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Nature-Based Play in Brooklyn Park:
A Recipie for Community Health

The City of Brooklyn Park Parks and Recreation department has requested an evalua-
tion of nature-based play in its East Central Parks district.  The purpose of this evalua-
tion is to identify current nature-based play elements in the area and the opportunities 
for improvement and development.  The intent of the study is to increase awareness 
and participation in nature-based play within the City of Brooklyn Park and surrounding 
communities. It is anticipated that improvements in nature-based play elements will 
increase understanding of, interest in, and engagement with the outdoor natural envi-
ronment and will lead to community environmental stewardship.

The first part of the evaluation includes an assessment of existing nature-based play 
elements in the East Central Parks district: Willowstone, Jewell, Maitland, Edinbrook, 
Royal Oaks, Brook Oaks and Noble Sports Parks. In order to accomplish this, each 
of these parks were visited by two students to investigate traditional park and nature 
-based play elements. Photos of existing features were taken and a visit assessment 
form was completed for each park. 

The second part of the evaluation included a compilation of the data and a thorough 
review by the student team. The review focused on identifying the top three parks with 
the greatest need and opportunity for improvement for nature-based play. This review 
included consideration of nature-based play elements, physical features, safety, and 
activities promoted by these features.  Consideration was given to the relationships 
between these features, differences of these features, and the potential for improved 
relationships between these features. As a result of this review and deliberation, the 
three parks chosen for detailed review and proposed development include; Willow-
stone Park, Royal Oaks Park and Jewell Park.
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What is Nature-Based Play?
For the purpose of this report, nature-based play areas are defined as outdoor areas 
designed for play, comprised of features existing in or formed by nature. “These com-
ponents represent the larger wild environment in a way that feels safe and manageable 
to young visitors and their parents while inviting imaginative and explorative play” (Ore-
gon).

Research shows that when children engage in nature-based play, there is a marked 
increase in imaginative, cooperative and energetic participation (Dowdell). These find-
ings are measured against children’s play in traditional metal and plastic structures 
seen in  the majority of playgrounds today.

Nature-Based Play Elements:
• Natural Spaces
• Trees and foliage
• Open, unlandscaped fields in the area
• Minimal design structures but still    

functional
• Natural Structures
• Rocks to climb and play on
• Shaded spaces
• Natural Habitats
• Water Features
• Gardens (With paths)
• Sand, mulch, recycled rubber etc
• Places for climbing and crawling
• Gathering spaces
• Messy materials (mud, sand, twigs, etc.)
• Levels (stone walls, stairs, etc.) 

Safety:
• Fences around hazards
• Appropriate equipment
• Litter-free area
• Fully functioning, secure equipment
• Free of hazards

Physical Features:
• Hard-surface play area
• Hard-surface paths
• Dramatic play structures
• Trees and natural areas 
• Active-play equipment
• Large soft areas (grasses etc.)
• Fences/gates/walls
• Semi-private spaces
• Pet/animal friendly places
• Flower gardens/greenhouses/butterfly 

gardens
• Transitional spaces
• Access to amenities
• Accessibility

Does the Area:
• Encourage play?
• Stimulate senses?
• Perk curiosity?
• Support active play?
• Support child-adult interaction?

3



Brook Oaks Park
1750 87th Trail, Brooklyn Park

11.4 acres • Picnic Area • Playground • Full Basketball Court

Brook Oaks park is located at the end of a cul-de-sac in a nice quiet neighborhood.  The park features a 
playground, basketball court, picnic area, and a natural area. A large portion of the park is comprised of 
an undeveloped wooded area. Due to its isolation and limited visibility through the woods, there are safety 
concerns for child participation. By clearing underbrush and expanding the trails to increase line of sight and 
care-taker supervision potential, the wooded area would become safer and more accessible for children 
and adults alike. This would also help to mitigate concerns about unwanted or unsafe activity.

The southernmost edge of Brook Oaks park is bordered with a paved trail that runs all around the city. 
Creating a system of trails, both paved and unpaved, through the park that connects to this trail would be a 
great way to expand access to the park. 

