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History of the Parks Program 
A pilot of the Summer Parks Program was run in 2018 by Food 4 Thought in conjunction 

with Systems of Care.  It took place at three parks from 10 am – 4 pm Monday through Friday. 
This program was developed in response to community members calling for a return of the 
Parks Program that took place decades ago in Meadville.  Food 4 Thought and Systems of 
Care took this on with the additional goal of providing a safe space for children to develop 
relationships with peers, build resiliency, and improve mental health.  In 2019, Food 4 Thought 
took on a second year of the Parks Program, with the hope of improving upon it and building 
up the longevity of the program. 
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The Benefits of Play for Children 
Studies show that children’s outdoor free play is significantly decreasing and 

being devalued culturally.  This is alarming because research proves that play has 
countless physical, mental, and emotional benefits for children of all ages and is crucial 
to all aspects of their development. 

 
Physical benefits: 

● Decreased risk of obesity & diabetes 
● Improved bone & muscle health 
● Improved strength, endurance, & coordination 
● May help with conditions like asthma & 

near-sightedness 
Mental & emotional benefits: 

● Problem-solving & critical thinking skills 
● Creativity & imagination 
● Teaches social competencies 
● Emotion regulation & coping 
● Develops self-efficacy & mastery 
● Restorative & therapeutic effects help alleviate stress, anxiety, & depression 

Barriers to play: 
● Rising academic standards 
● Indoor technologies and sedentary lifestyles 
● Culture of fear 
● Lack of accessibility 
● Increasing disconnection from nature  

Programs such as the Summer Parks Program offer a way around 
some of these barriers, providing a safe space for children to play 

freely outdoors so they can reap the many benefits of play! 

*For additional resources on play, see Appendix B* 
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The S.W.O.T. of the Parks Program 

  Positive  Negative 

  Strengths:  Weaknesses: 

Internal  ● A lot of enthusiasm for the 
project from the staff 

● Kids enjoyed the activities that 
were put together 

● GrowMeadville provided fun 
activities and supplies 

● Bridged the Meadville community 
and Allegheny College students 
 
“It was good to see real stuff 
happen in Meadville and not just 
be stuck in Allegheny’s bubble” 
- Yessenia Guevara, Park 
Attendant, Summer 2019  

● Little preparation time - Partners 
were brought on late which meant 
coordination and communication were 
challenging.  

● No budget - We were very limited to 
the supplies and equipment we could 
bring to the parks. 

● No food provided - Several kids were 
at the parks program for four hours with 
no food. Another several kids went 
home because they became hungry. 

● Kids would come and go 
frequently so structured 
activities were difficult to 
organize 

  Opportunities:  Threats: 

External  ● Past MARC events left supplies 
to be utilised such as crafts, ball 
pit, frisbees, and hula hoops. 

● Roche park is a high traffic park - 
many people who were already at 
the parks brought their kids over.  

● Little public knowledge that the 
program was going on - A few 
times when dropping off equipment 
parents at the park would tell us that 
they wished the summer parks program 
would come back.  

● Cultural concerns around the 
safety of the parks lead to fewer 
kids coming to the parks over the 
decades 

● Limited as to which parks we 
could use.  

“I like getting connected with the kids. They’ll make me friendship bracelets and I 
actually do keep them and wear them.” - Amya Ruiz, Park Attendant, Summer 2019 
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Summer Parks Program: June 
Activities were planned by the Allegheny College Davies and Bonner Leaders with 

the supplies available at the MARC. Kids enjoyed the ball pit, painting the MEADVILLE 
letters, making bracelets, and playing basketball. The children were quite responsive; 
however, guardians were skeptical of the activities. At Roche Park several parents were 
overly commentative. There was a general feeling of lack of trust between the park 
attendants and the guardians. At Shadybrook, Hudekoper, and Oak Grove, guardians 
were less involved or absent altogether. The program saw on average 6-40+ kids per 
day. 

