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Introduction


“The key is to understand what nourishes our children and use this awareness to inform every step of the design process.”


—from the Child Care Design Guide, by Anita Rui Olds
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Childhood has changed.


When you think back to your own childhood (especially if you are of a certain age), you probably remember spending a lot of time outdoors, roaming free, climbing trees, building stuff, and mucking in mud.


Children’s lives have become more structured and supervised. Many kids spend a great deal of time in front of screens and much less time than past generations playing outside. Academic pressures and parental fears are just two of the reasons for this shift. Depending on where a family lives, fears may be based on real danger outside the door, or created by media that escalates unrealistic worries. Many parents are afraid to allow their children outside unattended, and too busy to accompany them as often as needed. Distance or traffic can make access to play places difficult, which further separates children from these essential experiences of unstructured activity outside in nature.


To illustrate this dilemma, consider a 2007 report by Dr. William Bird, published by Natural England and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. It compared four members of a family, each in a different generation, and their outdoor experiences at age 8. When George, the great-grandfather, was 8 years old in 1926, he walked everywhere because his family could not afford a bike for him. He regularly walked six miles on his own to his favorite fishing spot. In 1950, when the grandfather was 8 years old, he walked a mile on his own to play in the woods, and also walked to school. The mother was an 8-year-old in 1979, and was allowed to ride her bike throughout the neighborhood and to the local pool, a half-mile away. Edward, an 8-year-old in 2007, was driven the short distance to school and taken by car to a safe place to ride his bicycle. He was allowed to go about 300 yards to the end of his block on his own, but often didn’t enjoy that because there were no other children outside. Edward took piano lessons and skiing lessons and had a trampoline and jungle gym in his yard.


Humans have an innate need to seek connections with nature and other forms of life. E.O. Wilson called this drive biophilia. When this drive is denied, and children don’t have the opportunity to form essential relationships with the natural environment, there are consequences for children’s physical and mental health and for their anxiety and stress levels. Thanks to Richard Louv, who gathered all the pieces and first presented them so compellingly in his book Last Child in the Woods (2005), we now have a term that describes what many of today’s children experience. Louv called it nature deficit disorder, and by naming it, he launched a worldwide movement and a basis for critical conversations.


An exploding body of research tells us that time in nature is crucial to healthy human development. It improves the body’s overall health and reduces allergies, anxiety, and symptoms of ADHD. It boosts confidence, creativity, and cooperation as children play. Time in nature also encourages active play, which reduces obesity. There is even evidence that nearsightedness is reduced and test scores are improved when children spend more time outdoors in nature.


It is heart-wrenching to see the limits placed on play in so many ways and in so many places. Recess has been shortened and is non-existent in some schools. Covenants at condos and in subdivisions limit play to sterile spaces, and parks prohibit tree climbing. But there is, I believe, reason to be encouraged. On many fronts, the pendulum is swinging back.


Across the country and around the world, committed mothers and fathers, along with educators, caregivers, and policymakers, are working to provide more recess and require less sitting time. Many parents have made a conscious decision to reduce scheduled extracurricular activities, wanting their children to spend more time in nature. Families are organizing nature clubs, and there is a growing number of forest schools and adventure playgrounds popping up across the United States.


For me, as a designer in this field for more than thirty years, the swing is evidenced by the growing number of inquiries I get from families, schools, early childhood programs, and municipalities, all looking to provide nearby places where their children can play in nature.


This book is intended as a guide to help you as a parent understand, advocate for, and bring nature play to your neighborhood—whether it is in your local park, your children’s schoolyard, common spaces in your community, or your own backyard. I’ve had the opportunity to create some wonderful backyard play spaces, working with my crew of top-notch landscape professionals. The cost of a professionally designed space is sometimes out of reach for a young family, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have a place to play in nature. My hope is to support families in their efforts to create their own natural backyard play spaces. Some families, especially those living in densely built cities, don’t have their own backyard to transform, so they turn to shared spaces. I’m often approached by parents who want to make change happen at their child’s school or childcare center. Sometimes it is a group of parents who have joined together to form a committee through their PTA or board and want to transform their school’s outdoor space. But it can also be a lone parent, who knows the outdoor area at his or her child’s school could be better for students, and is determined, despite an initial lack of institutional support, to make change happen.



