the children to present their individual 

and authentic selves, and all of the needs that come with it, including privacy or being quiet in a 

loud classroom. 

 Traditional playgrounds are limited in a variety of ways, one of which is that they do not 

accommodate children with disabilities. Boundless Playgrounds are designed for children with 

disabilities (particularly children using wheelchairs, and children with visual and cognitive 

impairments) and without disabilities to play together (Kodjebacheva, 2008). The Americans 

with Disabilities Act (ADA) adopted requirements for children living with disabilities, including 

at least one of each type of play feature or structure at ground level be wheelchair accessible 

(Thompson, Hudson, & Bowers, 2002). The requirements in the ADA change depending on the 

number of play components, which the legislation emphasizes “are minimum requirements and 

that playground designers should attempt to go beyond these guidelines” (Kodjebacheva, 2008). 

As the legislation points out, these requirements are not enough to provide a wide range of play 

opportunities that are afforded to children living with disabilities (Kodjebacheva, 2008). 

Moreover, these guidelines may not consider other children living with disabilities, who have 

limited or no access to play options (Kodjebacheva, 2008). There is much room for improvement 

for playgrounds to become more accessible to all children, especially traditional playgrounds. 

 Despite the proliferation of traditional playgrounds over the last several decades, many 

parents, teachers, community leaders, health care professionals, and elected officials are turning 

to more natural environments. This trend towards natural playscapes was due in part to Richard 

Louv's work on “nature deficit disorder” and increasing awareness of more radical play areas, 

such as The Anarchy Zone in Ithaca, New York. 
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 Natural playscapes have specific characteristics that set them apart from other play 

environments. The Nature Playscape Initiative, part of the Cincinnati Nature Center, has 

described what makes a natural playscape. The NPI outlines the following principals for natural 

settings that are designed for children (2011): 

 1. Playscapes elicit hands-on, multi-sensory, unique, and personal experiences for 

children where nature is the focus, not man-made materials. 

 2. Areas within the playscape are designed to be open-ended with multiple and divergent 

uses. Materials and spaces are not designed to be used in pre-determined ways. 

 3. Playscape plants and materials are ones that can be found in nature, preferably 

indigenous to the local landscape. 

 4. Playscape materials provide affordances or opportunities to be touched, manipulated, 

dug, moved, picked, dammed, climbed, built, and experienced by children as they choose to do 

so. 

 5. Playscapes are built to encourage risk-taking, investigation, language, sensory 

experiences, child-directed dramatic and themed play, and collaborative and active play. 

 In the article Playscapes: Designs for Play, Exploration, and Science Inquiry (2011), the 

NPI lists the following features to be integral to the nature playscape: accessible water; un-level 

topography; gardens and/or edible landscape materials; sand, rocks, boulders; trees, grasses, 

shrubs, flowers, herbs, etc.; nature-themed art; pathways and gathering spaces; hiding places, 

tunnels, felled logs, and digging pits; seating for adults to observe children's play; and storage for 

child-sized equipment (shovels, binoculars, bug boxes, etc.) Some play equipment may be 

included but should not intrude upon or dominate the space (NPI, 2011). These guiding 
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principles and feature recommendations are greatly influencing the current trend towards 

naturalizing play environments for children. 

 Nature can make children healthier, smarter, and feel better. Play’s benefits are extensive 

and bolster the development of the whole child. Constructing environments where individuals 

can cultivate both a connection to the environment and childhood development are becoming 

more popular in the United States. However, there is much work to be done to counter the 

prevalence of more rigid playgrounds that lack natural features and only cater to certain children, 

at certain ages, with certain physical abilities. 

 

Connection to the Thesis Case Study 

 This research was integral to the development of the natural playscape plan for the 

EmilyAnn Theatre and Gardens. The features in the plan were greatly influenced by Rusty 

Keeler's 2008 book entitled Natural Playscapes, which detailed what features are most 

beneficial. In addition to Keeler's experience creating nature-rich play environments, the research 

findings explored in this chapter provided the credibility to recommend each specific feature. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

PROJECT OVERVIEW 

 

 In this chapter I detail my experience as an environmental educator at the EmilyAnn 

Theatre and Gardens creating natural playscapes. The term “playscape” is used instead of 

“playground.” Rusty Keeler, author of Natural Playscapes and owner of Earthplay, says 

playscape “hints at the idea of a “landscape for play” while playground conjures more traditional 

images of fixed structures (Keeler, 2008). Nature playscapes use natural materials in lieu of man-

made ones, integrating native flora, providing habitat for local fauna, and loose parts to create an 

engrossing space for discovery and delight. These areas go through seasonal changes and align 

play's journey and adventures with the natural world. Because of this, the opportunity and 

potential for playful experiences are nearly infinite, as nature is neither stagnant nor entirely 

predictable. 

