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Introduction
The Management Planning Team
The Operations and Management class at the University of Minnesota Duluth (UMD) allows
students taking the course to gain first-hand experience working together as a team in order to develop
an annual operations and a long-range management plan for a real agency. A team of six students,
including Brinda Dewan, Ayla Erickson, Nova Miller, Kelley Probst, Nicholas Wagner, and Mandi
Wojciehowski set out to work with the city of Brooklyn Park, Minnesota’s Recreation and Parks
Department. Our goal was to address one of the many projects Brooklyn Park has proposed as a part of
the Resilient Communities Project. The Resilient Communities Project is a program designed to create a
connection between Minnesota communities and the University of Minnesota’s faculty and students in
order to advance community resilience and sustainability (“Resilient Communities Project,” 2016).
Brooklyn Park is the community partner for the 2016-2017 Resilient Communities Project. The
Operations and Management team’s role in the project has been to help design multiple nature play
areas, identify other areas in the community where nature play might be incorporated, recommend
ways to merge nature play into existing programming, and communicate the health benefits of nature
play (City of Brooklyn Park, 2016).

Overview of the Agency
The Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department continues to be a significant attribution to
the city of Brooklyn Park. Brooklyn Park contains over 60 parks and 1,527 acres of parkland (see Error!
Reference source not found.). Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department strives to promote the
participation and inclusion of the ever-growing diverse population within the community and works to
provide easily accessible and engaging recreation for all, especially the underrepresented youth.
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Connecting children back to nature allows children to build a better connection with their community,
forming a sense of stewardship for their home.

Figure 1. Map of Brooklyn Park's parks and amenities (Brooklyn Park, 2016a)

Agency Location
Brooklyn Park is a city in Minnesota that is located northwest of the Twin Cities and is a suburb
of Minneapolis (see Error! Reference source not found. & Error! Reference source not found.). The
eastern boundary of Brooklyn Park follows the Mississippi River, which provides the community with the
unique opportunity to explore and enjoy this important river without venturing far from home. Within
the city itself, there are over 60 parks that are maintained by Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks
Department.

2

Figure 2. Minnesota state map (mapsof.net, 2016)

Figure 3. Brooklyn Park in relation to the twin cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul (mapsof.net, 2016)
3

Map of Future Playscape Sites
Three of the parks within the Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department system have been
chosen as locations to build nature playscapes. These parks include River Park, Jewell Park, and
Zanewood Park. Each of these sites, as well as several others, were previously identified by Brooklyn
Park Recreation and Parks Department as potential nature playscape sites (B. Tullberg, personal
communication, September 22, 2016).
River Park is located along the Mississippi River on the eastern edge of the Brooklyn Park and is
the most visited park in the entire Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department system (B. Tullberg,
personal communication, September 22, 2016) (see Error! Reference source not found.). This site has a
small wooded area that is situated right next to the Mississippi River which requires visitors to cross a
small foot bridge over a creek in order to access the site. This is where we envision a River Park nature
playscape in the future.
Jewell Park is located on the eastern side of Brooklyn Park as well (see Error! Reference source
not found.). This park does not have river access. The park has small wooden area and an open field
with a small hill. This hill and the adjacent wooden area will be an ideal site for a second nature
playscape.
Zanewood Park is located in the southern portion of Brooklyn park (see Error! Reference source
not found.). Zanewood Park’s main feature is the Zanewood Recreation Center, which provides
programming for teens and families from the surrounding community (Brooklyn Park, 2016a). This site
has an open area in the park and a few larger trees that we envision as an ideal space within the park to
build a nature playscape that will be accessible to underrepresented and immigrant populations.

4

5
Figure 4. Map of Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department showing the three selected nature playscape sites of River Park, Jewell
Park and Zanewood Park (Brooklyn Park, 2016a; Google Maps, 2016)

Agency Management
Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department is managed in a hierarchal manner. The
hierarchy of an organization is a visual model of how an agency’s personnel are organized. The hierarchy
of Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department has the hierarchy demonstrated below in Figure 5.

Parks and Recreation

Operations and Maintenance

Parks and Recreation

Department

Division

Recreation Programs
Manager

Parks and Facilities
Management

Maintenance

Development

Community
Center

Recreation
Center

Historical

Support Staff

Farm

UMD Ops &
Management
Team

Figure 5. Figure Hierarchy of Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department
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The City of Brooklyn Park also has a Human Rights that serves the all-important role of
ensuring “equal opportunity in employment, housing, public accommodations, public services and
education” (Brooklyn Park, 2016b). The nine-member team works with liaisons to represent the
community at-large to meet human service needs while avoiding discrimination (Brooklyn Park, 2016b).
There recommendations are representation are taken into account by the Brooklyn Park Recreation and
Parks Department to ensure they are providing quality services and recreation for all city residents.

Mission, Vision, and Objectives
Introduction
A mission statement is the driving force behind an agency and everything that an agency does
and should be rooted in its mission. As such, the purpose of this section is to present the mission of
Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department as well as the associated elements of that mission
including the vision, significance and objectives.

Mission Statement
The mission of the Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department is “to engage the entire
community in providing flexible, welcoming, and exciting play for all” (Brooklyn Park Recreation and
Parks, 2012). This missions stems directly out of the City of Brooklyn Park’s mission, which is “a thriving
community inspiring pride where opportunities exist for all” (Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks, 2012).

Vision
The official vision statement of Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department is written as
follows:
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Our overall vision of future resilience is best captured by the concept of the “huburb” - a
tremendous hub of activity, filled with diverse close-knit neighborhoods and an outstanding business
community, offering superior suburban quality of life. Through this concept we aspire to:
•

Create the highest quality of life possible for our residents.

•

Attract and retain employers by highlighting Brooklyn Park as a prime business location
that also offers great amenities for employees and business partners (Resilient
Communities Project, 2016).

While not explicitly stated, Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department has a more specific
vision for its nature play and health project that is exemplified in the following statement: through the
concept of “huburb”, we believe that the incorporation of nature play is substantial to the overall health
of the community. We aspire to implement nature play into the community parks to further foster a
more inclusive, nature-based learning and play environment.