In conjunction with the new trail system, the addition of natural climbing structures, treated logs, boulders, 
limited-liability low ropes obstacles or geocache sites would enhance the nature-based play opportunities.
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Creating a trail system within the wooded area of Brook Oaks Park that connects to the 
greater trail system in the city would provide additional access to the park and help make it a           

destination for those looking to explore nature. 
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Edinbrook Park
2900 Edinbrook Parkway, Brooklyn Park

5.8 acres • Parking Lot • Picnic Shelter • Playground • 
Full Basketball Court • Game Court • Softball Diamond 

Edinbrook Park is a full-access neighborhood park located on a moderately busy street in the Edinbrook 
neighborhood.  This park features a playground that includes access for children with disabilities as well as 
a picnic shelter.  The park includes a sport-court, full sized basketball court and a softball field. A asphalt 
path running through the park leads to a footbridge over Highway 610. The park is lined with a tall wooden 
wall blocking the noise from Highway 610.

Although this park is well maintained with equipment and structures in excellent shape, there are no na-
ture-based play elements found in this park.  This might be due to loud noise generated by Hwy 610 which 
the noise barrier only mildly obfuscates.  

Despite this noise and lack of natural features there are still opportunities to add nature-based play ele-
ments if the need is present. One option that could help quiet the street noise and add interest to the park 
would be to turn the noise barrier into a living wall with plants and vines growing on it. Another option would 
be to plant a community garden or pollinator plot. Edinbrook Park doesn’t offer much shade which makes 
the space ideal for growing fresh vegetables for the community or for growing Minnesota native plants 
which will help the area’s bees and butterflies that are in danger of extinction. The addition of these types of 
plantings offer children unique learning opportunities. 
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The addition of flowering native plants 
provides habitat for the city’s pollinators. 
These gardens are also an opportunity 

for exploration for park visitors. 

Above: Living walls add interest, muffle sound, and regulate temperature.
Below: Community gardens are a great way to engage the community in nature.
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Jewell Park
1400 89th Ave, Brooklyn Park

14.6 acres • Parking Lot • Activity Building • Picnic Shelter • Playground • Sliding Hill • Soccer Fields

Jewell Park is a large park with potential nature-based play elements.  On site there is an activity building, 
playground, skating rink, sledding hill, picnic area, picnic pavilion  and nature areas. About half of the park 
is developed, the majority of which is open grass fields used for soccer. The remaining undeveloped area is 
primarily wetlands and woods. Much of this area is too wet to walk through comfortably and it appears that it 
has remained mostly untouched and unused.

Jewell Park has potential for nature-based play. Provided there 
was access, the large wooded wetland is a wonderland of      
nature-based play experiences. A system of boardwalks would 
provide access to wetlands in the park that were otherwise inac-
cessible. The boardwalks could include interpretive signs to help 
educate the public as they walk. Accessible treated climbing logs 
could be used to add interest to the boardwalk system. 

Another option for nature-based play is turning the small growth 
of brush at the front of the park into a children’s play area. The 
natural thicket creates a unique fort-like shelter that children could 
explore and improve upon with their own creations. There are 
many large trees in front of the thicket where a slack line could be 
easily implemented. 
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This image shows what a section of Jewell Park could look like with the addition of boardwalks 
through the wetland. Logs could be used in conjunction with traditional boardwalks to add 

interest and adventure. Interpretive signs could be placed along the boardwalk to educate the 
public on the plants and wildlife present in the park.

The above image shows how the growth of brush and trees near the front of Jewell Park could 
be transformed into a small natural play area. In addition to the thicket, a low slackline could be 

installed for children and adults alike to practice their balance and coordination.
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Maitland Park
8900 Vickors Crossing, Brooklyn Park

8.5 acres • Picnic Area • Playground • Pond

Maitland Park is a limited-access neighborhood park nestled in a quiet neighborhood. It includes one 
playground, a couple of picnic tables, wide open swaths of cut grass, and a small pond. In the northeast 
section of the park there is a natural wooded area with worn paths and clearings in the brush where people 
have ventured off of the paved paths and into the natural landscape. A asphalt path runs through the park 
bisecting the wooded section and connecting to neighborhood sidewalks and trails. 

