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SUMMARY 

 
Objective  
 
To evaluate Brooklyn Park’s nature-based play areas in their parks. This includes: trails, parks,              

maintained natural areas, and special facilities. The parks evaluated and analysed in this             

report include: Bass Creek Park, Lakeland Park, Fair Oaks Park, Hartkopf Park, Sunnylane             

Park, Brookdale Park and Zanewood Recreation Center/Zanewood School Park. Brooklyn Park           

provides these parks to increase the health and strength of their community. 

 
Goals 
 
The City of Brooklyn Park wants to offer more natural, “green-space” play areas to the               
community. This choice is supported by research garnered by the City that shows a strong               
connection between nature-based play and improved social skills, problem-solving abilities,          
interpersonal relationships, and health in children. Additionally, the City wants an evaluation of             
their existing nature play areas in order to determine whether their improvement is needed and               
the potential of developing more. The purpose of this evaluation is to guide future investments               
to ensure the recreation and parks system continues to meet the needs of the community and                
be economically sustainable.  
 
Project Outline 
 
The structure of this report reflects the three phase design evaluation method used. In the               

first phase, we defined the evaluation by determining what we were evaluating, the purpose of               

the evaluation and the key questions we seeked to answer. In this phase we defined the                

inputs, outputs, learning and behavioral outcomes, impacts and who will use the results. In              

phase two, we designed our evaluation. We determined the best methods and times for              

collecting data, what data we need collected to answer out key questions and how to find it,                 

and how the data will be analyzed once collected. Phase three pushed us ahead to go out and                  

implement our plan in order to collect the data; after which we analyzed it. We examined and                 

interpreted the results. We used an existing evaluation checklist to compare our parks with              

other parks in the City of Brooklyn Park and their current existing nature-based play features.  
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WORK BREAKDOWN 
 
Inputs 

● Money: Money will be needed for new amenities and additions to the parks, as well as 

salary for staff.  

● Staff: Staff is needed for planning the improvements,  construction of the new 

amenities, and upkeep of the parks.  

● Time: Several parks may need to be closed for a period of time during the renovations.  

● Equipment: Equipment is needed to add to the parks. 

 
Outputs 

● Activities: Various outdoor activities and events will be offered through the nature 

based play program.  

● Programs: Programs for youth and general population will have holistic and health 

based goals 

● Events: Events from the Nature Based Play Program will raise awareness about the 

programs the city has to offer. 

● Services: The services that come from this project could include classes about 

conserving the environment.  

 
Learning Outcomes 
 

● Knowledge: Program participants will get increased knowledge about healthy living, 

community life, and awareness about the environment. 

● Perspectives: Through community programs, participants will develop new 

perspectives based on community life, and new perspectives from meeting new 

individuals.  

● Skills: Participants will learn and improve on various outdoors skills that are part of the 

program curriculum.  

● New Interests: After learning about all the activities and events through nature based 

play, participants will develop new interests in the environment around them. 
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Behavioral Outcomes 
 

● Actions: Youth that participates in nature based play programs have improved mental 
health and attitudes, which lowers crime in the area 

● Behaviors: Programs like this bring diverse communities together, ultimately making 
the community more safe and open-minded 

● Evidence of Development: Lower crime rates and lower rates of diabetes in the city 
would serve as observable evidence of development.  

 
Impacts 
 

● Benefits to Participant: The benefits of the individual include Improving physical, 

social, and mental health by promoting exercise and development of intellect.  

● Benefits to Public: The benefits to the public include increased property value that 

parks bring to the areas, conservation of the environment, and the community minded 

perspective that comes from participating in city programs.  

 
Who Will Use These Results And How? 
 

The City of Brooklyn Park will use these results to create development plans for new 

amenities to add to parks and create new programs for their Nature Based Play initiative. 

Overall, these results will be used to improve the health and behaviors of the city through 

nature based play.  

 

NATURE BASED PLAY 
 
What is Play? 
 
According to the November 2016 issue of Camping Magazine, written by the American Camp              
Association, play is self-chosen and self-directed, guided by mental rules, imaginative and its             
means are more valued than its ends. Children’s free time has been declining since the               
mid-1900s as structured, organized play has increased. Kids no longer have the freedom to just               
be kids. Google tells us that, first and foremost, to play means to “engage in activity for                 
enjoyment and recreation rather than a serious or practical purpose.” Many organized sports             
and activities don’t fit this definition, as they all tend to be based in competition or have an end                   
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goal. Free play has a critical role in helping children develop on physical, cognitive and social                
levels. As we age, free play tends to be a way in which we find relaxation or as a mode to                     
de-stress. Play is important at all ages and should especially be encouraged among youth. 
 
Developmental Aspects of Play 
 
The American Academy of Pediatrics states, “Play is important to healthy brain development. It              
is through play that children at a very early age engage and interact in the world around them.                  
Play allows children to create and explore a world they can master, conquering their fears while                
practicing adult roles, sometimes in conjunction with other children or adult caregivers. [...]             
Undirected play allows children to learn how to work in groups, to share, to negotiate, to resolve                 
conflicts, and to learn self-advocacy skills.” It is through play that children learn how to become                
functioning members of society through development in physical, cognitive, emotional and           
social interaction that are involved in play. The amount of benefits documented for             
developmental aspects of play are high. The Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development            
also lists numerous educational, social, cognitive and therapeutic benefits, such as: encourages            
problem solving, helps lay foundation for learning to read and write, and provides opportunities              
to learn how to effectively communicate and express troubling aspects of their daily lives.  
 