Significance
The significance of Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department is to provide play
opportunities for children and families, while fostering a connection to nature for the community of
Brooklyn Park. Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks strives to protect natural resources, while creating an
environment welcoming and accessible to all, including diverse populations, underrepresented
populations, and immigrant populations. By providing these opportunities, youth will have fun,
engaging, and accessible areas to play that will help foster a sense of ownership and respect for their
community and the natural world. Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks seeks to meet these goals
through the following objectives (Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks, 2012).
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Objectives
“The Recreation and Parks Department is responsible for planning parks and recreation facilities,
managing the public's use of parks and facilities, setting up recreation programs, and managing special
facilities” (“Recreation and Parks - City Government | Brooklyn Park,” n.d.). The objectives of the
Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department include:
•

“Flexibility: The system will be able to make adjustments over time without significant capital
investment. This idea addresses the changing demographics of the community and will allow
Recreation and Parks to more effectively meet resident desires” (Brooklyn Park Recreation and
Parks, 2012).

•

“Welcome: All residents should, above all, perceive that they are free to enjoy park facilities and
programs. They should feel comfortable in the parks and when participating in programs.
Recreation and Parks strives to make this the case throughout the system, and will continue to
make this a high priority” (Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks, 2012).

•

“Excitement: Parks and recreation programs offer challenges not available anywhere else.
People come to the parks or participate in programs to see or do something different, to escape
from their work-lives, and to socialize and play with friends and family. Recreation and Parks will
continue to operate a system that provides excitement in play” (Brooklyn Park Recreation and
Parks, 2012).

•

“Engagement with the Entire Community: The desire to serve all Brooklyn Park residents, along
with the desire to collaborate with the community and businesses on improvements, is what
drives Recreation and Parks” (Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks, 2012).
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Summary
The development of the Long-Range Plan for Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department
playscapes has been completed with their mission, vision and objectives in mind. We have strived to
create open and inclusive playscape areas that are welcoming to the whole community and actively
engage the underrepresented populations of Brooklyn Park. The playscapes will help foster a sense of
stewardship for Brooklyn Park and build a stronger sense of community. Furthermore, we have worked
to include the necessary information and latest research about how nature can positively impact healthy
living.
In the next section of this long-range plan, we will be looking at the natural features Jewell Park,
River Park, and Zanewood Park in order to more fully understand the site and the best methods for
incorporating nature playscapes into those sites and managing the land after the playscapes are built. In
addition, we will show how the diverse habitat types lend well to opportunities to interact with nature,
which is shown to improve one’s quality life and overall health. We will discuss this topic later in the
manuscript.

Natural Features
Introduction
The following sections will discuss the natural features of the City of Brooklyn Park. We will
present the biome and habitat types as well as the geographical, geological, and watershed information.
We will describe how these habitats and biomes support the flora and fauna within the City of Brooklyn
Park. Furthermore, we will discuss the common species that inhabit these areas. Finally, we will present
the information that will help represent the unique natural features of the City of Brooklyn Park past
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and present. The purpose of this section is to indicate the unique features of city and its parks as
determined by the natural features of the landscape.

Geography
As described above, Brooklyn Park, Minnesota is located just northwest of the city of
Minneapolis and borders the Mississippi River on its eastern edge. The geographical location of Brooklyn
Park is important to know because the location has had an influence on the local climate and natural
features of the area.

Geology
The overall geology of Brooklyn Park can be best understood by looking at the dominant rock
types and surface materials of the city. Brooklyn Park has two major rock types, which are limestone and
sandstone (see Figure 6) (Minnesota Geological Survey, 2006). Brooklyn Park has three primary surface
geology features (see Figure 7) that result from its location in a previously glaciated location and within
the Mississippi River floodplain. The first surface geology feature of Brooklyn Park is till of the Pine City
moraine (Minnesota Geological Survey, 2007). The glacial till, or unsorted glacial sediment (gravel), of
the Pine City moraine was moved to the area by the Des Moines Lobe of the most recent glaciation
approximately 14,000 years ago (Lusardi, 1997). The till is typically gray to brown in color and contains
distinctive Cretaceous period (65.5 million years ago) shale from the Dakotas and Canada (Lusardi,
1997). The second surface geology feature of Brooklyn Park is glacial outwash (Minnesota Geological
Survey, 2007), and is made up of fine clay sediment and shale that was deposited by meltwater of the
Des Moines lobe (Jennings, n.d.). The final surface geology feature of the area is alluvium and terrace
deposits, which were deposited by the Mississippi River (Minnesota Geological Survey, 2007).

11

Figure 6. Map of Minnesota’s Dominant Rock Type and the specific rock type found within Brooklyn Park
(limestone and sandstone) (Minnesota Geological Survey, 2006

12

Figure 7. Map of the Quaternary Geology of Minnesota (Minnesota Geological Survey, 2007)

Soils
The city of Brooklyn Park is a very flat sandy floodplain, with little to no elevation change. The
floodplain affects the soil by depositing silt and sand over the floodplain landscape. The result of these
deposits determine the vegetation and life-forms that grow form this soil type. Within this section of
land resides five major classifications of soils. Two sections include, Upper and Middle Terrace, which is
sand, gravelly sand and loamy sand, along with deposits of silt, loam, and or organic sediment. The only
thing that defines one from another is what elevation they are located in the soil (Minnesota Geological
Survey, 1989). A smaller amount of Floodplain Alluvium (deposits), which are chiefly loamy sand, some
gravelly sand and fine pieces of sediment or organic matter to top it off. Peat and organic-rich
sediments, also known as Organic Deposits, can be found in Central and East Central Brooklyn Park. The
final type of soils includes lake deposit called Lacustrine, which can range from silty clay to gravelly sand
13

(Chapter 3 Land Use Brooklyn Park, 2003). Below is a figure showing the ranges of soil material in
Minnesota, the blown up portion includes the predominate soils of Brooklyn Park.

Figure 8. Map of Minnesota’s Dominant Soil Material and the predominant soils of Brooklyn Park
(Minnesota Geological Survey, 2006)

Watershed
Brooklyn Park is a part of two watersheds; the Shingle Creek Watershed and the West
Mississippi Watershed. There are three creeks that run through Brooklyn Park: Bass Creek, Eagle Creek,
and Shingle Creek. The Mississippi River also frames Brooklyn Park’s eastern border. All of which
contribute a natural attraction for several of the parks surrounding the creeks. However, these creeks
have also been known to flood the parks and areas surrounding them, which will be important to keep
in mind during our planning process. There is only one natural lake in Brooklyn Park, which is Lake
Magda. However, there are two more man-made lakes known as, Lake Success and Oxbow Lake. The
14

lakes are scattered throughout the north, south, and central section of the area. Current research is
being done in regards to creating more manmade lakes throughout the city (Chapter 3 Land Use
Brooklyn Park, 2008). Below is a map of the watersheds within the Brooklyn Park area, which include
both the West Mississippi and Shingle Creek Watersheds (see Figure 9).