[image: Image]

Free-range kids in Stockholm, Sweden, perhaps drawn by the natural elements of water and trees in this park. Seeing children unaccompanied by adults, roaming on their own, stopping to chat and play is a rare sight in American cities today. We’ve discovered that children losing their outdoor freedom comes at a cost.
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People of all ages need a connection to nature to be happy, healthy, and to think clearly and creatively.
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It’s never too early to help children discover the natural world around them.






[image: Image]

Trails are great for luring young explorers outside.







Unstructured Time


Having abundant unstructured time to explore the outdoors at one’s own pace is not a luxury, but an essential element of growing up competent, confident, healthy, and strong. It is our responsibility, as the caretakers of our children’s little hearts and spirits, to give our kids plenty of time and opportunities to marvel, to immerse themselves in the power and exhilaration of nature, and to fall in love with the natural world. An aspect of that is beginning to let go of scheduled lessons, teams, and structured activities, to free up the time children need to be able to absorb what nature has to give them. Another piece is bringing nature to children, in the places where they already spend time—on the school playground, at a local park, and in their own backyards.
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For our well-being, we all need access to wild places. But excursions to places such as shorelines can take planning and work. Nature play near home is close and simple.
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Natural environments are rich catalysts for imaginative play.







 





Working For The Common Good


My client Julie is an attorney who works for justice in her job and in her personal life. Her children had attended the Clarendon Child Care Center in Arlington, Virginia, and she and her kids loved the natural play space there. When her children entered a public school that drew families from across a diverse county, she was surprised by the limited recess time and absence of nature on the playground. She was an involved parent, and volunteering one day in her son’s kindergarten class, she had an experience that clarified her purpose. The class was making bird feeders (cardboard dipped in shortening and bird seed) and more than half the class said they lived in apartments and didn’t have a tree on which to hang their bird feeder. At that moment, she committed to changing the outdoor space at her children’s school. Six years and two beautiful courtyards later, the school is a model for outdoor learning, thanks in large part to Julie’s tireless advocacy, fundraising, and hands on the ground. She’s written many successful grants (based in part on the bird feeder story), recruited dozens of volunteers, secured donations from the families and the wider community, driven borrowed pickup trucks full of mulch and plants, and spent many days with three devoted master gardeners, including her mom, caring for the courtyards. The Reading Garden and the Art Garden courtyards are two lush oases in this city school, getting children outside among plants, flowing water, and birds and insects. The courtyards are cherished by the teachers, children, and families.


Besides being a landscape designer, I am also a former teacher, and I believe that all children, no matter where they live or go to school, deserve childhoods connected to the wonder of nature. Whether you are working with professionals on a major landscape project at home, doing it yourself on the weekends, or advocating like Julie for transformation in your community, her story proves that you can help bring children closer to nature regardless of where you live.
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When she discovered that many of her son’s kindergarten classmates lacked a place at home to hang a bird feeder, Julie took action to create natural spaces within the schoolyard.










 



What Is A Natural Play Space?


A natural play space incorporates materials such as logs and tree parts, boulders, earth, sand, water, and plants of all kinds, along with evidence of the seasons and the company of wildlife, to create irresistible places for kids to play. Unlike traditional swing sets and play equipment, natural play spaces range from aesthetically beautiful landscapes to wild and messy places, but they invite children from toddlers to teens to venture out and explore nature in a hands-on way.


In creating a natural play space, we have the opportunity to think about engaging all the senses, with fragrance, colors, textures, edibles, and sounds. Elements from and of the earth compose the design palette. Such connections touch children’s spirits, and kids are inspired to move, explore, create, and understand.


To create spaces that will work, that will resonate deeply with children, it’s helpful to first take a look at where we’ve been.




A Journey Back in Time


You are no doubt a parent, grandparent, or perhaps a professional who knows and cares about children. We all share another type of expertise. We are all former children. If we search our memories, the child we once were has a tremendous amount to teach us about spaces and places and what was magical. Try this exercise to help you connect with what you knew as a child.