Summer Parks Program: July 
During the month of July, the curriculum was created by the teens of the 

GrowMeadville summer program - a two-week program where teens build relationships 
with each other and their community through gardening, cooking, and problem-solving. 
The teens were introduced to the research on benefits, barriers, and best practices of 
play, and participated in a number of brainstorming activities to determine what 
activities they would like to see in a Parks Program and why. 

Week 1-Dodgeball 

Week 2- Puppet-Making and Puppet Shows 

Week 3- Creek Connections Stream Exploration 

Week 4- Playing with Tires and Boxes of Toys 

Week 5- Chalk Murals and Rock Painting 

These activities were supplemented with painting canvases, ball 
games and other crafts.  

July saw a gradual decrease in the number of kids at the parks, ranging from 
0-15 kids per day. This decrease reflects the slow-down other recreation programs see 
in the summer. This decrease is attributed to summer burn out. 
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Community Input 

My Meadville Interviews 

  Interview transcripts from the 2018 My Meadville project were examined to 
extract key themes related to the Parks Program.  With the help of Professor Janyl 
Jumadinova, 98 interviews were analyzed by a computer program that extracted blocks 
of text containing keywords including “parks”, “play”, “children”, “summer”, and “parks 
program”.  Out of all of the interviews, only 15 were determined to include significant 
mention of these words of relevance to our research. These transcripts were examined 
more closely with the following key themes identified: 

● Youth want & need places to hang out 
● Older adults were fond of the Parks Program in the past 
● There is a lack of community awareness about events in Meadville 
● Meadville needs a better youth system with more opportunities and 

activities for young people 

 

Community Stakeholder Interviews 

  Semi-structured interviews were conducted with nine community stakeholders, 
including 2018 park attendants, Parks Program users, current and past coordinators, 
and an environmental educator.  The objective of the interviews was threefold: first, to 
understand what the community wants to see in a Parks Program; second, to see how 
people’s ideas of play align with theory; and third, to consider how best to create this 
representation of play in the Parks Program and take their recommendations into 
consideration for future application.  Interview notes were coded using Dedoose 
software to extract key themes (For an exhaustive list of codes with descriptions, see 
Appendix C). 
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Challenges 

● Funding - According to past and present coordinators as well as a program user, 
a lack of funding for the program is a challenge (with regards to supervisors, 
program resources, consistency of the program, and longevity). 

● Marketing - Six out of nine interviewees noted poor marketing as a problem. 
Advertising was not obvious, there was not a large social media presence, thus 
there was a lack of community awareness. 

● Safety - Questions of liability and lack of parental permission were noted as 
challenges. 

Potential 

● Marketing - Interviewees would like to see obvious signage, flyers sent home 
with students, a larger social media presence, and clarity when advertising the 
program. 

● Consistency - Having the program at the same parks every day would alleviate 
confusion.  Consistency of the program over time will build awareness, trust, and 
culture. 

● Intergenerational - Interviewees want to see spaces for children and adults at the 
parks.  Adults could have spaces to socialize or play board games.  One 
interviewee suggested having folks from retirement homes as supervisors so 
different generations can interact. 

● Educational programs - Three interviewees suggested implementing some 
educational programs at the Parks Program. 

● Use community resources - Resources such as the library can be used to bolster 
the program for little to no cost.  Interviewees suggested pre-scheduled 
programs such as readings, a bike share pop-up, or a fishing tournament. 