Figure 9. Map of Brooklyn Park’s Watershed (Chapter 3 Land Use Brooklyn Park, 2008)
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Natural Resources (Vegetation types): Pre-Settlement
According to an original land survey that was completed and gathered during 1853 and 1856,
Brooklyn Park pre-settlement was comprised of a large tract of prairie with wet prairie and oak
openings. Additionally, the area includes aspen-oak land, hardwood forests, and conifer bogs and
swamps.
According to the land survey of 1853-1856, hardwood forest was the dominant type of
vegetation on the eastern side of the surveyed area, including the area of Brooklyn Park. The vegetation
changes across the surveyed area from east to west because of the amounts of mean annual
precipitation, and varying geological and soil features. Below is a map of Brooklyn Park illustrating the
different vegetation types (see Figure 10).

16

Figure 10. Map of Hennepin County’s Pre-settlement Vegetation (Brooklyn Park, 2008)

Natural Resource Types
Brooklyn Park has forty-six individual natural communities that were documented and assessed
for their ecological quality, comprising 331acres of land cover in total. These forty-six remnants were
comprised and broken down into distinct natural community types (forests, woodlands, shrublands,
grasslands (prairie), and two herbaceous wetlands). Below, we will discuss the distinct vegetation types
of the Brooklyn Park Area. This is an amazing asset for the community. This lends well to the opportunity
to interact with nature in a variety of ways.
17

Forest Types
•

Floodplain Forest
Within the City of Brooklyn Park there are eleven floodplain forests documented. The quality of

these forests are ranked from moderate to poor because of higher concentration of invasive species.
The Floodplain forests are a seasonal forest, which thrives in the active floodplains of the Mississippi
River and its tributary streams. Deciduous trees are a dominating tree type that creates a large canopy
of this forest community. The species that comprise this forest system are dependent both on their
geographical location and other natural tendencies such as seasonal trends and flood cycles. Floodplain
forests will usually occur in two different stands, pure stands and mixed stands. Common species that
make up this forest system are silver maples (Acer saccharinum), black willows (Salix nigra) cottonwood
(Populus deltoides).

•

Upland Forests
Within Brooklyn Park there are three upland oak forest remnants, which have been rated

moderate to poor quality. The areas are rated with poor quality for the high numbers of invasive species
such as buckthorn and honeysuckle. These Oak forest remnants range in size from 2.2 to 10.1 acres.
Even so, Oak forest is common in Brooklyn Park, being the most abundant on dry-to-dry mesic
(moderately wet), sites in the deciduous forest woodland zone. Oak trees will dominate 30% of the
canopy space with aspen, paper birch, and black cherry trees making up the rest of the space. Shrubs
such as American hazel, gray-bark dogwood, blueberries, and blackberries thrive in this environment
because of the open canopy. Northern red oaks (Queiricus rubra), white oaks (Quericus alba), and bur
oaks (Quericus macrocarpa) are very common in the more mesic stands.
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Lowland hardwood forest is a wet mesic (with a moderate or well-balanced supply of moisture)
forest that is present throughout Minnesota. There is only one Lowland hardwood forest area
documented in the City of Brooklyn Park. These forest systems are located in areas with seasonally high
water tables, but these areas have a tendency not to flood. Also these sites tend to have mineral rather
than peat soils. Indicator species that inhabit this area range from and black ash (Fraxinus nigra) to
slippery elm, rock elm, basswood, bur oak, hackberry, yellow birch, green ash, black ash, quaking
aspens, balsam poplar, and paper birch. These sites are usually located in fire-protected areas. Even so,
these areas tend to not burn because the vegetation is very hydrated.

•

Oak Woodland-Brushland
The City of Brooklyn Park has documented fifteen communities of oak woodland-brushland

within the city limits. Oak woodland-brushland occurs on dry to mesic sites throughout the deciduous
forest-woodland zone. The quality of the communities ranged from moderate to poor with the sizes of
each individual site ranging from 21.7 acres to 0.70 acres. These communities contain a higher number
of invasive species, which contributed to the level of quality. The dominant species are bur oak,
northern pin oak, white oak, and northern red oak. Oak woodland-brushland is a fire-maintained
community. It is common for these areas to have frequent burns, which does not allow for the
formation of true forests. Historically, oak woodland-brushland was probably one of the most extensive
plant community types in Minnesota.

•

Shrubland
Brooklyn Park has 2.0 acres of willow swamps on seasonally flooded soils which have been rated

poor quality due to reduced species diversity and increased numbers of invasive species. It is a
minerotrophic (fed chiefly by ground and surface water and hence supplied with dissolved minerals)
wetland with a canopy predominantly of willows, mainly pussy willow (Salix discolor), slender willow
19

(Salix petiolaris), Bebb's willow (Salix bebbiana) and red-osier dogwood (Cornus sericea). Other shrubs,
such as speckled alder (Alnus incana), bog birch (Betula pumila), poison sumac (Toxicodendron vernix),
and alder buckthorn (Frangula alnus), may be common in the tall shrub layer with speckled alder being
the abundant species. Herbaceous species (especially graminoids) characteristic of wet meadow/fen
communities are common in the more open occurrences of the community.