 This case study includes the planning, designing, and implementation of natural 

playscape features. As a part-time employee, I planned and designed the natural playscape 

features. Though not directly involved with implementation, I continue to communicate with the 

EmilyAnn Theatre and Gardens staff regarding the project. 

The natural playscape project began in 2014 and continues for the next several years at 

the EmilyAnn Theatre and Gardens. Due to monetary restrictions, one play feature is the focus 

for installation at a time. There are over a dozen features proposed for the whole property. 

Depending upon the cost of the feature as well as community interest, some proposed features 

may be eliminated from the plan or adjusted to fit the needs of the Wimberley Valley 

community. 
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Description of Community & Site 

 The EmilyAnn Theatre and Gardens (EAT&G) is located an hour southwest of Austin, 

Texas and 45 minutes northwest of San Antonio in the small town of Wimberley, located in 

Hays County. Nestled in the Texas Hill Country, Wimberley less than 3,000 residents and boasts 

an artistic and active community. Cypress Creek, which is sustained by artesian springs, runs 

through the town square and provides habitat for important Hill Country wildlife. As an old mill 

town, the creek is the main reason why Wimberley was established here. The water provides 

unique swimming areas and beautiful natural scenes that attract tourists year-round. 

 The EAT&G is a non-profit organization formed in 1998 that continues to grow each 

year. The mission of the EAT&G is “To reinvest in the dignity of the human spirit through the 

performing arts, the beauty of nature and community fellowship.” This 12-acre property was 

founded in honor of Emily Ann Rolling, who was killed in a drunk-driving accident in 1996. Her 

parents, Ann and Norm, created the theater to celebrate their daughter's love of William 

Shakespeare theatrical performances and costume design. Today, the theater has a year-long 

program with performances for all ages. Theater classes are offered to children and teenagers. 

Numerous interactive features, such as the Music Garden and the play stages, are scattered across 

the site. The Veterans Memorial Plaza sits at the top of the hill. 

 From the outset, Ann and Norm Rolling had an interest in the natural world. The 

inclusion of the lush and varied gardens on site made this apparent to early visitors. Their love of 

nature lead them to consider an annual nature-themed event. The EAT&G established the 

Butterfly Festival as a yearly fundraiser and took the opportunity to invite Master Naturalist 

volunteers, as well as other local organizations, to be a part of the festivities. The event takes 

place in April and provides a chance for local elementary school classrooms to watch chrysalises 
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transform into butterflies. On the day of the event, these students release their butterflies into 

nature. This program is aligned with the Texas Education Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) which 

are the state educational standards for students. The butterfly program facilitates hands-on 

experiences that develop skills and facilitate a nature-human connection that are vital for future 

environmental stewards. This was the first environmental education program at EAT&G and 

paved the way for additional offerings. 

 

Natural Playscape Planning 

 In 2014, I was hired to create and lead the first nature summer camp at EAT&G. The 

primary goal of the camp was to facilitate positive interactions between 5 to 8-year-old children 

and the natural world. The secondary goal was to offer meaningful opportunities to learn about 

the environment and its inhabitants. Each week had a different theme including water, birds, 

insects, and decomposition and recycling. The camp was offered again in the summer of 2015. A 

staff evaluation of the first camp resulted in programming and schedule changes for the second 

camp. These changes helped make the camp more convenient for parents, more engrossing for 

campers, and more competitive with other nature or science themed summer camps in the area. 

 During the 2014 planning process, my growing interest in unstructured nature play and 

playscape development became apparent to Ann and Norm. Staff at EAT&G had been involved 

with planning play features for several years, yet none had yet been installed due to a series of 

hurdles. Ann and Norm were looking for someone to bring new energy and fresh ideas to the 

project. They invited me to develop a new natural playscape plan for the site. Though they had a 

few ideas in mind for play features, they stated that I should “dream big” and offered little other 

guidance. 
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 The EAT&G staff organized a small meeting in May 2014 of local mothers who were 

interested in the nature playscape project. Attendees included the wife of a county commissioner 

and other mothers involved with the efforts at EAT&G. They voiced frustration that the 

Wimberley community offered no play environments suitable for children below 5 years of age. 