Modern Playground 
 
Our checklist for Nature Based Play Items prevalent in a park does not include specific items                
listed as structured playground parts. Instead there are elements like “hard-surface play area,”             
“active-play equipment,” and “places for climbing and crawling” were it could be interpreted as              
elements present in the playground structure, or elements present in natural structures. If there              
was a playground present at the park evaluated, we used those elements in favor of the park.                 
However, let us note that structured playgrounds take away from some of the developmental              
aspects of play because the play--and imagination--is being limited. Kids are playing in nature ,              
but not with it . We will keep this thought in mind when analyzing data and giving                
recommendations.  
 
 
 
 
Nature-Based Play 
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Coined by Richard Louv in his book "Last Child in the Woods" in 2005, nature-deficit disorder                
refers to the lack of relationship between humans and nature--with a focus mainly on children. It                
includes a wide range of physical, cognitive, emotional, and social consequences; can affect             
individuals of all ages, families or communities; and can even change human behavior as a               
whole in cities. Due to a serious lack of environmental, place-based and/or outdoor education in               
the classroom, a majority of children and youth experience nature through opportunities            
presented to them in recreational settings (Louv, 2005). As for adults, other than those studying               
or working in related fields, recreation--guided or unguided--is the only way in which we connect               
with nature. It is the main goal of recreational professionals to provide opportunities for              
individuals and groups to engage in various activities that are physically, cognitively, socially             
and emotionally benefiting (Leisure: Enhancing the Human Condition, 2008). There are many            
consequences to face when our relationship with nature is nonexistent. We are impacted             
physically, cognitively, emotionally, and socially. It's important to understand that all of these             
impacts are interrelated; one does not happen without the others. For example: if a child is                
overweight due to lack of outdoor physical activity, they may also be treated differently by peers                
(social), which could lead to a lack of self-confidence (emotional), which could affect their              
performance in the classroom (cognitive). In reaction to these documented consequences,           
many cities and states across the country are finding ways to address them in their own                
communities. There has been an increase in the need for hard evidence and research that               
shows positive correlations in a human-to-nature relationship (Louv, 2005). Park evaluations like            
this one are a small step in the right direction towards evaluating and providing better access to                 
nature based play areas, in hopes of reconnecting our communities with natural elements. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PARK BREAKDOWN 
 
Our Parks 
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Bass Creek Park 
Lakeland Park 
Fair Oaks Park 

Hartkopf Park  
Sunnylane Park 

Zanewood Recreation 
Center/School Park 
Brookdale Park 

 
Evaluation 
 

 
 
 
 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
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From the compiled checklist, we can see that the majority of the parks already have natural 

spaces, trees, and foliage. This is very important to consider in our recommendations, as 

imaginative play and physical activities can become one in these types of environments. 

Trees allow for climbing, foliage becomes a jungle, and everywhere else is a child’s oyster. It 

is for this reason that those assets be protected and added onto. Only three parks have 

natural structures, and only one includes rocks to play and climb on. The addition of more 

natural structures, such as climbing rocks, log platforms, and the terraformation of other 

areas to include more natural features such as logs, rocks, and dirt would be not only a good 

investment for the wellbeing of children, but also for the city itself. Whereas traditional 

playground structures need to be continually replaced and added onto in order to continue to 

capture the attention of its users, nature-based play structures are just that - natural - and 

engage users continually in a way that its metal counterpart cannot.  

 

Another crucial missing piece of not just one, but all of these parks, is the lack of an area that 

encourages science, art, or music play. Each of these types of play easily thrive within a 

nature-based play environment, wherein the natural features foster imaginative play. For 

example, having messy materials around like mud and sticks can encourage children to not 

only build things, but also to make something they find beautiful out of natural materials, 

whether that be making a fairy house or making long blades of grass kazoo. With the addition 

of these types of features, we can not only help youth exercise their brains while also enjoying 

outdoor activities, but also forge a bond with nature that will last a lifetime. 
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CHECKLISTS 

 
 
By using a portion of the open-field landscape to include a community/butterfly garden and/or 
a patch of native Minnesotan wildflowers, children can be introduced to the environment in a 
non-scholastic environment. Additionally, this will make the park more appealing to the rest of 
the community. 
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The alteration of the current playground from a traditional metal structure to rocks of varying 
sizes will encourage physical activity as well as save on costs of revamping and replacing 
outdated playground equipment. 
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Since Zanewood park is right next to the recreation center, it is very well known by the 
community and would benefit to have more spaces for social gatherings.  
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This park is a school, so there would be multiple barriers to actually making changes to it. If 
we put them aside, we would suggest the rerouting of a small amount of the water near the 
park into a messy play area. In addition to this, the change would allow for children to survey 
the creatures that live within that environment. 
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This park has a lot of great amenities, it could really benefit to incorporate more natural 
elements such as trees, bushes, and flower gardens.  
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We would suggest the construction of a new playground area including rocks and logs to 
climb on, this both saving on costs for replacing playground equipment and fostering 
scientific inquiry and nature-based play. 
 

16 



 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

City of Brooklyn Park, Parks & Recreation Department 

 
 

The additions of social and musical elements will create a holistic nature based play 
program. 
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