•

Prairies
Brooklyn Park also has scattered occurrences of Mesic upland prairie and dry prairie in the

deciduous forest-woodland zone dominated by grasses and sedges. Big bluestem (Andropogon
gerardii), Indiangrass (Sorghastrum nutans), and prairie dropseed (Sporobolus heterolepis) are the major
native species, with little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) and porcupine grass (Stipa spartea)
important on drier areas, and switchgrass (Panicum virgatum) and prairie cordgrass (Spartina pectinata)
common on wetter areas. The introduced grass, Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis), is present at most
sites and is a result of the site's disturbance history. Forbs (herbaceous flowering plants other than a
grass) are abundant (but usually subdominant to grasses) and have high local diversity. Mesic prairie is a
fire-dependent community and in the absence of fire mesic prairies are invaded by brush and trees. Dry
prairies are maintained by fire but require less frequent fires than mesic prairies and the droughty
conditions within dry prairies slow or prevent the growth of woody species. There is and absence of tall
trees or if they are present then they are scattered; however, brush or woodland areas may be
interspersed with prairie.
One small-planted wet prairie has been documented in Brooklyn Park area that has been
actively managed. Grasses are the dominant species, but sedges are also important in the community.
The major cover-forming grasses are prairie cordgrass (Spartina pectinata) and blue-joint (Calamagrostis
canadensis). Wet prairie occurs in low areas (such as depressions and drainageways) where the water
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table remains within the plant-rooting zone for several weeks during the growing season. On drier sites
wet prairie often grades into wet-mesic stands of mesic prairie; on wet sites it often grades into wet
meadow.
Mesic prairie, wet prairie, and wet meadow do not have well-defined floristic boundaries, and
sometimes are difficult to separate from one-another in the field when they occur together. Shrub cover
increases in wet prairie in the northern part of the community's range.

•

Rare Species
During the survey of the City of Brooklyn Park, twenty moderate to good quality ranked natural

plant communities (one lowland hardwood forest, one oak forest, one oak woodland brushland, seven
floodplain forests, five dry prairies, five mesic prairies and one wet prairie) were documented and are
described in their final documentation of Natural Resource Results. Although no state-listed species
were discovered during the 2007 surveys, it is possible that at least some of the natural community
remnants within the City of Brooklyn Park may support rare species populations. Some of the
endangered and threatened plant species of Brooklyn Park area are included below (see table 1).

Table 1. Brooklyn Park’s Endangered and Threatened Plant Species

Common Name

Scientific name

Minnesota Status

Plantain-leaved sedge

Carex plantaginea

Endangered

Handsome sedge

Carex formosa

Endangered

Kitten-tails

Besseya bullii

Threatened

Valerian

Valeriana edulis

Threatened

21

Virginia bartonia

Bartonia virginica

Endangered

Tubercled rein-orchid

Platanthera flava var. herbiola

Endangered

Cross milkwort

Polygola cruciata

Endangered

Tooth-cup

Rotala ramosior

Threatened

Lance-leaved violet

Viola lanceolata

Threatened

Twisted yellow-eyed grass

Xyris torta

Endangered

Tall nut-rush

Scleria triglomerata

Endangered

•

Invasive species
Invasive species are important to track due to their invasive nature and potential threats to

native plant communities and biological diversity of native habitats. City of Brooklyn Park has a number
of invasive species, listed below, that are changing the characteristics of the area. These will need
constant management and attention to keep them in check and to preserve the integrity of the
biodiversity of the City’s parklands.
Table 2. Brooklyn Park’s Invasive Plant Species

Common Name

Scientific name

Narrow-leaf Cattail

Typha angustifolia

Common and Glossy Buckthorn

Rhamnus cathartica
Rhamnus frangula

Leafy Spurge

Euphorbia esula
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Tartarian Honeysuckle

Lonicera tatarica

Garlic Mustard

Alliaria petiolata

Reed Canarygrass

Phalaris arundinacea

Smooth Brome

Bromus inermis

Spotted Knapweed

Centaurea maculosa

Exotic Thistle

Cirsium spp.

Siberian Elm

Ulmus pumilla

Giant Reed

Phragmites australis

Conclusion
Our next step is to identify the historical and contemporary features of the City of Brooklyn
Park. We will describe how the social aspects of the city have and do influence the character of Brooklyn
Park. We will also be presenting the types of users and uses of the Recreation and Park Department sites
in order to understand the audience applicable to nature playscapes. Lastly, we will identify the
resources of the Recreation and Park department. We will identify how the resources are used to meet
the mission and purpose of the agency. Furthermore, we will identify how these social and natural
features are used to meet the goal of the Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department.
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Social Features
Introduction
In the city of Brooklyn Park, Minnesota there are a variety of social features and resources that
are used to help “create a community where opportunities exist for all” (Brooklyn Park Recreation and
Parks, 2012). Here we look at the social aspects of the Brooklyn Park community, natural influences that
the land has on community members, and social uses of parkland to better understand how they give
the area significance. We also use those aspects and influences to see how they have all contributed to
the historical and contemporary features of the area.

Historical and Contemporary Features
•

Pre-Settlement Brooklyn Park
In the early 19th century the current city of Brooklyn Park was a part of the Missouri Territory

and under a treaty agreement with the Dakota Indians (“History,” 2016). In 1852, the federal
government opened the Missouri Territory to settlers, and pioneers began to move into the area. As
pioneers began to settle the land they changed it significantly (“History,” 2016). For instance, there were
not roads. Instead, there were only trails that were created by the Ojibwe people (“History,” 2016).
By late 1853 and early 1854, the area became officially known as Brooklyn Township in honor of
Brooklyn Territory, Michigan, which was home to many of new settlers (“History,” 2016). The
settlement was located on the river because it played a central role in the logging industry. Community
men would travel north to log in the winter. Logging companies would mark their logs and send them
down the river to Brooklyn Township where workers would sort the logs by company stamp. These logs
would then be sent to the Minneapolis sawmills. The original Brooklyn Township actually encompassed
Brooklyn Park, Crystal Lake, and Brooklyn Center, but in 1860, two tiers were cutoff in the south forming
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Brooklyn Center and Crystal Lake. What was left of the area eventually became Brooklyn Park (“History,”
2016).
Prior to 1960, the only part of Brooklyn Park that was developed was the area along the river
where logging had previously been the main industry. After 1960, Brooklyn Park began to develop
rapidly and help Brooklyn Park to become the fourth largest city in the metropolitan area and the sixth
largest city in Minnesota. Brooklyn Park has seen such an increase in population because it has become
a corridor of diverse populations. The society has moved through trends over the past 50 years to
become a more diverse society (Demographic Report, 2010). This has become a norm for diverse
migrant populations to settle in Brooklyn Park, which is now comprised of a largely diverse society.

•

Eidem Homestead
A historical feature that brings character to Brooklyn Park is the Eidem Homestead. The property

was purchased in 1856, and the house that you see today was built by 1879 (“History of Eidem
Homestead,” 2016). Today Eidem Homestead is used as an education center and recreational area for
community members. Participants are able to interact with the grounds that have animals and a garden.
Additionally, there are guided tours and information that educates both individuals and organized
groups that visit the homestead. At the same time, it remains a historical landmark provides visitors with
a glimpse into Brooklyn Parks past.