Too many of the play environments, they argued, were designed for older children and present 

safety concerns for young ones. The mothers shared enthusiasm and interest in a greater diversity 

of play contexts, especially ones that were nature-rich. The mothers were happy to hear about 

our playscape intentions, even if their children would be too old to use the features when they 

were installed. 

 Designing for this specific community was one of my primary goals. Keeping their 

concerns in mind, many of the play features I chose provide development benefits to the age 

range they specified. Many of the components in my plan are intended to offer a wide range of 

developmentally appropriate activities that young children can safely engage. Such components 

include activities that encourage the use of fine motor skills, the development of social 

interaction and cognition, as well as sensory exploration. 

 The other main concern this playscape plan aimed to address is the on-going trend that 

Richard Louv dubbed “nature deficit disorder.” His argument, outlined in the book Last Child in 

the Woods, is that fewer children are spending time outside than previous generations, which is 

leading to increasing behavioral problems and health concerns (Louv, 2005). He identified a 

handful of issues contributing to the “disorder,” some of which were included in Chapter 1 of 

this thesis. As the literature review briefly illustrated, the benefits of spending time in nature are 

extensive. 
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Methodology: Nature Playscape Plan 

 There were two main areas that the Executive Director of EAT&G, Ann Rolling, wanted 

me to tackle first in the playscape plan. Justin's Castle, the primary area, is located up the hill 

from the main entrance. It is situated between the Music Garden and the Sensory Garden. The 

castle sits in the shade of an oak tree and has open space around it. It is a simple square building 

with a wooden platform for entrance. The interior of the castle is sparse and has some graffiti on 

the walls. On one wall is a marble-tunnel run that does not appear well-maintained. Christmas 

decorations seem to exist in the castle year-round. Next to the castle and near the Sensory 

Garden is a stretch of thick and sprawling Ashe Juniper trees. Down the hill slightly is the main 

concession stand for large events and a series of play stages for children. 

The second priority area is informally referred to as the Dinosaur Dig. This is located on 

the right of the entrance to the gardens at the bottom of the hill. The area is open and the ground 

well trampled. There is a sand pit surrounded by large logs for seating and climbing. There are 

several large metal dinosaurs made by local a resident that are clustered in the area. These 

dinosaurs are examples of creatures that once lived in the Hill Country millennia ago. There is 

limited shade here but the sprawling quality of the area is still inviting for children for most of 

the year. 

 There are more than ten other identified locations on site that would benefit from a 

natural playscape feature. These span the property, from the forested area at the bottom of the 

hill to the shady north side of the hilltop. Each location was selected based on its accessibility for 

children and parents, as well as its own unique characteristics that would lend to an engaging 

experience. 
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 As I began planning, I decided to be as thematic as possible so that each play feature 

visually fits into its surroundings. I believe this makes the play environment more credible and 

inviting, as the feature helps to weave a more holistic and consistent background for play. With 

this approach in mind, I chose to include a moat around Justin's Castle in the plan. I was not 

limited in my view of how the moat would be crafted, but left it open to the EAT&G staff. I also 

proposed a wooden bridge that would cross the moat. Ann and I had discussed a boat for this 

area, which I suggested be placed “in” the moat and stabilized. Some suggested additions include 

wooden oars, weather-resistant fishing poles, and a spy-glass to survey the area. This feature 

aims to encourage imaginative or pretend play, which are considered especially important for 

child development (Kaufman, 2012). 

 

 
Justin’s Castle. Photo taken by Briane Willis December 2014 before improvements. 
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 The main proposed play feature around the Dinosaur Dig is the sand pit. Playing off the 

existing experiential and hands-on play space, I proposed we add a soil kitchen and a water 

feature. In this shade of the nearby Ashe Juniper trees, I suggested we grow a cluster of living 

willow huts that are child-sized (these were subsequently moved to the woods to connect with 

the Secret Garden). At least 3 benches should be placed in the shade for parents to rest 

comfortably while still having immediate access to their children. Because of the spaciousness of 

this area, I initially suggested growing a seasonal sunflower house or maze, but a local flower 

business recommended against this. The sensory materials provide numerous affordances while 

discreetly teaching children and the properties of materials (Fjørtoft, 2001). Child-size features, 

such as the huts and maze, give children a sense of ownership and belonging (Dennis, et al., 

2014; Malone & Tranter, 2003). 