Think back, and find the child inside of you. Picture yourself. Imagine looking down at your little feet, your small arms and hands. Imagine how it felt to be that busy little person. Then remember a favorite spot from your childhood, a special place from anywhere, any time, a place where you might have felt happy, or safe, or content, or free. Remember it. Let your mind take you back there. Think of the details. How it looked. What you could see when you were there. The colors, the light, the objects, the textures. How did it feel? What was above you and below you? Remember the sounds, the smells, the temperature. Think of what you did when you were there, who you were when you were there, and what you liked.


I’ve recited those words hundreds of times as a guided visualization with parents, educators, students, and colleagues. I love this activity because it transports people out of their practical adult mindsets, which can include a bias toward keeping youngsters clean, dry, and free of bumps and bruises. These memories allow us to reconnect with what was magical early in our lives—a mental framework that sets the stage for designing a great outdoor space for children. I don’t believe that “easy to maintain” should be more important than fun and adventure (although of course that feature is worthy of discussion during the process). As you read this book, I hope you will be in a playful state of mind. I hope you will be able to see the world through the lens of the child you once were.


As you remembered a place from your childhood, was it outside? Were you alone or with friends? Were there adults around? As people share their memories, certain themes emerge again and again, in part because of the evolutionary significance they have to us as a species. See if you agree.




Trees


Many of us have powerful memories of climbing a favorite tree and being up high with a view out of a leafy perch. From that protected vantage point, our primitive ancestors could see predators, but could not be seen. As children, we were not likely worried about being eaten by a saber-toothed tiger, but there was a deep sense of comfort and empowerment that still came from being in that secure and elevated perch. And that made the memory stay with us to adulthood. It is important to remember that humans once climbed trees for safety. As recently as a generation ago, climbing trees wasn’t considered dangerous for children; it doesn’t have to be now.


Enclosure


Whether it is in a rocky ravine or a cave, in a cluster of shrubs or vines, beneath a tree, or in any sort of built structure, the feeling of being protected and enclosed—from weather, danger, or even too much openness—is tremendously appealing and valuable.


We remember the forts, lean-tos, and treehouses we built. We even recall the spaces we discovered under a porch or behind a shed. Many of these nests gave us a sense of accomplishment and competence. For humans throughout time, sheltered places have been home, where our ancestors cooked and slept and felt protection from the elements. In similar safe, cozy places our young imaginations were primed and we created worlds of pretend play.
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Organic enclosures can make us feel wrapped safely in nature.







Hills


Terrain can offer the opportunity to experience a new perspective. An elevated, expansive view that allowed us to survey the area, watch for friends or foes, or plan our next destination or activity were all advantages that made the spot atop a hill so valuable to our forebears. Access to high places helps children understand and monitor their space and the things going on within that space. Traversing level changes and uneven ground (whether they are organic parts of a site or mounds and moguls that have been built) helps children develop stamina and a sense of balance.




Water


Water is a powerful source of memories. From the expansive ocean to a trickling stream, water has always been key to our survival, and it has a magnetic appeal to children—as our recollections remind us and as we see in children today. Living near the beach, playing on the mossy banks of a woodland stream, or even poking around an urban fountain, the kind of deep engagement that happens around water is universal.
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Water play during childhood is often long remembered.








Gathering


My father-in-law, who grew up in China, often told of a favorite memory from his childhood. He was alone outside in the garden of their house. With a stick, he dug some bamboo shoots. He found an old tin can and some water, built a fire, and cooked the bamboo shoots. This experience was key to his sense of himself as competent and self-sufficient. Many of us have recollections of gathering and pretending to or actually cooking and eating wild food. Perhaps it was snacking in a grandparent’s garden or a blueberry patch in a nearby meadow. Our early experiences of finding and gathering food stay with us throughout our lives and connect us to the wild foragers and farmers of the past.


These recurring topics in memories relate to what is sometimes called habitat theory, a framework first put forth by Jay Appleton in the mid-1970s for understanding the meaning and evolutionary significance of common, universal themes. As Jan White and Helen Woolley explain in Exploring Outdoor Play in the Early Years (2014), habitat theory says that “preferences for particular landscape features are seen to correspond with an evolutionary and deep-seated psychological drive to ensure that our survival needs are met.” As we create spaces that today’s children will remember, understanding the appeal of these archetypal elements can inform our designs.