Natural Influence
Within that past 50 years, Brooklyn Park has slowly transformed from a vast farmland to being
nearly 90 percent developed. However, Brooklyn Park prides itself in having an expansive park system
with a variety of intriguing natural features within their parks. The parks include various natural features
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that influence the site and how it is used. Some of these influencing features include the Mississippi
River, three creeks, three lakes, several types of terrain, and a seasonally changing environment.
Each natural feature influences how the community uses each park. The water features promote
various activities such as fishing, swimming, and boating. However, one downfall of these water features
is flooding, which can cause extensive damage to the parks. The flora can create an environment full of
shade, promoting play on hot days. Fauna that resides in parks, such as turkeys, squirrels, and other
wildlife, can affect the popularity of the park depending on whether park visitors view that fauna as
threatening or interesting. Additionally, the city of Brooklyn Park is relatively flat, therefore, it is a
naturally inclusive environment that is physically accessible. There are a few man-made hills throughout
the parks, which are great places for sledding, biking, and optimal locations for nature playscapes. Lastly,
the climate significantly effects how often and who visits the parks. Figure 12 shows that people are
generally more apt to visit and recreate at parks in the summer months (Fan, French, & Das, 2013).
There is a significant drop in park participation once the cold winter months arrive (Fan, French, & Das,
2013). Although weather can be one of many deterrents in park participation, it does not stop people
completely from using the parks. Alleviating some of these fears and barriers would boost park
participation exponentially. One way to bring more people into parks throughout the year is to have
staff available to conduct programs in the winter to teach comfort of outdoor activity year-round.
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Figure 11. Differences in warm and cold weather park use by race/ethnicity of respondents (Fan, French,
& Das, 2013)

It is important to examine the natural features that influence the social aspects of the park,
because of they help identify who is going to use the parks, how they are going to be used, and when
they will be used.

Social Uses and Site Significance
The parks in Brooklyn Park are significant in the lives of the community members who reside
around them, of which play a crucial role in developing a healthy and cohesive community. According to
the 2010 U.S. Census Demographic Report of the City of Brooklyn Park, MN (City of Brooklyn Park
Community Development Department, 2012) and Regional Park Use Among Select Communities of
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Color: A Qualitative Investigation (Salk, 2014), Brooklyn Park is used by a wide variety of communities in
consideration of race, ethnicity, sex, ability, and socioeconomic status. These communities have varying
needs (see table 3) in terms of how the parks would best benefit individuals from each community and
family. Some of these needs include spaces for picnics/celebrations, walking, and playgrounds (Salk,
2014). According to the research, it is more common for the residents of Brooklyn Park to participate in
people related outings such as walks or BBQs, instead of gear intensive sports such as biking or fishing.
In creating a long range plan for Brooklyn Park, it is important to consider the parks multiple uses and
growing diverse immigrant population.
Table 3. Preferred outdoor recreational activities by focus group type (Salk, 2014)

With such a diverse population in the area of Brooklyn Park, there is a wide variety of safety
concerns associated with each group that should be addressed separately (Salk, 2014). According Salk
(2014), there is a wide range of perceived safety attribute necessary for ample park usage (see table 4).
Addressing the public’s perceived safety concerns (see table 5) is crucial to creating a safe space where
people of all demographics can gather in the outdoors. There are many ways to make people of all
communities more comfortable while using the parks to their fullest. The presence of police officers in
or around the parks would be a solution during the day to making patrons feel safer. Whereas at night
adding lights to some of the lesser populated sites would, both encourage people to come use the parks
and serve as a risk management aspect by allowing everyone to see clearly. There is a need for qualified
staff to provide structured programs to build a comfort in parks and overcome perceived fears.
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Table 4. Perceived safety needs by focus group type (Salk, 2014)

Table 5. Perceived fear and safety concerns by focus group type (Salk, 2014)

Parks and nature play areas are a great way to help communities stay healthy and active while
acquiring experience in the outdoors. However, some communities in Brooklyn Park experience many
barriers which prevent them from accessing the park system. The major barriers include time, lack of
awareness, and fear for safety (see table 6) (Salk, 2014). As we choose ideal locations to implement
three new nature playscapes, we must keep in mind the accessibility factor. If the nature playscapes are
located on a major bus line, within an already popular park, or scattered equally throughout the North
and South locations of Brooklyn Park, they would be more accessible by all. If parks are closer or easier
to get to the awareness of them will increase, limited time will be less of a factor, and simply getting to
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them will be more convenient. Therefore, we have chosen our three sites based on these factors in
hopes to promote park accessibility by all and increase park overall park usage especially within families.

Table 6. Most prominent barriers of regional park system visitation by focus group type (Salk, 2014)

•

Social Aspects
The parks in Brooklyn Park are used by a wide variety of diverse people. According to the study

titled Regional Park Use Among Select Communities of Color: A Qualitative Investigation (Salk, 2014),
over half of the people using the Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department parks identify as
white, 24% identify as Black/African American, 15% identify as American Asian, 6% identify as Hispanic,
and 0.5% identify as American Indian (figure 11). Out of those groups, 75% of users were male, and 25%
were female (see table 12). With so many groups using the park systems, it is important to cater to all of
the user groups and not just focus on the majority group.
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Figure 12. Population by race, Brooklyn Park 2010 (City of Brooklyn Park Community Development
Department, 2012)