Nature-based play is already happening at Maitland. It’s clear based on the worn paths through the trees 
and remnants of stick forts that this area is functioning well as a completely organic natural play area. The 
park could expand upon this play by incorporating large boulders or logs for climbing structures in the 
woods. We would hesitate to build this section up too much as it is very small and functions well as a natu-
ral play area. 

Another place to increase the opportunities for nature-based play at Maitland Park would be open up 
access to the pond. Presently, tall brush surrounds the pond, making the water not very accessible. Incor-
porating a small dock or even just opening up the shoreline a little would allow park visitors access to an 
entirely new ecosystem and unique opportunities for exploration and play. 
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 Access to water is an important element in    
nature-based play.

Open grassy areas of Maitland Park could be 
converted into natural playscape. 
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Noble Sports Park
4701 87th Ave, Brooklyn Park

5.8 acres • Parking Lot • Picnic Area • Restroom Facilities • Storage Building • Full Basketball Courts • 
Tennis Courts • Baseball Diamonds • Softball Diamonds • Soccer Field • Sand Volleyball 

This super-sized sports park boasts 6 soccer fields, 2 full sized basketball courts, a sand volleyball court, 
2 tennis courts and a softball/baseball area complete with 5 fields, a gazebo, bathroom and concession 
facilities with lots of benches and picnic tables scattered all around. There are several large parking lots that 
can serve multiple sporting events at once.

This park does not currently have any nature-based play elements. Noble Park was designed to serve 
organized team sports and not much else. We argue that adding nature-based play elements would not 
be necessary as the park is well-used as is and a nature-based play element would not be in line with the 
intended use of this park. 
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Royal Oaks Park
2911 94th Way, Brooklyn Park

9.2 acres • Picnic Area • Playground • Soccer Practice Field • Backstop Turf Field

Royal Oaks Park is a well maintained, limited access, neighborhood park with a large grass field, baseball 
diamond, ½ soccer field and traditional 80 square feet playground with five play structures. The park has 
two picnic tables, one grill and one bench. There is also a one acre wooded area with .32 miles of walking 
trails which serve as a natural nature-based play area with potential for expansion.

By trimming the underbrush, expanding the trail, placing climbing boulders and limited-liability obstacles 
throughout the wooded area, the formerly inaccessible woods would become readily accessible by children 
and adults and would foster creatively engaged expression.

Additionally, roughly two-thirds of the park area is comprised of an underutilized grassy field, which could be 
used for a butterfly garden or boulder field which would again invite the surrounding community to creatively 
engage with and take responsibility for their community’s outdoor natural resources.

Clearing the undergrowth in the wooded area of 
Royal Oaks Park would create better sight lines and 

more opportunities for play and exploration.
14



There are countless nature-based play 
elements that could be added to the open 

spaces of Royal Oaks Park.
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Willowstone Park
1909 95th Ave, Brooklyn Park

18.4 acres • Parking Lot • Activity Building • Picnic Shelter • Playground • Sliding Hill • 
Lacrosse Field • Tennis Courts • Full Basketball Court • Softball Fields • Skating Rink

Willowstone Park is an excellently maintained neighborhood park with easy access via its own parking lot. 
The lot allows immediate access to two tennis courts, a half basketball court, an exposed hockey rink for 
winter use, a playground with climbing and play structures as well as a sheltered picnic area. This developed 
area comprises roughly 8 acres where the remaining 10 acres is largely open grassy area. There are .33 
miles of walking trail through the park, which lead into an isolated wooded play area in the south-east corner 
of the grassy field. This area is ideal for nature-based play elements.

By adding natural features to the grassy area, such as allowing indigenous prairie to grow with walking trail 
access as well as climbing boulders, the largely unused grassy field could become a tangible nature-based 
play area for children and adults alike.

The wooded area has some existing 
nature-based play elements in place 
as is, such as interlooping trails, fallen 
logs, and cleared undergrowth. The 
area is well suited to implement addi-
tional elements to expand on its func-
tionality and potential such as adding 
low ropes course elements to stimulate 
creative engagement and develop 
teamwork and a sense of community or 
by adding treated timber to give existing 
material more longevity.
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This is an example of how Willowstone could look with a Minnesota native plant pollinator 
plot added. Interpretive signs would help educate the public on the value of pollinators and          

encourage exploration in the growth. 

