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All work and no play makes fack a dull

boy - and Jill a dull girl. The old apho-

rism (modified for political correctness)

expresses a long-recognized principle:

p lay is  cr i t ica l  Lo developing br ight

children. Sagacious wisdom finds much

support from morc than 80 ycars of re-

scarch: play is crucial to the development

of creativity, problem solving, critical

thinking, anticipatory planning, and even

complex brain structures.

The bcncfits of play go well bcyond

physical fitness. Recent research dcmon-

stratcs the positivc cffects intcractive

play and exercise have on many aspects

of children's well-bcing, including thcir

cognitive abilities.

Richer play environments provide

greater opportunities for children to

bring more of themselves to play, engage

in more problem solving, and be more

creative. Thc more children can act upon,

change, rearrange, and manipulate the

environment to meet their own needs,

the more wide-ranging their responses

can be. This wide range of responses

includes learning through play. Whether

the learning is conceptual and at the

intuitive level or directed and at the

factual level depends a great deal on

what children have to play with.

Play as Stimulus

Play as a stimulus-seeking activity is cur-

rently one of the leading theories on why
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complex fixed equipment allows

children to find novel patterns for using

it, this alone is not enough.

Nicholson (1971) suggests that children's

ability to change the environment to suit

their own rreeds is critical. He advocated

the use of loose parts on playgrounds to

allow children to act upon and change

thc cnvironment through play. The more

varied the loose parts are, the morc

novcl ways children can combine them

as they stack, build, and create. This

again relates b associative or ideational

fluency - a child can usc an oPcn-

cnded thing in a variety of waYs tcl

satisfy his needs in play at that moment.

Anothcr way to describe this is creativ-

ity - playful bchavior that leads to a

ncw outcome, new skills, and/or new

knowledge. Thus we see thc trend to

provide equipment on playgrounds to

support more than just physical activity.

The trend toward the outdoor classroom

with loose parts and construction mate-

rials, art, water play, complex sand plav

structures, and gardening and natural

materials is finding more support on

playgrounds. Children can use the open-

ended materials provided to support

these activities in more personal ways

and to satisfy more self-directed play.

The more playgrounds move in this

direction, the more children will learn

through play and playful inter-action

with such materials.
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children play. It supports the notion that

curiosity and personal motives drive

children to seek out novel or at least mod-

eratefy novel experiences as a means of

arousal. Novelty, however, isn't the only

factor in the choice of play and, in fact,

may not be the main factor. Children tend

to stay engaged in play longer as a func-

tion of complexity, not novelty. Take for

instance the often-relived episode on

Christmas mortring whcre thc newcst toy

is soon tossed aside for the box it came in.

The box can becomc anything: a htluse,

fort, or spaceship; thc toy - often one-

dimensional in its purposc - only mects

the stimulus-seeking nc'ed unti l i t is

experienced and well-known.

Associative or ideational fluency scems to

be the highest outcome relatcd to play as

stimulus thinking and to the use of novel

or moderately novel items or to thc use of

items with flexible purposes. In other

words, children's curiosity and tendency

to seek stimulating experiences leads them

to use stuff in novel and creative ways to

provide themselves with new and enjoy-

able stimulatiory and we call that playful

learning.

The above suggests then that PIaY-
grounds with only fixed equipment prob-

ably do not provide children with enough

to satisfy their stimulus-seeking activity.

This is easily seen in the way children

may use hum-drum equipment inappro-

priately to provide more challenge. While
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Play is linked to greater creativity and
problem solving, improved reading
levels, and higher IQ scores. play and
exploration trigger the secretion of
brain-derived neurotrophic factor
(BDNF), a substance essential for the
growth and maintenance of brain cells.
People who play and exercise regularly
are also less likely than others to suffer
cognitive decline.

Play as Imagination

Studies reveal a link between symbolic
pretend play involving a child,s active
use of his or her imagination and the
development of language skills. In 1999,
psychologist Edward Fisher analyzed
studies of the cognitive benefits of play
and found that such play "results in
improved performances in both cogni-
tive-linguistic and social affective
domains."

Play as Relationships

Children who play with their peers gain
an invaluable social advantage as they

grow. Studies show that children who
develop stable relationships with other
children through early play opportunities
become more competent over time and
have fewer difficulties than children who
don't cultivate those relationships.

Play with peers isn't the only beneficial
form of play. Children develop essential
social skills from parents, guardians, and
other adult caregivers who play with
them in ways that emphasize equatity,
Through balanced, responsive play with
a caregiveq, children learn the skills
required to be a socially competent
citizen. When caregivers are responsive to
children's ideas during play inteyactions,
children feel confident of their ability to
be good play partners and subsequently
become more eager to play with their
peers. Such positive, balanced play has
been found to encourage children to have
a positive outlook toward others and look
forward to play opportunities with others.

Ina2007 study (Zaradic & Pergams,
2007), five year olds who had limited out-
door playtime exhibited poorer social,

behavioral, and motor skills and had
fewer playmates than children not so
limited. Play in a diverse natural environ-
ment also reduces or eliminates bullying.

Roughhousing or'rough-and-tumble,
play has been found to be necessary for
the development of social awareness,
cooperatiory fairness, and altruism. In
fact, the greatest impact of rough-and-
tumble play is in the social domain -

perhaps facilitating the encoding and
decoding of social signals.