Park Users and Types of Use
As we consider the users of the parks within Brooklyn Park, it is important to recognize the
ethnic diversity of Brooklyn Park residents that was stated above. The community is diverse in other
ways as well. Twenty-five percent of the residents are immigrants who were born in another country
(Salk, 2014). Approximately 11% of Brooklyn Park residents live in poverty (Salk, 2014). Increased
diversity in Brooklyn Park means that changing demands will be put upon the park system. Along with
increased racial and ethnic diversity, trends show an increased desire for multi-age interaction and
activities in the park (Salk, 2014). Brooklyn Park is making significant efforts to engage various
racial/ethnic groups and socioeconomic backgrounds as well as youth and seniors.
Activities most commonly engaged in at the parks of Brooklyn Park are walking, followed by
picnicking, and barbecuing. The other preferred activity is the use of the playgrounds. Swimming and
visiting the lakes and spending time with friends or family are other popular activities (Salk, 2014).
Brooklyn Park has good network of trails within its parks and a recent survey has revealed that
Brooklyn Park’s trails are the second most frequented component of the park system. Trails provide
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recreational value as well as alternative transportation options for bike commuters or safe routes for
children walking to school.
Non-traditional and individual sports such as skateboarding, cricket, disc golf, rugby, geocaching, ultimate Frisbee, and mountain biking have seen a recent surge in popularity. These sports and
activities are placing new demands on the park system as people use parks in different ways. It is
beneficial for the Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department to understand which cultural groups
and communities are participating in these activities, so that they can provide the best, multidimensional management possible for those park visitors. The diverse ethnic communities in Brooklyn
Park use the parks in different ways. According to recent research conducted in the park, Asian
Immigrant/Asian Americans identified their top three preferred activities as walking, fishing and rest or
relaxation. African Immigrant groups most frequently noted playground use, walking and being with
family whereas Hispanic participants most frequently noted celebrations and parties, followed by
picnicking and/or barbequing and spending time with family (Salk, 2014).
Brooklyn Park is providing a place for senior citizens to enjoy life, learn how to do the things
from fitness to travel to classes and social activities (Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks, 2016). The
parks provide them with opportunities for social activities like yoga, zumba, dancing, Nordic Walking,
Jazzercise, hikes and day trips (Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks, 2016).
The numerous parks and the early childhood programs within Brooklyn Park give young children
opportunities for nature play. Young children within these programs need to practice key developmental
skills like creativity, risk taking, problem solving, fine motor development and other social and emotional
skills (Banning & Sullivan, 2011; Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks, 2016). Nature playscapes can
achieve each of these goals by their design. Having non-specified tangible objects can invoke creativity
while having movable pieces or large obstacles can encourage problem solving, risk taking, and motor
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skills development. Holding outdoor activities year-round, especially in the winter, is another way to
encourage this exploration and development despite the change in weather.
Brooklyn Park also offers a wide range of recreation opportunities available for people of all
abilities (Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks, 2016). Inclusion services are available for people with
disabilities wishing to participate in recreation programs offered by the Brooklyn Park.

Recreation Resources of Brooklyn Park
•

The City of Brooklyn Park
The city of Brooklyn Park has a vast network of recreation resources that are available to its

residents and the wider community. There are currently 67 park and 44 miles of trails within the current
Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department system (Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks
Department, 2012). There are 1527 acres of parkland and open space, which make up 15 percent
Brooklyn Park’s land use (Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department, 2012). 160 athletic fields and
game courts, 10 outdoor ice rinks, natural areas, 190 community garden plots, 1 dog park, 2 golf
courses, 1 wheelchair softball field, and Mississippi River shoreline access are among the outdoor
recreation resources provided by the Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department (Brooklyn Park
Recreation and Parks Department, 2012). There is also a historical farm, a community activity center,
and a teen center available for community member use (Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks
Department, 2012).

•

Jewell Park
Jewell Park is located in the River View neighborhood of Brooklyn Park at 1400 89th Avenue

North. Jewell Park is designated as a large neighborhood park, which means it serves day-to-day
programming needs of the neighborhood and has space for gatherings and recreation (Brooklyn Park
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Recreation and Parks Department, 2012). Large neighborhood parks are readily accessible to
neighborhood residents by foot or bike. The park is 14.5 acres in size. 7.75 of those acres are mowed.
Park facilities include 1 parking lot, 1 activity building, 1 picnic shelter, 1 picnic area, 1 playground, 1
sliding area, 1 soccer practice area, and 1 outdoor skating rink (Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks
Department, 2012). An operations and maintenance staff person stops at Jewell Park daily as a part of
their routine (B. Tullberg, personal communication, November 16, 2016).

•

River Park
River Park is located in the River Park neighborhood of Brooklyn Park at 101 83rd Avenue North.

The park is designated as a community park, which provides the entire city with access to natural areas
and programming as while as a wider regional audience (Brooklyn Park recreation and Parks, 2012).
Community Parks are accessible by foot, bike, car, or bus. Rive Park is 37.5 acres in size, and 21 of those
acres are mowed. The area along the Mississippi River is tree covered and part of the 0.95 mile asphalt
trail follows along the water. River park facilities include 2 picnic shelters, 4 picnic areas, 1 playground, 2
tennis courts, 1 basketball court, 1 softball diamond, 1 cricket pitch, 1 outdoor skating rink, and 1 boat
launch (Brooklyn Park recreation and Parks, 2012). An operations and maintenance staff person stops at
River Park daily as a part of their routine (B. Tullberg, personal communication, November 16, 2016).

•

Zanewood Park
Zanewood Park is located in the Village Creek neighborhood of Brooklyn Park at 7100 Zane

Avenue North. The park is designated as a neighborhood park, which means meets day-to-day needs of
the neighborhood and has space for gatherings and recreation (Brooklyn Park recreation and Parks,
2012). Neighborhood parks are readily accessible to neighborhood residents by foot or bike. The park is
6.8 acres in size, 3.8 of those acres are mowed. Zanewood Park facilities include 1 playground, 2
basketball courts, 2 soccer fields, 1 parking lot, and 0.24 miles of asphalt or concrete trails (Brooklyn
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Park Recreation and Parks, 2012). The park also is home to the Zanewood Recreation Center, which
offers year-round programming for teens and families. The Zanewood Recreation Center provides
outreach, community service, mentoring opportunities, teen employment opportunities, and a safe
place for teens and families to spend time (Brooklyn Park, 2016a). Zanewood Park has full-time staff on
duty 6 days a week that generally work with at-risk youth who go to the Zanewood Recreation Center,
but they also have a role supervising the grounds (B. Tullberg, personal communication, November 16,
2016).

Conclusion
The next step is to present our recommendations to the staff and representatives of Brooklyn
Park and the Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department. This will focus on initial sites,
development plans, characteristics of playscapes, and health benefits that time in nature can bring to
the community.
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Nature Playscape Designs and Health Benefits of Time Spent in
Nature
Introduction
Thus far, we have considered the social and natural features that make up the city of Brooklyn
Park, and more specifically, those features as they relate to River Park, Jewell Park, and Zanewood Park.
In this section, we have used that information and additional research to provide an overview of nature
play and nature playscapes, three specific playscape designs with research-backed rationale for their
development, and an overview of the health benefits of time spent in nature.