 

Dinosaur Dig. Photo taken by Briane Willis December 2014 before improvements. 
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 As a play and educational feature, I developed something I call Karst Showers. Karst is a 

geological term that describes the holes, aquifers, and caves present in limestone in our area. 

This unique geology dictates where most of our drinking water comes from in the Texas Hill 

Country. To help individuals understand karst geology, I imagined stabilizing a number of these 

“Swiss cheese” rocks high enough that children can crouch under them. Another person will then 

pour water into the rocks, thereby “raining” on those below. This activity demonstrates how 

water eats its way through (or erodes) rock creating channels that connect to the aquifer. I have 

participated in a smaller-scale activity previously and many children grew transfixed by how 

quickly the water flowed through the rock in a large tub. Many young children were drawn to the 

physical movement and repetition of the activity. Adding the full body sensory element (being 

rained on) creates an even richer tactile learning experience. I proposed we create such an 

activity near the water feature and close enough to a garden bed so the water would be reused. 

This would be an additional sensory experiences that couches learning in play (Malone & 

Tranter, 2003). 

 For another educational component, I included an insect hotel that would allow visitors to 

observe how insects live over time. This feature presents a non-intimidating introduction to 

insects that could help children who are afraid of insects to work through their fears. Interacting 

with or observing this hotel repeatedly can help children develop empathy for living creatures, 

even ones that are frequently despised (Dighe, 1993). 

 The forested area inspired me to include a fairy garden in the playscape plan. This idea 

was a very flexible one, as I knew it would grow organically with the involvement of others. 

Discussing the potential of the forested area with Ann, we agreed that most of the forest should 

remain “wild” without trails or constructed features. The extent of our efforts was to clear some 
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of the underbrush to eliminate the fire hazard. I found this play area to be particularly exciting 

because a forest environment offers a wealth of play, learning, and hands-on opportunities 

(Keeler, 2008). 

 I included two percussive features in my plan that would complement the Music Garden. 

These are a stump drum set and a hanging bamboo walkway that would be sensory on multiple 

levels. Music is an important ingredient for connecting young people with nature (Keeler, 2008). 

In other areas, I suggested we add wooden structures that can double as a place to climb or sit on. 

These “pals” as I call them would be shaped as creatures children can encounter in the garden: a 

snail, caterpillar, ladybug, dragonfly, butterfly, spider, or frog. This is an easy way to engage a 

local artist as well as re-use wooden materials already available on site (Keeler, 2008). 

 Children who engage in running on site create safety concerns for EAT&G staff. The 

places where most of the running occurs are caliche trails near the picnic bench area. To create a 

space where children can run, scramble, and roll more safely, I suggested we develop an area 

named Hill Heaven to be located conveniently close to the picnic bench area. I recommended 

this hill be large enough to have tire steps up the side, an open-air slide on another, and a tunnel 

going through the middle of the hill. It could also be a series of three hills, one specific (but not 

limited to) affordance for each hill. The decision regarding the number of hills was left up to the 

staff so they could consider what would be most appropriate to construct. This feature can 

encourage cooperative play and provide an opportunity for active play in one designated area 

(Dennis, et al., 2014). Shaded seating around Hill Heaven is included in the plan so that parents 

can be close to their children in case of injury or conflict. 

 Considering the great interest in environmental education at EAT&G as well as in the 

Wimberley Valley community, I added an outdoor classroom to the plan. This, like all of the 
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other features, can take any form the EAT&G staff think is best. I recommended a very simple 

approach, such as arranging stumps in a half circle pointing to face the “front” of the classroom. 

I emphasized the importance of establishing such a gathering place in the shade. Though we have 

not yet determined a location, this classroom will be in a secluded area of the property. 

 Within the existing Sensory Garden, I envisioned a sensory walk and wall for young 

children. This would entail a series of tiles that have different textures, such as pea gravel, 

mulch, or smooth stone on the walkway, and metals, shells, or wood on the wall. This would 

continue the use of the senses, which are already ignited by the garden. This area aims to engage 

and delight young children through the use of their eyes, nose, fingers, and mouth (when 

supervised by a parent or educator) (NPI, 2011). 

 Between the Dinosaur Dig and Hill Heaven, I imagined a cluster of containers with loose 

parts. These would be protected by the weather but would be available any time the site is open. 

The loose parts can include sticks, tree cookies, leaves, stones, bamboo poles, acorns, straw, 

boards, pipes, etc. These materials would be seasonal and would require replenishment over 

time. 

