Creating Play Spaces that
connect Children to Nature

BY JULIANNA LICHATZ

VVhen | was a child, my favorite playgrounds were
the wooded areas behind my house, the garden in
which my father grew our food, the neighboring
fields and orchards of my grandmother’s land, and
the intervening wetlands. Occasionally we would
accompany my father to the town park. While he
umpired softball games, we were left to play on the
swings, slides, and monkey bars. Inevitably, we would
wander off to less civilized play areas: the old pine
tree forest, the steep grassy hill,and eventually to
the edges of the park, where there were even better
opportunities for exploration and play.

As the human population swells, particularly in
industrialized nations, more and more land is eaten
up by tract housing, malls, highways, and roads.

As land is usurped for development, municipali-

ties recognize the need to keep some acreage for
recreational purposes. But the traditional and once
common town park with duck pond, picnic tables,
large, shade-giving oak trees, playgrounds, and rolling
fields has given way to huge athletic fields under
megawatt lighting for late-night soccer and baseball
games. With this shift in our recreational paradigm
we are losing the environment that provides the
richest experiences for children (and adults)—the
natural world.

Sand, the form of earth that invites children to shovel, dig,
and build, greatly enhances any play space.
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Studies of children in North America, Europe, and
Australia indicate that more creative forms of

play evolve in schoolyards with a green or natural
component than in a manufactured play area.
Besides creativity, the natural world offers a place to
experience wonder and awe, a place for the spirit to
be nurtured. In his book Last Child in the Woods,
Richard Louv summarizes the human need for the
natural world:

Nature—the sublime, the harsh, and the beauti-
ful—offers something that the street or gated
community or computer game cannot. Nature
presents the young with something so much great-
er than they are; it offers an environment where
they can easily contemplate infinity and eternity. . ..
Without that experience, as [Louise] Chawla says,
“we forget our place; we forget that larger fabric
on which our lives depend.” (p.97)

In most Waldorf schools the children spend a good
part of the day—one-quarter or more—playing,
exploring, and working on the land surrounding the
school, or “play space.” Schools can help recon-
nect children with nature by paying attention to and
caring for the land around the built environment of
school buildings, parking lot, and outbuildings. There
are various ways to approach this task. One way to
approach it is based on the four elements of ancient
Greek philosophy.

Earth, air, fire, and water and their associated
forms—solid, gas, heat, and liquid—are the
constituent elements of our planet and are the basis
of life on it. It is important and should be possible,
then, for children to experience these formative
substances on a daily basis in their play.

Earth is perhaps the most readily available element
and can play a role in all play spaces without much
help from landscape architects. Even in an asphalted
city yard, cracks appear to reveal the real earth
beneath, and children gather around, with sticks or
whatever implements they can find, poking and prob-
ing to uncover more. Earth comes in various forms,
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building materials cultivates creative capacities.

Among the various kinds of earth, sand is probably
the most popular and common intentionally placed
substance. Children of all ages enjoy the soft, pliant,
responsive material. From kindergarten sandbox

to the landing pit of the fifth-grade long jumpers,

this aggregate of fine mineral particles provides
opportunities for play. Another favorite kind of
earth—clay—is adored by children for its elastic
quality. | have found it plastered to a tree as a mes-
sage and also forming a “fairy home" at the base of
trees. Moist and cohesive, it is the opposite of sand
and gives a quite different experience. Pea gravel
does not lend itself to building something as do sand
and clay. It has an inviting texture, though, and young
children can grow strong filling buckets with pea
gravel and carrying them somewhere for relocation.
Rich black humus, often found in wooded areas or
near compost piles, is again different—in feel, scent,
temperature, and color. Humus is usually home to
many small creatures such as earthworms, centi-
pedes, and “roly poly” bugs and by itself can hold the
attention of children for a long time. Childrenina
gardening program can learn that humus, compost,
or any other organic matter can be mixed with sand,
clay,and peat moss to create natural potting soil.
Once having seen this done, they can do it on their
own.

Rocks native to the area, varied in size, color, and
shape, are also a form of the earth element’s diverse
bounty. These can be placed around the play area
and have a number of functions. Large boulders
provide a climbing challenge and then a pleasant
perch on which to rest. The larger the boulder, the
more friends can clamber up on it. Smaller boulders
can serve as borders around sandboxes and can

also serve as stepping stones in a test of balance. At
the Waldorf School on the Roaring Fork (WSRF),
boulders enclose the sand area under our swing set.
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The most popular form of climbing apparatus—the
tree—affords children an experience of height, space, and
freedom.

| use this walkway with
the younger classes

to test and strengthen
their sense of balance.
In the warm spring
days, the first graders
remove their shoes and
we play “Follow the
Leader”” They imitate
different balance moves
on the smooth, but not
level, rocks.

Air,an element we meet in the experience of physi-
cal space, usually requires little or no human-made
installation in a play space. A hill or an elevated area
or large, open fields offer a true experience of air.

In such places one realizes the relative proximity of
Earth to heaven. Unfortunately, schools in or near
cities typically have limited space, and the experience
of air and its expansiveness and movement may be
difficult. But the qualities of air may be perceived
and understood even within a small space. A nook
between two buildings where the autumn wind
swirls fallen leaves into a vortex can bring this invis-
ible reality to the child.

Even certain time-honored playground equipment
can enhance a child’s experience of air in motion.
Swings allow children to feel height but also move-
ment, back and forth, up and down. Swings help set
the fluid in the inner ear in motion, helping children
develop balance. Slides and arched bridges take
them from the earth into the air and then back to
the ground. Often the tallest structure on a play-
ground, these represent the journey from heaven to
Earth that children take in the first years of life.