Overview of Nature Play and Nature Playscapes
Play is also an important part of early childhood. In fact, it is so important that the United
Nations considers play a basic right of children (United Nations, 1989). Play comes naturally in children
and provides learning and growth opportunities across all domains (Wilson, 2008). Nature play and
exploration is typically open-ended, child-directed, and involves children playing with nature (Banning &
Sullivan, 2011). When children play together, they learn how to communicate with one another, and
thereby develop social and language skills. Play allows children to form an emotional connection with
nature and develop a sense of wonder. When children run, jump, tumble, or balance they are
developing physically. When children play in ever-changing environments that engage all of their senses
they are developing cognitive skills such as problem-solving abilities and creativity.
Some skills gained from nature play are especially valuable. Young children have the chance to
learn to gauge what they are able to do and accurately understand their own limits when they are
allowed to take risks (Banning and Sullivan, 2011). These opportunities also offer the chance to solve
problems as children gradually increase the risk they take as they become more comfortable with a
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particular challenge. Children can become deeply engaged when they are allowed enough time to
become fully absorbed in their play (Banning & Sullivan, 2011). The ability to become engaged in
activities must be fostered and when it is, young children are more likely to have the background
needed to stay engaged and persist through struggles in the future. Child-directed play also allows
children to use their imaginations and use the natural world, with its plethora of loose parts, in endlessly
creative ways (Banning & Sullivan, 2011). Finally, the ever-changing nature of the natural environment
opens the door for a child’s natural curiosity to investigate the world around them (Banning & Sullivan,
2011). These skills and traits are necessary at all ages, and young children who learn in a setting that
fosters and encourages the development of these skills and traits are going to be well prepared for
whatever life has to offer.
Nature playscapes strive to incorporate elements of nature in order to provide children with all
of these benefits of nature play. Nature playscapes may be more structured than a natural forest, but
each element is carefully chosen because of its natural features potential to help young children play
and learn through nature. Brooklyn Park Recreation and Parks Department is committed to taking
advantage of the benefits of nature playscapes by incorporating more playscapes into their existing
parks. As such, we have provided three nature playscape designs that can be implemented into River,
Jewell, and Zanewood Parks as described below. And then, in time, these designs can be replicated and
added to similar parks as resources allow.
While people of all ages can benefit in countless ways from time spent in nature, nature play
and nature playscapes tend to focus on the early childhood age group. Young children experience the
world in an entirely different way than older children and adults (Oltman (Ed.), 2002). Children are
constantly experiencing the world physically, cognitively, socially, and emotionally (Oltman (Ed.), 2002),
and thus, they are constantly absorbing everything they experience. The most powerful learning and
growth opportunities across domains occur through play at this age level, which is why nature play is
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stressed at the early childhood level. Older children can certainly play, learn, and have fun in a natural
environment or playscape, but the elements of nature playscapes are designed with cross-domain
development of young children in mind. As such, the playscapes described in the next section will place
a primary emphasis on young children.
For further resources on nature play and nature playscapes, see appendix 1.

River Park
River Park is located along the Mississippi River and has tremendous potential as a site for a
nature playscape. As a community park, River Park is accessible and frequented by Brooklyn Park’s
diverse populations from across the entire city. River Park has ample open space and many recreation
resources that that community members choose to enjoy as well as wooded areas along the Mississippi
River. This wooded space is an ideal place to build a playscape (see figure 13). A description of each
playscape element is described below.
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Figure 13. River Park Nature Playscape design

•

Accessibility
When it comes to addressing accessibility it is important to consider the diversity of participants

that will be utilizing these spaces. According to Early Childhood Indicators of Progress: Minnesota’s Early
Learning Standards it is crucial to consider accessibility in the context of early childhood play (Minnesota
Department of Education & Minnesota Department of Human Services, 2005). The entrance to this
playscape would begin with a large archway and bridge going over a small creek. This bridge is wide
enough to sustain assistive mobility devices. Leading from the bridge, there is space to create a
gathering area surrounding a tree fort. This area will be made level so that people with a range of
mobility ability will have better access to the surrounding space and can participate in more aspects of
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nature play. Larger trails deviating off of that area that could also be designed with wood chips placed to
make them easier to navigate.

•

Boundaries
When creating a nature play area it is important to have physical boundaries for children so that

they know where it is safe and acceptable to play. According to Natural Wonders: A Guide to Early
Childhood for Environmental Educators, natural boundaries are the most effective way to keep kids
within an area while still keeping the theme of nature play (2002). For this site there should be large logs
in place around the boundaries of the playscape, especially since the Mississippi River and a small creek
that run alongside the nature play area. The log boundaries not only can function as a way to keep
children in the area, they can also be used as seating for supervising adults and parents.

Main Playscape Features
•

Centralized Fort
Since River Park has such potential to spark imaginative play in young children, the central play

area should seek to enhance this potential. One powerful way to do this would be to create a multilevel
tree fort. There could be a couple different leveled platforms where activities where the children can
invent games like pirates or house or play with loose parts that they carry up. These platforms do not
necessarily need to be too high off the ground to provide ample stimulation for young children. Multiple
ways to climb up into the fort, such as ladders, pegs, or branches, would also allow provide
opportunities for children to take on different types of risk and challenges and they strive to climb up in
different ways (Banning & Sullivan, 2011). This also offers a way for children of a broader age range to
enjoy using the tree fort.
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•

Quiet Play Spaces
There are times when children can benefit from more individualized or small group play in a

relatively secluded area. Such spaces can allow young children to become deeply engaged in their
activities (Banning & Sullivan, 2011) and provide a place to create small worlds and secret spots for
themselves (Sobel, 2008). Furthermore, an isolated space can be used by a child who is feeling
overwhelmed or needs a break from more intense types of social play (Banning & Sullivan, 2011). Small
worlds provide a way for children to use their imagination and consider larger concepts on a smaller
scale as they play (Sobel, 2008). The suggested River Park Playscape design includes paths leading to
such small alcoves for play within the woods. To the children, these sites may appear completely hidden,
but it is best if they are designed in a manner that makes it easy for supervising adults to still see them,
perhaps by creating relatively low barriers of some type. Each of these small, quiet spaces could each be
unique, but still include the same general elements of natural loose parts and a natural seat or table
space.