 





Nature Makes Us Healthier


In 1997, a seminal study from Sweden led by Patrik Grahn began to quantify the value of children’s time in nature. This interdisciplinary research brought together physicians, psychologists, educators, and designers to study and examine nature play from a variety of dimensions. The researchers compared children in so-called traditional Swedish childcare centers, with some asphalt pathways, riding toys, and manufactured play equipment, to children in outdoors-in-all-weather schools, where children and teachers spent the majority of their time outside in nature—meadows, streams, and forests.


By every measure, the school children spending more time in natural environments were doing better. From less illness to lower blood pressure, more upper body strength to the ability to balance on one foot longer, the physical condition of children who spent more time in nature was better. In addition, teachers in these schools spent more time as resources and less time policing student behavior and dealing with conflict.
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Landmark research more than two decades ago showed multiple benefits for children who regularly played in nature.










 


What You’ll Find Here
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When kids play in a pile of autumn leaves, they literally immerse themselves in nature.





This book is a culmination of my passion, my area of expertise, and my life’s work: designing sustainable natural play and learning spaces for children. I have more than thirty years of experience creating inviting, beautiful spaces that connect children to nature, and I am eager to pass along what I’ve learned. Much of what I offer may feel intuitive, but now science is uncovering the “why.” Understanding the significance of nature in human health, and how to address that understanding, is a rapidly advancing field, and each new study tells us more clearly, more specifically, why we can’t afford not to pay attention.


Whatever your connection to children, if you are searching for ways to balance screen time with time-honored experiences of childhood—playing, exploring, and messing around in nature—I hope to offer some inspiration and answers.


Each chapter addresses a different aspect of what outdoor spaces can be and do, providing a play-based developmental context for the chapter’s focus, along with lots of inspiring visuals. There are unique DIY projects that you (yes, you!) can build, as a family or as a neighborhood. My hope is that the process of creating these special places will bring people together with a sense of fun and shared purpose. Throughout, there are recommendations of plants to optimize your efforts: edible plants, plants to stir young imaginations, plants with pickable parts, plants to climb and hide among, plants to shade and shelter, and plants to cushion the ground beneath little feet. We’ll also look at the role of native plants in play, habitat, and four-season beauty.


I hope that all these components help you better understand the value of natural play spaces in close proximity to where children live and learn. I hope you and other families feel informed, inspired, and equipped with the practical knowledge and resources to begin creating these essential places. And I hope those of you who are parents and grandparents come away convinced that what you remember from childhood is exactly what today’s and tomorrow’s kids still need—nature nearby, and ample time to play in it freely.
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Basic elements such as sand, wood, and water engage developing bodies and minds.








Arranging Spaces



“Natural settings for children’s play that previous generations took for granted must now be deliberately created.”


—from Nature Play and Learning Places, by Robin Moore with Allen Cooper
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Spaces speak, especially to children. Just as the soaring ceiling of a cathedral inspires a sense of awe or a candlelit restaurant prompts us to lower our voices, the formality, informality, size, or openness of a space can tell us how to behave. As we create spaces for nature play, it is our responsibility to be mindful and intentional about the messages the space will transmit to children. Spaces for children can be organized and designed to honor and communicate respect for them. What’s needed is to build with an understanding of a child’s development—and with joy and a sense of fun.




Entryways


Creating an enticing, child-oriented entry is our opportunity to invite children into a natural play space, by indicating to them that the area they are about to enter is special. We want the entry to say “this is a place for you” and “come in, there are good, interesting things happening here.” To create an enchanting main entry, it is important to think about the experience of entering the space and make it more than just the functional step of transitioning from one area to another. Details are important. An entryway is an opportunity to add beauty, sound, invitations to touch something tactile or intriguingly shaped, and perhaps an element of mystery. Above all, the entryway should help the child feel like he or she has arrived home—to nature—in the deepest sense.
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An artful, child-sized gate features a giant metal praying mantis.
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At the Hershey Children’s Garden in the Cleveland Botanical Garden, this whimsical arch and gate tell kids that this is a space just for them.
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Custom-carved end posts create an intriguing welcome to a schoolyard.
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Playful cutout shapes along the top of a simple picket fence gate at the Coastal Maine Botanical Garden announce that fruit is growing nearby.
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A twigwork entry gate promises a memorable visit.
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A welcoming garden entry with a hand-hewn metal gate.
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This rustic arbor draws children down the path and into an outdoor classroom.