Lunch Program 

● There is a need for food at the Parks Program 
● Challenges include ordering ahead, waste, funding, liability, and rules 
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Benefits of Play 

● Social competencies - Five interviewees expressed that play has benefited their 
social skills and relationships with others 

○ One of the Parks Program users expressed how she and her daughter have 
formed relationships and bonded with others through the program 

● Imagination and creativity 
○ “Unstructured” was an important component of play for interviewees, 

ending up with 11 coded excerpts 
● Independence, autonomy, and perseverance 

○ “Self-directed” was a defining aspect of play with 8 coded excerpts 
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Where do we go from here? 
The Parks Program is an important investment in the City of Meadville.  As of 

2014, Meadville’s population was estimated to be around 13,328.  About 13% of this 
population is of high school age, which is a much higher percentage than that of 
Crawford County and the state of Pennsylvania.  As of 2013, the median income was 
$31,397, and 7.6% of the population was on public assistance income, a much higher 
percentage than the county and the state.  Interview data and attendance show that 
folks in Meadville value the Parks Program, want it to continue, and benefit from it. 
Investing in the Parks Program is investing in a social service - it is a way to make our 
community members happy and well-balanced citizens. 

Suggestions for next year’s program: 
Find a continual funding source 

● More funding from a reliable source will have the following benefits for the 
program: expansion, more resources, consistency, and longevity 

● Possibly have organizations like the MARC take on the program 
● Allegheny College (Davies and Bonner scholars) have previously provided 

support for park attendants. Outreach is needed in order to explore that 
continued support, but it is not guaranteed. 

Organize and advertise earlier 
● Begin advertising in the spring by sending flyers home in schools (perhaps 

targeting specific age groups)  
● Signs around town, e.g. library, banks, etc. 
● Larger social media presence 
● Indicate the targeted age group of the program 
● Participants may be encouraged to bring a packed lunch and water bottle 

included in the advertising of the program.  
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Be consistent 

● Ideally, and to avoid confusion, the Parks Program should take place at each 
park, concurrently, each weekday at the same time.  This would require more 
resources and funding, but would result in a better turnout. 

Provide food 
● Children will lack food for different reasons, some because they don’t have any at 

home. 
● For those that may not have food, water and snacks will be provided to enable 

participants to stay for longer periods of time.  
● As the program grows, it may be possible to expand to providing lunch. At the 

moment, however, the logistical and legal complexities of providing food are not 
warranted by the number of attendees. 

Get creative 
● As the program grows, consider creative ways to expand and become more 

inclusive 
○ Be intergenerational - one respondent suggested recruiting people from 

the elderly/retired community to encourage intergenerational interaction, 
and two respondents suggested creating spaces for adults to spend time 
and interact as well. 

○ Provide educational programs - bring in local educators to lead a session 
on their area of expertise, e.g. aquatic life in the river (Shadybrook) or 
nature crafts. 

○ Use community resources - have the library do book readings, develop a 
bike share, etc. 

● Have park attendants talk to participants about their experiences in the Parks 
Program, recording their responses in a daily log to track the parks attendance, 
activities, and user feedback.  
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Appendices 
Appendix A: Project Contacts 

Food 4 Thought: 

Jan Hyatt 

Kerstin Ams 

Parks Program Supervisor: 

Aaron Rekich - Rink Director, Meadville Area Recreation Complex 

GrowMeadville: 

Taylor Hinton 

Lee Scandinaro 

Allegheny College: 

Bethany Cocchi - Davies & Fahrner Assistant Director for Community-Based 
Projects 

Olivia Lang - Associate Director, Civic Engagement 

Nicole Gross-Camp - Department of ESS Faculty Mentor 
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Appendix B: Literature Review on Play 
 
Introduction 

This literature review will cover the research done on the physical and mental benefits of play for 
children - specifically unstructured, outdoor play - the barriers to this type of play, and best practices for 
facilitating it among children.  Play is a broad term that encompasses a plethora of activities, but 
numerous sources agree on some basic tenets, including activities that are intrinsically motivated, freely 
chosen, pleasurable and fun, flexible and dynamic, creative, process-oriented, and actively engaged 
(White, 2012; Brown, 2009; Ridgers, Knowles, & Sayers, 2012; Lester & Russell, 2008; Tovey, 2007). 
In particular, unstructured play, or play that is freely dictated by the child, has many developmental and 
health benefits (Starling, 2011).  When done in natural, outdoor settings, there are even more physical 
and mental health advantages (Louv, 2011; Chawla, L., Keena, K., Pevec, I., & Stanley, E., 2014; 
Starling, 2011; Lester & Russell, 2008; McCurdy, Winterbottom, Mehta, & Roberts, 2010).  Despite 
various barriers that prevent children’s play, there are numerous frameworks and practices in place that 
can guide future facilitation and implementation of unstructured natural play.  The benefits of play for 
the whole child cannot be ignored and are crucial to development, well-being, and a happy and healthy 
life. 
Cultural Perceptions of Play 