These examples of nature-based play el-
ements could also be great additions to 

Willowstone Park. The treated logs for climb-
ing on the left would fit in well in the wood-
ed section of the park while the boulders 

could be placed in a more open section for             
more supervision.
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Evaluation Process
Research
The first step in the evaluation process was conducting research on the City of Brooklyn Park 
and nature-based play. Each group member conducted their own research using library and 
internet resources to get a better sense of the evaluand.

Park Visits
Each park in the East Central district was visited by two group members. An evaluation work-
sheet (p. 19-20) was used to help maintain continuity between group members. Photos were 
taken at each park and group members began brainstorming ideas for nature-based play 
development.

Evaluation
After each park was visited the group came together to discuss their findings, share pictures 
and brainstorm ideas for development. The group determined three parks which had the 
greatest opportunity for nature-based play development. Renderings were created for Jewell 
Park, Willowstone Park, and Brook Oaks Park to show what future nature-based play ele-
ments would look like. 

Presentation
The findings of the group were compiled into this report. Example photos of nature-based 
play elements and photos taken in each park were employed to help the reader better 
understand the boundless options available to the City of Brooklyn Park in developing na-
ture-based play in the park system. 

Date Task Assignment Delegated to:
Oct. 3, 2016 Initial Research in NBP and Brooklyn Park All
Oct. 10, 2016 Complete Worksheet and Assigned Parks Barb, Jeffery, Zoë
Oct. 17, 2016 Project Review Meeting with Tony All
Nov. 7, 2016 Complete Observation of Parks All
Nov. 9, 2016 Meet to Determine Opportunities for new NBP Ele-

ments in the Parks
All

Nov. 17, 2016 Complete write-ups for each park Barb, Corey, Jeffrey
Nov. 23, 2016 Complete Renderings Zoë
Nov. 28, 2016 Compile information into Report Zoë 
Nov. 30, 2016 Complete and Practice Powerpoint Presentation All
Dec. 12, 2016 Present Findings to Class All
Dec. 16, 2016 Present Findings to Brooklyn Park Barb, Zoë 

Work Breakdown Structure
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Park: ________________________________________________________________________

Size:_________________________________________________________________________

Traditional Features (ball fields, swing set, etc.)
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________

Check each element that is present in the park. Make notes as needed below.

Nature-Based Play Elements:
 ☐ Natural Spaces
 ☐ Trees and foliage
 ☐ Open, unlandscaped fields in the area
 ☐ Minimal design structures but still functional
 ☐ Natural Structures
 ☐ Rocks to climb and play on
 ☐ Shaded spaces
 ☐ Natural Habitats
 ☐ Water Feature
 ☐ Gardens (With paths)
 ☐ Sand, mulch, recycled rubber etc
 ☐ Places for climbing and crawling
 ☐ Gathering spaces
 ☐ Messy materials (mud, sand, twigs, etc.)
 ☐ Levels (stone walls, stairs, etc.) 

Safety
 ☐ Fences around hazards
 ☐ Appropriate equipment
 ☐ Litter-free area
 ☐ Fully Functioning, secure equipment
 ☐ Free of hazards

What elements are missing but could be added?
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________

Physical Features
 ☐ Hard-surface play area
 ☐ Hard-surface paths
 ☐ Dramatic play structures
 ☐ Trees and natural areas
 ☐ Active-play equipment
 ☐ Large soft areas (grasses etc.)
 ☐ Fences/gates/walls
 ☐ Semi-private spaces
 ☐ Pet/animal friendly places
 ☐ Flower gardens/greenhouses/butterfly 

gardens
 ☐ Transitional spaces
 ☐ Access amenities
 ☐ Accessibility

Does the Area:
 ☐ Encourage play?
 ☐ Stimulate senses?
 ☐ Perk curiosity?
 ☐ Support active play?
 ☐ Support child-adult interaction?
 ☐ Involve art or music?
 ☐ Support group games?
 ☐ Support creativity?
 ☐ Engage in the environment?
 ☐ Involve science?

Evaluation Worksheet
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