
 
 
Our Outdoor Play and Learning Environment:  

A Collaborative Experience in the Creation of an Ideal 

by Kathy Hardy, M. Ed., Winnekta Community Nursery School Director 

 

As we begin in the fall of this year, I would like to reflect on the wonderful individuals who have worked to 

create an incredible outdoor play space for our community of children. The individuals I would like to thank 

are all of you. Through your hard work including the design, raising the funds, problem solving and 

celebrating this effort you have all contributed to strengthening our community and building a wonderful 

foundation of outdoor learning opportunities for our children. 

To anyone who has designed or built a playground (think even putting a play structure in your own backyard) 

knows it is a daunting task. There are many questions to ask: should we buy from playground catalogs or 

build our own equipment? What about liability? What materials should we use: wood, metal, Fiberglass, 

recycled plastic, laminated plywood, polyethylene? What are the federal standards we must follow? What 

about special needs requirements and accessibility? Licensing regulations? And what fall zone materials 

should we use? 

Play is children's work. 

-Maria Montessori 

Before any of these issues were addressed we all asked, "What should an outdoor play space include?" As 

early childhood educators we know that the best outdoor play space is a safe replica of the natural, outdoor 

environment many of us enjoyed growing up: a variety of textures, materials, gardens, loose parts, things to 

create and spaces for opened-ended play opportunities. A good outdoor play and learning environment needs 

to provide all children who use it with the opportunities for a variety of play: physical, social, constructive, 

and dramatic. Good outdoor play and learning environments replicate nature and allow children to 

experiment, risk, control the environment, and are responsive to each child. A good outdoor play and 

learning environment includes climbing structures, opportunities for wheeled toys, sandboxes, dramatic and 

creative play structures, places to be alone and areas to play in a group. Designing an outdoor play and 

learning environment is indeed a very complex process! 

What do children gain from outdoor play? 

http://earsense.org/wcns/Articles/intro.htm#montessori
http://earsense.org/wcns/Tour/21.htm


 
 

 

The very first step we took was to identify our values and goals. As educators we looked at the outdoor space 

as a learning environment, as one piece of the curriculum and an approach to help educate our children about 

nature and to allow them opportunities to develop through play. Our task was to consider the outdoor 

users—what are the numbers and ages of children using the space? Supervision, storage, diversity—how will 

the play space offer a safe challenge to meet the diverse developmental needs of the children? We talked 

about the seasonal challenges and what the children enjoyed outdoors even in the coldest months of our 

school year. We discussed how to incorporate a variety of socialization spots, spatial experiences—a space 

that could provide and create a balance of passive and active play. We also wanted to incorporate undefined 

spaces and private areas. We considered things like child-parent interaction, indoor/outdoor relationships, 

flexibility, permanence and open-endedness. 

Childhood memories 

And then we asked you to share your own childhood memories with us. And not surprising most of you 

included memories of swinging on swings, digging in the mud and sand, sitting on benches and watching 

other children play, climbing in trees, catching insects, walking through gardens. Your memories were rich 

with a wide variety of play opportunities of every imaginable type. When we incorporated our list of personal 

experiences we discovered many overlapping memories and play themes that included risk-taking, feeling 

powerful, constructing, moving, digging and unstructured time playing with friends. We remembered 

different sounds, textures, smells, the way the sky looked in different seasons, the magic of having a bucket of 

water and mixing well, everything we could in it, we loved the experimentation and the mess of being 

outdoors. We were excited because your experiences aligned with our hopes and dreams for our new space. 

We all sat down with Scott Freres, the Principal from The Lokota Group and Winnetka resident, to share our 

vision. He took our ideas, concerns, our vision, offered many suggestions and came back to us with the plans. 

We met, reviewed the plans, and offered more comments and ideas, which Scott patiently listened. He then 

returned to us with our ideas and concerns translated and incorporated into the ideal design. The expertise, 

care and concern exhibited by Warren James and John Lifka of Edward R. James Homes, our General 

Contractor, were truly remarkable. Their daily attention to all details—big and small—has transformed a 

design on paper into a wonderful reality. 

http://earsense.org/wcns/Tour/31.htm


 
 

 

Our outdoor learning environment 

Over the summer it has been fascinating to watch as the new space, all of our ideas, dreams and personal 

memories take shape into what is now our children's "outdoor learning environment." The daunting task of 

its creation was interesting, challenging but definitely rewarding. The new outdoor space has been 

transformed to incorporate all of our ideas and dreams. It has become more than a beautiful outdoor learning 

space for it represents a vision based on sound developmental theory and experience as well as a collection of 

early childhood memories that we all had and felt passionately about preserving for our children. 

It could not have been without your help. Whether you enjoyed swinging, digging, riding your bicycle or 

resting on a bench, we hope you will get out on the playground and revisit your childhood experience of play. 

Thank you. 

 

http://earsense.org/wcns/Tour/29.htm