There are varying cultural perceptions of play in the United States.  Data shows that children 
have spent less time playing outdoors over the past few decades (White, 2012; Clements, 2004; 
McCurdy et. al., 2010; Burdette & Whitaker, 2005; Starling, 2011).  Specifically, children spend eight 
hours less playing outdoors than they did twenty years ago and 12 hours less than they did in the 1970s 
(White, 2012; McCurdy et. al., 2010).  One reason for this decrease in play could be the general 
perception of it as purposeless and unproductive.  Some sects of Christianity still hold the view of play 
as a temptation and distraction from work (Theories of Play, 2009), and the increase in academic 
standards and test preparation in schools has led to a devaluing of time for play or recess (White, 2012). 
According to Rachel E. White (2012), “our society has created a false dichotomy between play and 
learning” (p. 5).  The type of play that is generally acceptable is that which is used instrumentally as 
preparation for adulthood, which includes more structured, adult-dictated activities that address proper 
socializing, academic learning, physical fitness, and/or correcting deviant behavior (Lester & Russell, 
2008).  There is also a concern that children are becoming more disengaged from the natural 
environment (Louv, 2011; Ridgers et. al., 2012). 
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Although most of the literature found and focused upon was about children from preschool- to 
high school-age, there were also studies showing that adults can reap the physical and mental benefits of 
both play and spending time in nature (Brown, 2009; Louv, 2011; Burdette & Whitaker, 2005). 
Physical Benefits of Play 

Research shows that there are numerous physical benefits to play.  First and foremost, there is a 
correlation between children's’ lack of physical activity, sedentary lifestyles, and health problems 
(Starling, 2011).  Play could increase physical activity, leading to reduced risk of obesity and diabetes, 
improved bone and muscle health, aerobic endurance, strength, coordination, and stimulate growth of 
major organs (McCurdy et. al., 2010; White, 2012).  For young children specifically, play aids in the 
development of motor skills (White, 2012).  In particular, outdoor free play is said to increase physical 
activity, and may also improve asthma, myopia, and chronic pain issues (McCurdy et. al., 2010). 
Richard Louv (2011) describes how green exercise, or exercise in natural settings, can improve 
psychological well-being, have physical health benefits, and develop social networks. 
Mental Benefits of Play 

In addition to the physical benefits of play, the mental and emotional benefits for children are 
abundant.  Beginning in early childhood, different types of play facilitate social, emotional and cognitive 
development, which is important for the development of a child’s mental health and well-being.  White 
(2012) describes multiple types of play, including social, object, pretend, physical, and media.  Resulting 
developments include social competence, cooperation, problem-solving, creativity, academic skills, 
executive function in the brain, coping and emotion regulation, cultural competence, self-regulation and 
control, and self-direction.  Of all the types of play, pretend play, or that which involves imagining, 
creating, and enacting alternate realities, appears to be one of the most crucial types of play to a child’s 
development.  Creativity and creative problem-solving are critical to navigating life events, the 
development of executive function helps to control thought, action, and emotion, and experiencing and 
controlling emotions helps with self-regulation and coping skills that are necessary throughout life 
(White, 2012).  Other studies confirm that play helps develop social skills, problem solving, cognitive 
functioning, emotional well-being, critical thinking skills, and develops flexible responses across 
adaptive systems of the brain (Starling, 2011; Burdette & Whitaker, 2005; Lester & Russell, 2008).  