 Other proposed play features include: a weather station at the top of the hill, natural art 

gallery inspired by the work of Andy Goldsworthy, additional child-sized huts and hideaways, 

balance beams, and a puppet theater. Future possibilities include a power generating bicycle, 

educational discovery boxes, interpretive signage, rainwater tanks, and a children's garden that is 

maintained by students and visitors. 

 

 

Please refer to the Appendix for images of natural playscape features. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

 

Implementation 

 Implementation of my natural playscape plan began in spring 2015. EAT&G decided that 

involving different groups in the implementation process would be beneficial for the success and 

effectiveness of the playscape. They invited a local Girl Scout troop to install some of the 

recommended play features on site. After touring the site, the group shared an interest in Justin's 

Castle's moat, as well as the “fairy forest” (what became known as the Secret Garden). With the 

support of EAT&G staff and scout parents, the troop decided these were the projects they would 

install. The troop also volunteered to construct a GaGa ball pit across from the Secret Garden as 

a separate project on site. GaGa is a variation of dodgeball in a hexagonal or octagonal court. 

 The Girl Scouts started with Justin's Castle in March. Using stones recovered from the 

site, they created a semi-circle around the front of the castle to represent the pretend moat. To 

outline the moat the scouts used Ashe Juniper posts from the site. The forested area to the right 

side of the castle was cleared by staff to create a sandy “courtyard” space for young children to 

play in the shade near the Sensory Garden. Initially, Ann and Norm had planned to re-use a 

kayak that was donated by a community-member for the moat. However, staff decided it was not 

the safest nor most convenient boat for play. At the time of this writing, the staff was still 

locating an adequate boat. The oars, fishing pole, and spyglass will accompany the boat 

installation. 
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Justin’s Castle with moat. Photo credit: Briane Willis. 

 

Soon after Justin’s Castle’s moat was completed, the Girl Scouts tackled the fairy forest. 

Prior to installation, the forested area was a dense Ashe Juniper thicket. The scouts created a 

large entrance to the forest and decorated it to catch attention. The scouts cleared a small trail 

through the trees that wound close to the dry creek-bed. The majority of the organic debris, 

including underbrush and broken limbs, was removed. The scouts added a variety of trinkets, 

flowers, signs and flower pots along the trail, hanging them from branches and depositing them 

inside tree nooks. Quickly, the forest filled with items from other visitors, including small 

houses, artificial birds, message rocks, a bathing pool, and areas specifically designed for 

miniature magical forest inhabitants. Over time, more and more people contributed additional 

special items to the fairy forest. Upon completion of the fairy forest, Ann named it the Secret 
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Garden. Ann felt that the term “fairy” had high teasing potential and was interested in making 

sure boys felt comfortable using the forest as well. 

 

 
Secret Garden complete. Photo credit: Briane Willis. 

 

Utilization 

During the 2015 nature summer camp, a group of eight 5-8 year-olds explored the newly 

installed Secret Garden in search of birds and reptiles. These activities were largely unstructured, 

allowing the campers to observe the forested area and experience this unique environment. 

Though it was difficult for the campers to settle down initially, most of the group was able to 

focus their attention on the male and female cardinals darting through the Ashe Juniper trees. I 

instructed the campers to un-focus their eyes for a moment to catch the movement of wildlife. 
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This worked well for several of the campers, who felt greatly rewarded for their stillness and 

quiet. 

 We also christened the future Soil Kitchen near the Dinosaur Dig during the summer 

camp’s Water Day. As an informal pilot study, we used a kiddy-pool and a pile of dirt 

temporarily borrowed from a new garden bed to observe how the campers would use the soil. 

We set this up as an unstructured free play opportunity on the last day at camp.   

With only plastic hand shovels and buckets, the children explored the properties of water and 

soil through inquiry-based play. The children quickly realized the proximity to the sand pit and 

play spilled over into that area as well. Several different types of play occurred during this 

period: 

 Exploratory play- the campers were drawn to sensory explorations of the materials, such 

as touching the soil and water separately, then together, and with both hands and feet. 

 Creative play- the campers created their own mud mountain, complete with valleys, 

lakes, landscapes, and floods. 

 Imaginative play- the campers were inspired by their muddy bodies to pretend to be 

monsters. They made funny faces for the camera, dug in the sand in search of monster-

food, threatened to chase others, and walked with arms outstretched like zombies around 

the sand pit. 