Entries that take the form of an archway will create the sense of arrival and transitioning from out to in, from there to here. An arbor adds ceremony to the experience. It can be planted with vines that soften the entry and allow one to pass through a wall of greenery. It can also be embellished with moving parts that spin or chime or invite touching. An arch can be small or it can be elongated so that one passes through something like a tunnel to enter the space. There can be one wide arch, or more than one. It is especially respectful to think about scale. Making the entry, or a portion of it, scaled to a child’s proportions gives little ones a sense that they were expected and that this place is for them. Having only a child-sized entry that requires adults to crouch down gives children a sense of ownership and says that grownups are guests in the space.


A beautiful gate—perhaps painted a vibrant color, or with added texture or sculptural embellishments—is another way to mark the experience of entering. Chimes, vines, pickets to run a hand or stick along, spinning pinwheels, weather vanes, whirligigs, fluttering flags, and peek-through holes all bring a fanciful element to the space around an entry and will entice children to engage with the space.


It is important to consider the views, the sounds, and the textures underfoot as part of the whole experience of arriving. Whether the view opens to a panorama or disappears temptingly around a curve in the path helps determine how the space will be perceived. Views can entice, reassure, and assuage fears. Youngsters arriving at school or childcare, or any new or busy place, can use a view into the space and the activity there to understand what to expect. Providing a place to pause, perhaps a bench at the entry, allows one to observe, orient oneself, and enter when ready.
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Passing under a beautiful arch creates a clear sense of arrival.
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Peepholes can offer a fun perspective on the spaces beyond.
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A simple archway with a growing branch motif frames an inviting view into the garden.






[image: Image]

A melodic tongue drum sitting on a low stone wall invites children to stop and play some music.
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In designing the entry to my own house, I included elements that are welcoming and that provide a clear sense of transition between public and private space.
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Don’t underestimate the role of a welcoming front porch, a sheltered space for family, friends, and pets to gather and overlook life on the block.
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An arbor over a corner entrance to the yard extends the sense of arrival and leads to a little front garden sanctuary laden with flowers, fragrance, and art—such as a metal sculpture of a singing bird—and the sound of a burbling fountain.





The entry to my own garden is designed as a sequence of layers, moving progressively from open and public to sheltered and private. The outer layer, a stone wall against the public sidewalk, is planted with child-friendly lamb’s ears, lemon balm, and mint, along with flowers and grasses. These plants welcome strolling children and adults with fragrance, color, texture, and an invitation to pick some herbs. Perched atop the low stone wall is a tongue drum with a sign that says “play,” inviting passersby to pause, interact, and send some beautiful sounds wafting through the neighborhood. Up a few steps from the street is my house. One passes through a gate topped with a tiny metal bird sculpture and under an arbor planted with vines to enter the private front garden, which is filled with flowers, fragrance, and the sound of water overflowing a stone bowl fountain into a bed of smooth rocks.


A stepping-stone path leads through the garden and around the house, but the main brick walk leads up a few more steps and onto the porch, a sheltered transition space that connects indoors to out. It is a space where as a family, or with our friends, we can sit and visit, eat, read, or watch the birds, the rain, or life on the street—all from a protected perch. A carefully conceived entry can bring magic to a whole family’s day.


I believe that such invitations demonstrate caring and create a sense of community. Take a cue from the Little Free Library boxes that dot neighborhoods across the country and think about ways to incorporate similar nature-inspired invitations to people walking down your own street. Sharing small moments sends an important message to and about your community. A swing hung from a tree close to the curb, a poem about nature posted near a sidewalk, a fairy house with invitations to arrange and interact: all of these convey a sense of welcome and friendliness, especially when natural materials are used.