Paul E. Starling (2011) shows that play can help to build mastery and self-efficacy in children. 
Self-efficacy, a concept developed by psychologist Abraham Maslow, involves six aspects of a person’s 
development: goal setting, perceived ability, degree of personal influence, emotional stability, academic 
achievement, and motivation.  Play also develops mastery, which is crucial to preparation for a variety 
of activities throughout life.  Through play, children develop mastery over things like physical objects as 
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well as non-physical experiences.  Through mastery, children are able to develop self-efficacy, 
confidence, and competence, mentally and emotionally preparing them for the life events ahead of them. 

Studies also show that play can help to build resilience to stress.  A study by Louise Chawla and 
colleagues (2014) was conducted to look at the effects of green schoolyards on young elementary 
students, older elementary students, and high school students.  The study found that time spent in green 
schoolyards helped reduce stress and develop protective factors of resilience, namely, feelings of 
competence and supportive social relationships.  Stuart Lester and Wendy Russell (2008) also discuss 
how play builds resilience through developing emotion regulation, supportive relationships, positivity, 
and coping skills.  Specifically, outdoor play in nature has a significant effect on mental health.  The 
biophilia hypothesis, developed by E. O. Wilson and Steven Kellert, refers to “human kinds’ necessary, 
innate emotional connection to other living creatures and the natural world” (Starling, 2011, p. 34). 
They believe that due to the human brain’s development in the natural world, biophilia is a part of our 
heritable makeup and it not replaced by modern-day rules of learning and behavior that are seemingly 
disconnected from nature.  Louv (2011) discusses the biophilia hypothesis as well, citing researchers 
who connect it to the restorative power of nature.  For example, Roger S. Ulrich and William Bird 
describe how the fight or flight reflex is a normal response to dangerous situations, but would be 
damaging if stress levels were not returned to normal.  

Throughout evolutionary history, nature has been used to restore and recover these stress levels 
(Louv, 2011).  Numerous studies build off of this restorative power of nature.  Burdette & Whitaker 
(2005) and McCurdy et. al. (2010) cite studies showing that outdoor play in nature can improve attention 
and help with attention disorders such as ADD and ADHD, implying that this is due to the restorative 
effects of nature on mental fatigue after periods of concentration.  Nature has also been shown to 
correlate to reduced anxiety, depression, and aggression as well as improved mood and sleep (Burdette 
& Whitaker, 2005; McCurdy et. al., 2010).  Chawla et. al. (2014) cites Ulrich (1983), whose 
psychoevolutionary theory explains that humans are biologically predisposed to positive and restorative 
responses to nature.  Chawla and colleagues (2014) found in their own research that green schoolyards 
helped restore attention and focus in children.  Similarly, Louv’s (2011) research on green exercise 
shows that it improves mood and self-esteem while decreasing feelings of confusion, anger, depression, 
and tension. 

We might conclude from the evidence above and from other research that outdoor play in nature 
is therapeutic.  The restorative effects of nature on mastery, self-efficacy, stress, and mental health can 
be very beneficial to children of any age suffering from depression, anxiety, trauma, or stressful life 
events.  Louv (2011) discusses ecotherapy, a form of nature-guided therapy to address psychological 
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issues.  Some psychologists believe ecotherapy is not scientific enough, arguing that it cannot be 
scientifically studied and verified.  However, many therapists who use this therapy have seen beneficial 
results and believe that the types of therapy we use to address mental health issues should be broadened. 
For example, Patricia Hansen Hasbach, a psychologist who teaches ecotherapy, once had a 
seventeen-year-old patient to whom she prescribed fishing three times a week and more time outdoors in 
addition to short-term medication.  Ultimately, the time spent outdoors helped the boy to overcome 
suicidal thoughts and reconnect with his father (Louv, 2011).  The therapeutic and restorative benefits of 
nature can be combined with free play to aid in overall development of the whole child and increase 
mental and emotional well-being. 
Barriers to Play 