 Communications play- the campers used facial expressions to communicate to others 

how the mud was making them feel, i.e. making disgusted faces while smiling as the mud 

oozed between their toes. 
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Mud play at the future site of the Soil Kitchen. Photo credit: Briane Willis. 

 
Mud play in the Dinosaur Dig sand pit. Photo credit: Briane Willis. 



44 
 

 
Mud play at the future site of the Soil Kitchen. Photo credit: Briane Willis. 

 
Mud & sand zombie pretend play at the Dinosaur Dig. Photo credit: Briane Willis. 
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 The campers seemed to have an incredible time creating, pretending, and making a mess 

with the soil and sand. As an observer, there appeared to be something deeply satisfying to 

several of the younger campers who engaged in the repetition of pouring the water and sculpting 

the mud. There was also sufficient buy-in from the campers, meaning that even when a boy 

jumped in the muddy water without warning and splattered the others, there was only positive 

surprise. The older campers were quite happy with the opportunity to engage with more pretend 

and imaginative play, while the younger campers spent most of their time creating and 

constructing with the soil and sand. 

The success of this initial experiment with mud was due in part to talking with the parents 

about the plans for Water Day. Summer camp staff told the parents the day before that this dirty 

playtime would occur, which allowed them to get used to the idea and to send extra clothes with 

the campers. Another benefit was making sure the summer camp staff stepped back and did not 

disrupt the natural flow of play. The children had the space, the material resources, and the 

confidence to explore on their own terms. Children’s terms are vital and important. Once the Soil 

Kitchen has officially been installed, these terms will continue to be validated at EAT&G. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



46 
 

CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

 The case study explored in this thesis was intended to meet the needs of the Wimberley 

Valley. This community has a limited number of play environments, and most of the existing 

playgrounds provide only fixed structures (traditional playgrounds), which are not accessible to 

children of certain age ranges or abilities. The variety of features proposed to the EmilyAnn 

Theatre and Garden staff in this author's plan were based on research findings spanning decades. 

Inspiration for specific features was found by researching real playscapes in different countries 

that incorporate natural materials and complement the natural world. Though not yet wholly 

implemented, the playscape features at EAT&G will invite children of all ages to investigate, 

create, destroy, empathize, hypothesize, experiment, and understand. 

 

Recommendations for Developers of Play Environments 

 Many parents, teachers, and other community leaders are taking it upon themselves to 

offer spaces for play and learning. While researching natural playscape features for this thesis, 

the author found a surprising and encouraging number from all over the world. The majority of 

them were inspiring, though some were more aesthetic than functional. Though no two were 

exactly alike, there are specific characteristics of the designing process as well as the play 

environment the author noticed. The following are recommendations based on this research and 

the case study process. 

 

1. Identify stakeholders and invite them into the discussion as early as possible. 

Stakeholders are parents, teachers, nature centers, gardening clubs, universities, research 
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centers, psychologists, health practitioners, elected officials, and others. Community 

members are experts regarding what the local needs are, and will have a wealth of ideas 

and opinions about how to make the project successful. With stakeholder investment, the 

project is more likely to fill a specific need, have positive outcomes such as a sense of 

ownership and community, and be sustainable in terms of maintenance, finance, and use. 

2. Begin searching for funding sources as soon as possible. The stakeholder, planning, and 

funding processes all take more time than initially considered. Identifying funder sources 

early can make the whole process smoother. Funding sources could be botanical stores, 

nonprofit organizations, or environmental groups. When thinking about what features are 

appropriate, also consider ways groups could donate materials or sponsor components of 

the playscape. Landscaping companies or arborists could contribute mulch, tree cookies, 

balance beams, or logs for creating pathways. A local theater group might offer old 

costumes for the children to use on a performance stage. A local school cafeterias could 

donate utensils and cooking items for a mud kitchen play feature. Libraries could donate 

books for a nature reading nook. A university could sponsor an outdoor classroom. 

3. Along the same lines as funding, collaborative partners should be established for your 

project early in the process. Perhaps a local business is looking to fulfill part of its 

environmental mission, which could mean a strong alliance for the natural playscape 

project. Partnerships show funders that your project is tied to the community and 

supported by residents. These partners become invested in the project and can develop a 

sense of ownership and connection they previously would not have. It also provides a 

rich opportunity to join forces, share resources, and create alliances that could lead to 

future projects. 
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4. When planning the playscape, make an inventory of local resources, such as fallen trees, 

boulders, canoes, pallets, mulch, and sand. These resources include the landscape itself. It 

is vital to design with the landscape, so that the playscape feels woven into the physical 

space rather than deposited on top of it. Let the space guide the planners so that the 

resulting play environment feels authentic, enveloping, and more established than it will 

be in terms of age. Topography is especially important to design with. Give children the 

opportunity run, roll, clamor, and chase. Old growth trees offer a limitless array of 

environmental learning potential. Unruly bushes offer a private and exciting world that is 

perfectly suited for children. If a source of water exists, utilize that in the playscape plan, 

as water provides sensory play and exploration possibilities unlike any other. 