Climbing apparatuses help children experience air

as well as develop important cross-lateral move-
ment. Like crawling, climbing helps develop postural
control, balance, and a kinesthetic sense of space and
depth. It provides an opportunity to integrate visual,
vestibular, and proprioceptive information. The most
beloved climbing apparatuses come with sturdy
roots in the earth and extend many feet into the

air. These are the trees. No two are alike. They are
alive and as such offer warmth and comfort as well
as an ever-changing seasonal display of color, texture,
scent, and taste. Schools blessed to be on land that
is home to grandfather trees, 100 years or more old,
can relish the special gifts these trees hold.
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The grand maple on the campus of the Charlottesville
Waldorf School. The yellow line marks the limit for
climbing.

When | taught at the Charlottesville Waldorf School
(CWS), we had a beautiful, huge maple tree that was
at least 150 years old. Four feet from the base, the
trunk divided into five boughs, creating a spacious
platform. Children built ladders to climb into the
area and filled it with pine needles to make a nest.
From this perch, they could keep an eye on all

; recess activity, like royalty over their kingdom.

A child can experience air by climbing a few feet
into a tree's bough and, looking up, beyond where
he can reach, be reminded of how much there is

to look forward to in life. For safety, mulch can be
placed at the foot of trees, just as it is spread at the
bottom of slides or under swings. Living bark needs
exposure to the airin order to breathe, so surface
roots should not be covered.

Playing with a parachute, paper airplanes, kites, and
objects that can be thrown into the air also provides
experiences of air in the play space. At WSRF the
handwork teacher creates felted stars with tails at
Michaelmas, and the first graders enjoy tossing them
as high as they can into the air and watching them
drift down.

In the upper grades, the javelin and discus and the
long jump and archery provide experiences of air
and space. The seventh and eighth graders like to
throw a hula hoop in the air and try to shoot a
special arrow called a flu-flu through it, relishing
the challenge of keeping their feet on the ground
and maintaining presence of mind while focusing on
an object moving through the space above them.
Ropes courses help budding teenagers overcome
fear of heights.

Certain types of vegetation make manifest the ges-
cure of air. Willow trees and grasses, for example,
move and sway with the wind, reminding us of air
and its constant movement. One of my favorite
memories of growing up in New England is of the
maple “helicopters”—the winged seeds that grace-
fully float to earth like pirouetting ballerinas.

Fire, despite safety concerns and insurance regula-
tions, can play a role in a play space. In European
adventure playgrounds, fire pits and fireplaces are
tended by the supervising adult. Children visit the
fire pits sporadically, but they are particularly drawn
during the winter months. | recall my brother’s
interest in the power of a magnifying glass when he
discovered that if the sun’s rays are focused through
it, they will ignite a pile of dried grass or other flam-
mable object.

Heidi Britz-Crecelius, author of Children at Play,
reminds us that many children have a deep fascina-
tion with fire and are often testing the flammability
of material. She writes,

When a fire is built often enough with adults,
the prohibition of lighting fires without an adult
becomes easier to enforce. Then, too, the danger
of fire and how to handle it is understood much
sooner. (p.32)

Fire can be part of several seasonal celebrations at

1 school. When | was at CVVS there was a bonfire

each Thanksgiving in the middle of the field. For

months afterward, children played in the area, reliv- |
ing the experience with imaginary fires. WSRF has
a metal fire pit on the property, built and given to

the school by a graduating eighth grader. In the

week before Christmas break, each day before

school a fire is made in the pit,and children, teach-

ers, and staff gather around it to sing holiday carols

and songs. At Michaelmas, a blacksmith's forge is

A fire pit allows adults and children together to enjoy
the mystery of fire in a safe and controlled situation.
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| constructed and, with the eighth graders working
the bellows, each child is given an opportunity to

hammer iron.

Water is the element of life itself. The human body
is about 60 percent water, and roughly 70 percent
of Earth is covered by water. Children have expe-
rienced water firstin the womb, having spent their
first nine months in an aqueous environment. There
is something universal about the movement of water.
The rhythm of waves upon a beach reflects the
inhalations and exhalations of our breath. Water

has a soothing, even healing capacity. Water running
down a cascade can calm a busy mind or soothe a
troubled soul.

Children—and adults—are naturally drawn to water.
The sight of water, the sounds it makes when it
moves, and even its smell attract and delight. A land-
scape without water is a barren one. Water creates
opportunities for many types of individual and group
play. As children, many of us all raced homemade
boats or simple acorn tops down streams, waded
through brooks, dammed a stream with rocks and
branches, skipped rocks over the smooth surface of
a pond, and made mud pies and sand castles. Water
environments create opportunities for play but also
for artistic expression and learning. Children can
learn about the different kinds of plants that grow
in‘or near water and also grasp the water cycle in
nature that makes life possible on Earth. Where no
naturally occurring water is present, even a small
water flowform can bring this aspect of nature
effectively into a play space.

In their book Natural Learning, Robin Moore and
Herbert Wong observe:

Water provides a powerful, experiential bridge
between the inner life of the child and the external
world—a link that represents the deeper devel-
opmental relationship between play and educa-
tion. Hopefully, the importance of water as a child
development setting will be realized more clearly
among educators, especially now that the critical
role of wetlands for global environmental health
has at last been recognized. (p.49)

| By incorporating each of the elements—earth, air,
fire,and water—into the play spaces around our
schools and around our homes, we help our chil-

i dren connect to the natural world and discover its
| Yfuty and wisdom. By enabling our young ones to
i _E"Pel”ience nature in its myriad forms, we help them
s deveiop into happy and healthy human beings. ©
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A flow-form cascade into a shallow pond is a source of
delight for children of all ages.
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