Despite all of the benefits to play, there are many barriers that have prevented it, especially 
outdoor unstructured play.  As was mentioned earlier, studies show that children spend less time playing 
outdoors than they did a few decades ago (White, 2012; Clements, 2004; McCurdy et. al., 2010; 
Burdette & Whitaker, 2005; Starling, 2011).  There are a number of factors that are believed to 
contribute to this decline in play.  First, the past few decades have seen an increasing culture of fear 
(Tovey, 2007; Clements, 2004; McCurdy et. al., 2010).  Helen Tovey (2007) discusses how parental fear 
of crime and safety is one of the top inhibitors of children's play outdoors, yet children have never been 
safer than they are today. For example, incidents such as abduction and murder have remained mostly 
the same over the years.  Secondly, there is a lack of access to play spaces.  McCurdy and colleagues 
(2010) crucially note that racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic disparities go hand in hand with lack of 
access to recreational facilities, often leading to health disparities as well.  There has also been a decline 
in open space, natural areas, lack of transportation to get to natural areas, and increased expenses 
for recreational activities (Tovey, 2007; Outdoor Nation, 2010).  On a related note, many play spaces 
that are accessible are shown to be overly safe, boring, and too structured (Studio Ludo, 2017; 
Schiffman, 2019).  For example, playgrounds that lack characteristics such as climbing structures or 
loose parts are likely to result in more injury as children try to create their own risk and fun.  Those that 
lack dynamic structures that would allow for the use of imagination often leads to a lack of interest in 
the space.  The London Study of Playgrounds came to the conclusion that adding risk, loose parts, 
blurring the lines between passive and active spaces, and making everything playable can result in less 
injury, more stimulation, and excite children (Studio Ludo, 2017).  Next, numerous authors have noted 
an increase in organized, structured activities in children's lives, such as child care, after school 
programs, sports teams, music lessons, etc. (Tovey, 2007; Clements, 2004).  An increase in structured 
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activities may be due to a number of reasons, including rising academic standards and increased 
expectations of preparation for adulthood (White, 2012; Lester & Russell, 2008).  

There has also been a shift to more sedentary lifestyles, and many authors attribute this to the 
rise of indoor technologies, such as television, computers, phones, and other electronic media 
(Clements, 2004; Outdoor Nation, 2010; McCurdy et. al., 2010).  Finally, there is concern that recent 
and current generations of children are experiencing an increasing disconnect from nature (Louv, 
2011; Ridgers et. al., 2012; Outdoor Nation, 2010).  Louv (2011) calls this Nature-Deficit Disorder, or 
NDD.  While not an actual disorder, this term connotes the consequences of human alienation from 
nature, including degradation of mental health.  The barriers above, as well as unfamiliarity with the 
natural environment, dirt and discomfort, and perceived and actual safety issues facilitate NDD and 
prevent today's children from spending time in nature (Louv, 2011).  Dickinson (2013) importantly 
points to the larger issues that are facilitating this disconnect.  She argues that barriers to nature result 
from larger cultural issues and values, such as “over-rationalization, objectification, suppressed emotion, 
decreased sense of place, and anthropocentrism” (Dickinson, 2013, p. 329).  These values create 
ideologies that permeate throughout culture and society, with a disconnect from nature at their core. 
These values and ideologies must be addressed and remedied first if we hope to improve upon other 
barriers to nature (Dickinson, 2013). 
Best Practices 