5. Seek out less obvious local resources, including people. For example, a local high school 

might have a mosaic class that could volunteer its services for decorating a drinking 

water fountain. Another great potential is wood workers who could craft unique seating 

out of an old tree trunk or insect shaped climbing structures for a garden. Community 

members could contribute skills for programming or events, such as a children's 

gardening class or crafting with natural materials. 

6. When planning the playscape, brainstorm ways that the features could be used as the 

focus of an event or program. Programming and events are integral to cultivating a sense 

of community that is long lasting and vibrant. A soil kitchen works well as a rallying 

point for celebrating International Mud Day. A natural art gallery presents an opportunity 

to establish an Andy Goldsworthy Day, where children to make art together, describe 

their inspiration, and share with others. Or perhaps the site where the playscape will be 

installed has an existing wooded area rich with a sense of magic, creating the perfect 
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context for a Halloween dress up night for families. Events and programs give the 

community a reason to visit the site, as well as providing a chance for the facilitators to 

collect revenue, if appropriate. These activities strengthen the community's internal 

connections, as well as relationship to the site or playscape. 

7. For long-term effectiveness, consider using multiple evaluative tools. Evaluation is 

critical to understanding the success of the playscape. One option is to use observation 

forms to identify how and where the children engage with the playscape. This entails a 

volunteer or staff member spending time at the site documenting and mapping play 

behaviors. Another option is surveys of parents and families who attend the site. Surveys 

are challenging to design correctly and can be costly to implement, but provide an 

interesting parental perspective. Depending on the type of evaluation being implemented, 

interviews of children using the space can offer rich descriptions and perspective 

regarding how to make the space better. In fact, bringing the children into the planning 

process as a unique group of stakeholders is an enlightening way to design the space 

specifically for who will use it most. Obtain parental permission before speaking to 

children. 

8. The final recommendation for developing and implementing a natural playscape relates 

to flexibility. The initial plan will, and should, change over time. Perhaps the garden 

suggested for the entrance was going to have a wealth of flowering plants, but due to a 

drought, stakeholders recommended installing a xeriscape garden instead. Or maybe a 

large tree donated by a local homeowner for a picnic table has biodegraded while in 

storage, offering instead a great opportunity for visitors to observe decomposition and 

habitat. Flexibility allows for creative readjustment, improvement of the project, and 
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avoidance of project burn-out. It also shows that the project leaders are willing to make 

changes that reflect the opinions and needs of the community, while communicating to 

stakeholders and investors that the leaders are capable and responsible. 

 

Case Study Next Steps 

 The search for a boat suitable for Justin's Castle continues. The boat must be stable and 

safe for children to use, while keeping in mind it will be extensively weathered and battered by 

use. The staff still must agree on the stabilization method. 

 The Soil Kitchen is scheduled to be installed next. EAT&G staff had hoped to have it in 

place by June 29th, which is International Mud Day, but this goal was not reached. During the 

2015 nature summer camp at EAT&G, our water/mud day was such an engrossing experience 

for the campers that they did not want to leave.  

 Following the completion of the Soil Kitchen, EAT&G staff will begin creating the hill(s) 

associated with Hill Heaven. The final design of this feature has been left up to Norm, who is in 

charge of the gardens. He voiced an interest in one central hill that has the slide and steps. The 

staff is looking for a slide to be donated. 

 Once these features have been completed, I will begin my observation research at 

EAT&G. I will observe 1 to 2 times per week over the course of several months to collect 

sufficient data about who engages with the play features, how, and for how long. In addition to 

measuring play characteristics, I will also collect information about age, ethnicity, number of 

participating children, and presence or role of caregivers. 

 This data will be compared to pre-playscape observations to explore the relationship 

between the types of play that occur, the existing features, and new features. This analysis will 
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provide a localized answer to the research question. The research will also be used for a 

preliminary evaluation of the nature play features. Finally, the observation research will highlight 

play features in need of improvement, expansion, or elimination. 