Play as Health

Overweight and obesity in children are
significant public health problems in the
United States, and encouraging kids to be
active through play has far reaching bene-
fits. Promoting play and physical activity
is supported by facts from the Centers for
Disease Control (CDC) with reports that
the percentage of overweight children has
almost doubled since the earlv 1980s.
while the percentage of overweight ado-
lescents has risen by nearly 300 percent.
Experts agree that kids should engage in
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an hour of physical activity every day and

siiding, climbing, chasing, crossing, bal-

ancing, traversing, and navigating play-

ground equipment can get kids moving

without them realizing the benefits to

their bodies. Playgrounds can also

increase muscle strength, agility, balance,

and stamina. In the 2010 "Shape of the

Nation" report on state physical education

standards, the National Association for

Sport and Physical Education (NASPE)

pushes for more activity. The exercise can

come in small increments throughout the

day, and consist of free play, physical

educatiory and structured activity breaks.

The statistics about childhood inactivity

and obesity are startling:

. Lack of physical activity is one of the

primary factors driving the 100 percent-

plus increase of childhood

obesity in children ages 2-5 (Head Start

Body Start, 2010).
. Obese youth are more likely to have

risk factors for cardiovascular disease,

such as high cholesterol or high blood

pressure (Freedman, et al., 2007).

. Children who are obese are at greater

risk for bone and ioint problems, sleep

apnea, and social and psychological

problems, such as stigmatization and

poor self-esteem (U.S. Surgeon General,

2010).

Even though it seems impossible to com-

pete with some of today's technology

which seems to promote - and even

encourage - a sedentary lifestyle, one

simple truth remains: kids love the out-

doors. Running, swinging, climbing, and

exploring encourage gross-motor skill

development, which is the foundation for

all future movement success. Some of the

benefits of gross motor PIaYI:

. Improves information recall

. Increases creativity

. Improves problem-solving skills

. Incteases self-esteem and self-

confidence
. Children actively engaged in motor

development are less likelY to

experience depression or anxietY
. Enhances memory, self-regulatiory and

overall academic achievement through-

out childhood.

The natural environment offers a wide

variety of rich activities that stimulate

children's minds and get their bodies

moving. Once children make the connec-

tion between physical active play and

fun, there's great potential for achievin$ a

lifetime of overall health, and a love for

the outdoors.

Emotional health - Nature play is a key

strategy for engaging children in urban

communities with the experiential rich-

ness of the natural world. Opportunities

for extending the learning process out-

doors increase options for meeting state-

mandated curricular objectives, certifica-

tions, and learning through play. Nature

can help to improve the aesthetic appeal

of a play area, which stimulates higher

levels of use, as well as attracts diverse

species that fascinate childrery like butter-

flies, caterpillars, and Iadybugs. Sounds

of songbirds, swaying branches and

rustling leaves have beneficial effects on

a person's overall well-being, and can

have a relaxing effect, while shade and

texture provided by trees and plants

create a comfortable environment in

which to spend time.

By creating a dramatic shift in the way

we approach playground design, and

integrating the natural and built envi-

ronment, we can have a lasting effect on

generations of children and families who

are currently unconnected to nature, both

physically and emotionally. We know

through researc[ and the best practice

principles incorporated in innovative,

nature-inspi red play envi ronments, that

we can benefit children, families, and

communities by revaluing the importance

of children's outdoor play and engage-

ment with nature.

Gross-motor skills - By providing play

areas that utilize manufactured play

pieces along with natural elements, curv-

ing pathways, and natural plantings,
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gross-motor development is enhanced.
Additional developmental benefits are
gained through walking paths, as
children build locomotor skills by
jumping, walking, running, or gallop-
ing along these pathways to move
between destinations. Natural sur-
roundings also encourage children to
use their bodies in imaginative games,
becoming a soaring butterfly, a bird
flapping its wings, or a crawling
caterpillar.

Fine-motor skills - Children are fasci_
nated by loose parts play, and incorpo_
rating elements of nature into the plav
space can help develop fine-motor
skills as children use pieces shed by
nature, such as twigs, pinecones, and
leaves in their play. Twigs and
branches become other objects design-
ed to suit a particular role in the games
children play, for instance building
blocks to build a wall, which develop
fine-motor skills as the twigs ur" han-
dled, cognitive skills as they are inter-
woverL and imaginative skills, such as

the structure built with twigs, that
becomes part of a castle.

An outdoor environment that is full of
rich sensory sights, smells, sounds, and
teeming with life is one of the most basic
needs for developing young children, and
yet the most unavailable in child care

ProSrams.

Robin Moore, founder of the Natural
Learning Initiative, says, "the composite
play structure is often what draws the
children outdoors, but the natural spaces
are what keep them there."

Children need outdoor environments that
provide sheltered spaces to protect from
the elements, sunny benches for resting or
observing, quiet spaces for those needing
some solitude, vegetable gardens to raise
nutritious food, flower and herb gardens
for attracting birds, butterflies, squirrels,
rabbits, and other wildtife. Rocks and
boulders surrounded by a resilient
surfacing are irresistible play elements.
Children engaged in digging in the dirt,

discovering worms, observing nearby
caterpillars and ladybugs, and listening
to hummingbirds whiz by will naturally
develop a "Sense of Wonder,, (Carson,
A Sense of Wonder,1998).

Play equipment manufacturers can help
by offering site amenities such as
weather-resistant tables, benches, clean
up stations, and shelters that allow care
providers an easy way to cope with the
natural effects from being outdoors.
Equipment manufacturers may often
provide design services for outdoor
spaces as well.

Play is essential for developing a sense
of equality, connectedness, and concern
for others. Play builds strong family
bonds and encourages open expression
of feelings. Free play equally benefits all
children, without the team pressures,
physical preferences, or singling out
that comes with other activities. The
mutual play that children engage in is
the basic state of friendship that sustains
people throughout their lives.
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I ndoor/outdoor, heavy-duty, recycled,
clean - the perfect way to connect

stainless-steel, easY-
children with nature,
Iots of heddaches).(and save yourself

Kdtseo
Garden Bed

ontine: www.playmart,com or call: (800) 437-5297
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