Based on the literature and the discussion above, there are multiple suggestions for facilitating 
children's outdoor, unstructured play and benefitting their mental health and well-being.  First, 
ecological psychology (see Chawla et. al., 2014), offers a useful framework for guiding how and why we 
shape children's play.  This area of study “seeks to understand how affordances of a place facilitate or 
constrain people's opportunities for action and experience” (Chawla et. al., 2014, p. 3).  Whether or not 
something is an affordance is determined by the relationship between the environment and the person, 
and this relationship is shaped by the physical environment as well as one’s culture and society. 
Ecological psychology says that the environment has intrinsic meaning and value, but society also 
shapes it and imbues it with meanings by encouraging some forms of interaction with the environment 
but not others (Chawla, 2014).  This interrelational framework also speaks to Dickinson's (2013) 
argument that current, underlying cultural values and structures are key factors in one’s level of 
connection with the natural environment around them.  So, the way we create and shape play spaces and 
outdoor environments will ultimately reflect the ways we value the environment, children, and what we 
believe is important to their learning and development.  For example, a highly structured play space 
surfaced with rubber, fenced in, and lacking any natural elements will communicate the message that 
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play is done in specified spaces separate from the natural environment.  Things like adventure, learning 
about the natural world, and exploratory learning are discouraged. 

Next, Tovey (2007) offers a more specific, semi-structured framework for designing play spaces. 
She starts by presenting three key questions: “What do we want this place to look and feel like?”, “What 
makes a good space for children and why?”, and “What values about children and learning underpin it?” 
(Tovey, 2007, p. 53).  These questions should be used to guide the creation of a play space alongside 
children’s own agency, allowing them to shape and create their own meaning and interaction with the 
environment.  Tovey then goes on to suggest some characteristics that could be included in an outdoor 
environment to facilitate play: designated and connected spaces, elevated spaces, wild spaces, spaces for 
exploring, spaces for mystery, natural spaces, space for imagination, spaces for movement and stillness, 
social spaces, and fluid spaces (Tovey, 2007, p. 59).  For example, we might imagine a park that 
includes pathways to different areas, a space with tall grass and unorganized logs and boulders, a 
hollowed out tree, and a few benches facing one another.  This would illustrate connected spaces, wild 
spaces, spaces for mystery, and social spaces, respectively. 

When it comes to the role of adults in children’s play, an MSU study emphasizes the importance 
of supporting rather than leading or controlling play.  Because play is fundamentally something that 
needs to be chosen and directed by the child, adult control defeats its purpose.  Kylie Rymanowicz 
(2018) suggests that adults structure an environment that encourages play and allows children to make 
their own choices within it, facilitate play by adding to it, discussing it, and making children feel 
comfortable, and reviewing play by conversing with children and critically analyzing the strengths and 
weaknesses of the environment (Rymanowicz, 2018).  Forest School Training (2011) also uses the term 
“competent playworker” to describe an adult who enhances opportunities for children’s play but does 
not control children’s choices. 

A few authors offer suggestions on how to convey and promote the importance of play and how 
to make outdoor play more accessible.  Burdette & Whitaker (2005) suggest that play should be framed 
in terms of overall well-being rather than for the instrumental purpose of fitness.  Focusing on the 
benefits of attention, affiliation, and affect that improve mental, emotional, and social well-being are 
more likely to promote play than a focus on physical fitness and combating obesity.  This message 
should be communicated with parents, preschools and daycare centers, and reflected through policy 
changes that promote safe play spaces (Burdette & Whitaker, 2005).  In addition, a survey done by 
Outdoor Nation (2010) suggests lowering entry fees for parks, starting or joining clubs, educating 
parents, integrating the outdoors into school curricula, emphasizing the good in getting dirty, and safety 
training in order to make the outdoors more accessible and encourage play in such spaces.  Finally, 
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Lester & Russell (2008) suggest that play should be included in social policy, not for instrumental 
purposes such as academic lessons or preparation for adulthood, but for its uncertain, dynamic nature 
and its ability to build resilience.  Provisions for play in social policy should be determined by whether 
or not they allow children to play freely rather than what content or instrumental outcomes will come 
out of the play (Lester & Russell, 2008). 