More and more schools and parks are creating natural playscapes, and you can adapt things you see in these public spaces for your own home yard or neighborhood pocket park. For example, the entrance to Creative Minds International Public Charter School in Washington, DC, is marked with a covered pergola. Just inside the entry arch is a circular area with two rustic benches that serve as gathering spaces for transitions. This circle provides a site where children can pause, orient, and prepare for what is to come. It also encourages children, teachers, and parents to gather and chat right at the entry. Completing the space is a carved chameleon (the school’s mascot), an endearing welcome.


Entry areas can tell arrivals something about who made the space and what it is intended for. At Drew Model Elementary School in Arlington, Virginia, the entry path into its Reading Garden is the Word Walk, a concrete path with language arts terms pressed into the paving. This element is meant to welcome visitors and add texture and interest to the ground beneath their feet, while presenting curriculum in an unconventional and engaging way. Teachers provided lists of favorite literary terms and the walk became a uniquely physical way for children to connect to the words. You could adapt this at home by pressing a new concrete path with words meaningful to your family, names of family members, or even names of trees and plants in your yard.
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Friendly communities share generously between neighbors. A vegetable bed moved to a front yard not only brings color and life to the street, it invites more interaction than a lawn does.
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A “poetree” invites writers to display their work.
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This house isn’t for sale. A closer look reveals that the resident poet is sharing work.
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This pergola frames an inviting view into the play space. Right at the entry, children can see that this is definitely a place for them.
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A handmade sign invites passersby to step off the sidewalk to enjoy being enclosed by flowers and greenery.
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Families can press leaves, names, birthdates, or favorite quotes into concrete to personalize pathways through a yard. Wet concrete is an almost irresistible invitation to children.







Paths


Circulation refers to the ways people travel through a given space, a key element of how well any space works. Paths—their width and materials, where they lead—tell children a lot about how to move through an outdoor space. Wide-open pathways tell kids that this is a place where they can move quickly and in big, exuberant groups. A narrow stepping-stone path says this is a place to move more slowly and carefully and probably single file. Thoughtful planning can provide important cognitive and motor experiences for children.


The very existence of a path tells us that we are following where others have gone before and there is comfort in that knowledge. Paths can include a view that will draw children along to an engaging play element. Serpentine paths can be mysterious and spur curiosity about what might be around the next bend.


Pathways, stepping stones, bridges, and tunnels transport us on our journeys, adding a sense of adventure. A good path helps us read the space and can clarify the way through. For both large and small spaces, details in the surfacing, the shape of the path, the terrain, and the landmarks along the way make the route memorable and help us to form mental maps. This in turn allows us to picture the space when we aren’t there, describe it to others, and find our way next time. Shortcuts, secondary spurs, and loops can be narrower than the main path and made of different materials. These might lead to unique destinations—a hidden boulder or a special view. Or they might just be an interesting side trip off the main path. The opportunity to make choices gives children a sense of control, and offering a selection of routes through the space empowers children. Paths should always lead somewhere, and loops are best for avoiding traffic jams.



[image: Images]

Run free! A long, straight boardwalk through wetlands invites children to move at a gallop.
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This path disappears intriguingly under a weeping willow.
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Uneven steps require travelers on the path to pay attention, as the view draws them along.
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A stepping stone path leads small feet through the garden while also protecting plants.
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Stepping “stones” made of tree cookies and two contrasting textures of mulch let children get close to plants without trampling them.
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Passing through an enclosed tunnel along a path changes the light, the sound, and the whole experience.
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Graceful curves in a gravel path guide children through the space and naturally reduce foot traffic on the lawn.
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The openness underneath makes walking on a bridge feel and sound hollow—very different from solid ground. Children notice this!
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The main path is wood chips, but round stone steps offer a shortcut across the grass, empowering small visitors by giving them a choice of routes.





It is important to think about the sensory experiences children have as they travel along paths. Surfacing with different textures can change the way pathways are experienced. The crunch of stone dust or pea gravel, the hollow clomp of a boardwalk, the rustle of walking on dry leaves, and the silence of a mulch path all feel and sound very different, deeply affecting our experience of a space. When we are alone or walking quietly, sound can add a meditative quality, helping us to be in the moment and notice each footstep.