 

Possibilities for Future Research 

 Work on this thesis has inspired interest in observational research. The author plans to 

explore the direct relationship between the play environment and the type of play that occurs. 

This research will take the form of unobtrusive observations of children in different 

environments in Central Texas, from traditional playgrounds to nature-rich playscapes. On a 

localized level, this work will further explore the way that affordances inspire certain levels of 

play and how children utilize those affordances. Another possible research project for the author 

includes observational research prior to and following a natural playscape installation. This 

research is useful for persuading other administrators, parents, and community-leaders about the 

benefits of unstructured nature play. Additional playscape development for different natural 

sites, as well as the needs assessment and evaluative research associated with it, is also on the 

horizon for the author. Other researchers should explore these topics in a variety of contexts, 

looking at different age groups, backgrounds, and communities around the world for more 

specific understanding. 

 

 

Summary 

 Children who spend time in a natural area are happier, healthier, and smarter than those 

who lack a relationship with the outdoors. A growing body of research describes the extensive 

and varied benefits provided to children who spend time nature, including physical, mental, 
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academic, personal, social, and creative. Though the reasons for children to spend more 

unstructured time in nature are numerous and growing, endeavors to offer more diverse and 

nature-rich play environments are only beginning to gain traction in cities and states in North 

America. Unfortunately, a host of barriers still remain in the United States when it comes to 

providing rich and meaningful environments for play, such as increasing rates of technology use 

among children, fear of strangers, and overly-scheduled childhoods. 

 Communities have a responsibility to provide safe, developmentally appropriate, 

engaging, and diverse play environments for youth. These play environments must be accessible 

to families regardless of income levels, cultural background, language, or disability. Though it 

may sound like a daunting task for many communities, natural playscapes provide a relatively 

low-cost option for improving play opportunities for families. To be successful, the natural 

playscape must fit into the unique and specific community it is intended for. This means it 

cannot be a one-size-fits-all template, and that the traditional approach to playgrounds does not 

apply. A natural playscape is most successful when it incorporates native plants for year-round 

enjoyment, local resources, as well as artists, businesses, volunteer organizations, schools, and 

governmental bodies. Many natural features can be constructed from materials that are readily 

available for little or no cost. Any site with sufficient space can develop a nature-rich play 

environment, including schools, government centers, sport complexes, parks, businesses, 

libraries, and community centers. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Examples of Natural Playscapes

 

Retrieved from: www.community.babycenter.com 

 

 

 

Retrieved from: www.installitdirect.com 
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Retrieved from: www.preschoolplayer.blogspot 

 

 

Retrieved from: www.myhomeimprovement.org 
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Retrieved from: ww.nwf.org 

 

 
Retrieved from: www.asakurarobinson.net 
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Examples of Natural Playscape Features 

Sail boat sand box 

 

Retrieved from: http://designanddiymagazine.com/diy-old-boat-decorations/ 
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Soil/Mud Kitchen 

 

Retrieved from: http://www.castleandcubby.com.au/mud-kitchens/ 
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Outdoor Classroom 

 

Retrieved from: http://blogs.cornell.edu/keely/tag/pretty-pictures/page/2/ 

 

Themed Climbing/Seating 

 

Retrieved from: http://www.timbercreations.com.au/ 
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Hills and Slides 

 

Retrieved from: http://indulgy.com/post/GvqJZr3GH1/slip-and-slide-summertime-backyard-fun 

 

Insect Hotel 

 

Retrieved from: http://www.wudwerx.co.uk/product/double-insect-factory 
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Loose Parts 

 

Retrieved from: http://patch.com/new-york/threevillage/play-groups-preschool-let-s-kids-be-kids 

 

Sensory Wall 

 

Retrieved from: https://s-media-cache-ak0.pinimg.com/originals/eb/13/b8/eb13b8823726160c87451ba675ed59e7.jpg 
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Weather Station 

 

Retrieved from: http://www.infiniteplaygrounds.co.uk/product/rain-pod/ 

 

Huts 

 

Retrieved from: http://uduba.com/1700475/KONSTRUIROVANIE-IZ-RASTUSCHEY-IVYI 
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Water Features 

 

Retrieved from: http://www.infiniteplaygrounds.co.uk/natural-playgrounds/waterplay/ 

 

 

Retrieved from: http://earthplay.net/playscape-design/albany-ny/ 
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Retrieved from: http://reggiokids.blogspot.com/2014/12/coco-and-her-snowman.html 
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