Also, when it comes to outdoor play, some children may need a bit of structure, guidance, and/or 
equipment at first if they have developed an aversion to the outdoors or lack previous experience. 
Guided activities could act as a springboard for future environmental free play (Forest School Training, 
2011). 

Finally, a few specific examples will be given to demonstrate practices that have adhered well to 
the above guidelines and facilitated children's outdoor free play.  First, The Yard is an adventure 
playground in New York Harbor for children ages 6 to 13.  The Yard is not like traditional playgrounds, 
rather, it is a space full of modern-day debris such as a piano, mannequins, tires and more, many loose 
parts, and does not allow adults other than play workers who only intervene when there is danger or to 
teach children how to use the tools available.  This space is particularly significant because it 
incorporates a healthy amount of risk, is dynamic and fluid, and is child-centered.  Children are able to 
build, be creative, use their imagination, and create their own fun.  They are also able to learn about 
risks, learn about their bodies, and cope with fears (Schiffman, 2019).  The London Study of 
Playgrounds is a second example, which studied 16 playgrounds in London to determine what the best 
characteristics are and how play spaces should be designed in the U.S (Studio Ludo, 2017).  The study 
found that play spaces should be designed for all ages including both passive and active areas, include 
natural play affordances, make space for climbing, swinging, sliding, and have water and loose parts if 
possible, make everything playable, and include some risk (Studio Ludo, 2017).  Finally, Forest School 
is an optimal example for promoting a connection to nature, learning and developing through hands-on 
experiences, and making time and space for unstructured play.  Ridgers and colleagues (2012) 
conducted a study on a 12-week Forest School, finding that it benefited children's natural play as well as 
their knowledge of the natural environment.  Forest School has been spreading throughout Nordic 
schools and the UK, and is typically conducted with elementary students.  Children learn various 
environmental skills and take part in activities that can contribute to academic skills as well as health 
and well-being.  Studies have shown that aspects of self-efficacy, social skills, and knowledge of the 
natural world have increased for children who participate in Forest School, and this study also found 
positive changes to natural play experiences and knowledge of the world the children live in (Ridgers et. 
al., 2012). 
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Conclusion 

Without a doubt, research shows that play is an extremely beneficial and crucial activity in the 
lives of children, especially unstructured play outdoors.  Play benefits children’s physical health, equips 
them with social and cognitive skills such as problem-solving, cooperation, and creativity, boosts 
self-efficacy and confidence, and contributes to their mental well-being through resilience to stress, 
decreased depression and anxiety, and its restorative and therapeutic effects.  Efforts to overcome 
barriers to children’s play such as safety, access, overly-organized lifestyles, dominance of indoor 
technologies, and disconnection from nature should address the cultural values and ideologies that 
underly them.  A cultural shift that involves integrating the human world and the natural world as one, 
valuing children’s play for the process rather than the products, and making time for unstructured, 
freely-chosen activities is crucial if we want children to reap the countless benefits of play. 
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Appendix C: Codes and Definitions 

Parks Program - Challenge: difficulties faced in the Parks Program 

Funding: challenges related to funding 

Marketing: challenges related to advertising the program 

Parks Program - History: anything related to background or vision for the program 

Parks Program - Lunch: anything related to the lunch program 

Parks Program - Positive Experience: direct, personal positive experiences from the 
program 

Parks Program - Potential: responses to challenges or recommendations for future 
Parks Programs 

Play 

Benefits: benefits of play experienced by interviewees or benefits they know of or 
have seen in others 

Characteristics: characteristics that define play 

Community: interactions and relationships are an important part of play 

Minimal Supervision: small amount of supervision, whether that be 
parental or from older teens and adults 

Motivation: reasoning behind play 

Outdoor: noting the environment/outdoors as a key factor in play 

Safe Space: indicates that a safe space is necessary for play 

Self-Directed: play activities chosen and directed by children themselves 

Structured: games or play activities that have rules or an external purpose 

Unstructured: play that lacks rules or purpose 
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