Paths can be direct and efficient or meandering and leisurely. Thoughtfully designed walkways can impact behavior in certain parts of the space and reduce the need for rules or repetitive verbal reminders. A clear path across a flower bed can lead a child through without blossoms being crushed. A route through a rain garden can allow immersion in the space without small feet compacting vulnerable soil. In these ways, paths can safely bring children close to nature without risking harm to what is delicate.


If you’re making paths out of concrete (which is a good way to ensure accessibility for all), remember that this material also provides an opportunity for creativity. Concrete should never be just a smooth (boring) surface. Press plant parts—leaves, ferns, flowers—into the wet mix to make beautiful fossil-like impressions when the concrete dries and the organic matter scuffs away.
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A richly textured, pebbled walkway edged with natural materials and artistic elements draws children along and around a bend.
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Press fresh leaves into wet concrete. As the concrete cures, the leaves will dry. They can be left to scuff away or can be removed gently. Look for unique and beautiful leaves, such as those of ferns or a ginkgo tree. An assortment of leaves can enhance even the simplest or most utilitarian concrete path.
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A flagstone walk feels very solid underfoot, and the arrangement of stepping stones gives children choices about which ones to jump, step, or tiptoe on.
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A long, straight boardwalk produces a hollow sound. The open, light area ahead will draw kids down the path.





Pathways can incorporate a variety of textures that will make walking, running, and riding more interesting and require us to be attentive. Natural stone, whether cut into precise squares and rectangles or broken into irregular shapes, will be long lasting and beautiful. Tree cookies in different diameters can be a ground-level path, or, if varying thicknesses and heights are used, can add a balance challenge to the route.


Children can make stepping stones out of concrete and embellish them with tile, marbles, shells, and stones to add color and texture. Planting scented herbs between steppers allows fragrance to be released as a child walks along the path—adding another sensory dimension to movement through the space. Plants can be neat and obedient with clear edges, or they can spill into the pathway at different heights, brushing against our legs or creating leafy curtains to push through.


Studies tell us that many of today’s children are less physically competent than children of the past. This is happening in other countries as well as the United States. In Germany, recent accident statistics showed increasing numbers of adults were being injured by falls while walking. In Germany, unlike in the United States, insurance is provided by the government, which influences their view of risk and litigation. The national health insurer approached the agency that designs play spaces and requested that more uneven surfaces be included in children’s spaces so that young people would learn to move more attentively, develop better balance, and reduce the number of costly injuries when they reached adulthood! To make your pathways engaging and challenging, think about including a mix of cobblestones, bricks, flat pavers, flagstone, river rocks, tree cookies, and timbers. Even simple treatments to paths can encourage children to move creatively through an outdoor space.
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River rock and pavers set in a concrete path designed for barefoot walking create a unique tactile experience.
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To make the Word Walk at the Drew Model School Reading Garden in Arlington, Virginia, I pressed wooden letters purchased from a craft store into the concrete. When the concrete was dry, I popped the letters out with a screwdriver.
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The result is a walkway of imprinted words.
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A stone dust path inlaid with wood and bricks provides variety for a child’s eyes and feet.
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River rocks enhance this concrete circle and encourage following the spiral path.
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Cobblestones mark a pathway bridge, adding a visual cue and contrast.
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A textured offshoot of a smooth, straight path provides a spot to pause and enjoy the view.
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An arrangement of irregular pavers incorporates tree roots into the path, protecting the tree, celebrating and exposing its root system, and making the path more interesting.
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Soft grasses, meandering curves and undulations, and a mix of pavers engage multiple senses.
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Little stone rills set into paving allow water to flow across a path, inviting splashing and touching.
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Stone boulders practically beg to be hopped on.
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Pavers don’t have to be straight or perfect. Askew is more interesting—especially to children.







 



Project


Pizza Box Paver Stepping Stones


What You’ll Need


• cardboard pizza boxes


• scissors or knife for cutting cardboard


• duct tape


• sheers for cutting hardware cloth


• hardware cloth or chicken wire


• non-stick oil spray such as PAM


• ready-mix concrete in bags (a 40-lb. bag makes approximately six 14-inch squares)


• wheelbarrow or plastic basin
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