Figure 14. A quiet play space example (Moore, 2014)

• Learning Space
Since River Park is so close to a church, elementary school, and recreation center, it is an ideal
spot to create a functional space for outdoor learning. This space would be optimal for teaching kids on
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site about natural topics along with helping the area promote the use of its parks. On the opposite side
of the bridge from the nature playscape there should be rows of benches for students to sit on while
learning in the outdoors. This small area should be far away enough from the nature playscape so that
the kids learning in that space are not distracted by the visible play area.

Figure 15. A natural learning space example (Moore, 2014)

Small Play Structures
•

Hopping logs and climbing boulders
Hopping logs and climbing boulders offer children the chance to move from one log or boulder

to another. Jumping around and climbing within this area will help the children develop gross motor
skills and take risks as they learn to hop and climb (Banning & Sullivan, 2011). By offering logs and
boulders of varying sizes and heights the children can also increase the challenge as the chose.
Furthermore, these features help children work toward engagement and persistence and risk-taking,
responsibility and confidence outdoor learning standards as they might become deeply engaged in
trying to increase their jumping and climbing abilities through taking chances and repeated challenges
(Banning & Sullivan, 2011). The hopping logs and climbing boulders can be placed throughout the
playscape where there is underutilized space and could be added in different patterns, distances, and
sizes in order to maximize the ages they could serve and benefit of their presence.
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Figure 16. A climbing boulder example (Moore, 2014)

•

Downed logs for climbing
Large logs can be placed on the ground or stacked into stable positions in order to allow children

to safely climb, hide away, balance, and play. All of these actions, here and in other play areas, benefit
young children by contributing to physical development (Moore, 2014). The climbing logs can retain
branches of various heights in order to add elements of challenge growth as children become more
experienced and older. Alternatively, if there are sturdy trees in the area with lower lying branches,
those trees could serve the same purpose if they are utilized as climbing trees.

Figure 17. A climbing log example (Moore, 2014)
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Jewell Park:
Jewell Park is located on the eastern side of Brooklyn Park. The park is in a suburban
neighborhood with easy access to the community living in its vicinity. The park has an open field with a
small hill sometimes used by the community for sledding. This park has ample wooded area adjacent to
it and has great potential for incorporating various elements for a nature playscape. See figure 18 for
the Jewell Park Playscape design. Individual playscape elements will be described below.
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Figure 18. Jewell Park Playscape design

•

Accessibility: Entrance and Pathways
It is important to consider the diversity of participants who may use the nature playscape area

so it can be seen as welcoming and inviting to all. The entrance is important in the fact that it will
welcome children to nature play, and learning (Moore, 2014). Playful, child-friendly, naturalized
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entrance design that is colorful and attractive to children will attract visitors and put them at ease. Using
natural elements like native flowering plants and climbers will help to make the playscape more
approachable and welcoming.
Appropriate and adequate circulation routes are essential to enhance children’s play experience
and to ensure their safety around play and activity space. The pathways will provide a direct,
comfortable route connecting the entrance to all other major play and learning activity settings. Care
should be taken to make the pathways inclusive to different user-groups while meeting with federal and
state guidelines. Acceptable hard surfaces could include concrete, asphalt, decomposed granite, and
fine crushed stone (Moore, 2014). Benches and other seating structures should be strategically placed
along the pathways to make the experiences for both the children and adults enjoyable and relaxing.

•

Boundaries
Jewell Park has two distinctly separated areas within its park with trees acting as natural

boundary. Planting native evergreen shrubs in between the existing trees can be used to mark a
boundary of the playscape. For an urban site like Jewell Park, which is surrounded by vehicular traffic,
fences and enclosures are essential to ensure children’s safety and security (Moore, 2014). These shrubs
could also be used as internal boundaries separating the different activity areas while keeping a sense of
mystery from one activity space to the other.

•

Signage
Signs provide important sources of way-finding information about pathways and destinations

for caregivers (Moore, 2014). Appropriate signage that conform to federal accessibility guidelines should
be placed strategically especially in activity areas and learning spaces. The signage should ensure that
the information can be easily read and understood by people of all ages, cultural backgrounds, and
abilities.
46

Figure 19. Examples of signs (Moore, 2014)

The Main Playscape Area
•

Loose Parts:
Loose parts provide children with unlimited opportunities to transform objects into whatever

they can mentally imagine (McClintic, 2014) There should be a few designated loose parts play areas
with natural items like tree trunks and branches, seeds, stones, leaves, and twigs. These loose parts will
provide children opportunities to manipulate the environment and transform it into imaginary worlds,
dramatic play opportunities, and extended play and learning possibilities in the playscape (Moore,
2014).

Figure 18. An example of loose parts (Moore, 2014).
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•

Natural Play Area:
Different play areas will have equipment and activities catering to different age groups that will

give them appropriate opportunities to challenge their skill level. We designed our natural play area to
specifically target the skills of toddler aged children (15-33 months) to older preschool ages (4-5 years)
to elementary school aged youth. The play areas would provide opportunity for quiet activity, active
play, large and small group play, along with individual play. Natural play structures support gross motor
play and also supports dramatic play in settings such as playhouses (Moore, 2014). The natural play
areas would include structures that could offer a range of play opportunities and used flexibly by
children of different ages. These areas could also include natural objects for self build play features, and
creative play. Other natural objects that could be added include things like boulders and logs, these
make especially good informal balance features.

•

Open learning and gathering area:
Open learning and gathering areas are vital for providing educators with a functional space for

activities and lessons while providing an area for parents and adults to spend time. Natural materials
should be used to create an open classroom-like space which can be used for multiple purposes. These
spaces are key in helping children develop social relationships with peers and adults (Moore, 2014).

•

Woodland area:
The already existing wooded areas around the park can provide an opening to incorporate a

wooded area as an element of the playscape. Woodlands provide a ready-made nature play and
learning possibilities including plant, wildlife, phenology, and seasonal cycles. Logs and climbing trees in
the area will also provide settings for adventure play, natural construction, and ranging games (Moore,
2014).
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Figure 19. Play in a woodland area example (Moore, 2014).

•

Hillock:
Mounds and hillocks help to make an area child’s journey through space far more interesting by

providing them with opportunities for creating secret hideaways and vantage points (Shackell, Butler,
Doyle, & Ball, 2008). There is an existing hillock at Jewell Park which can be utilized to build a “Hobbit
House” at the top of the hill while the sloping hills could provide opportunities for free play and
motivate rolling, crawling, sliding, balancing, and jumping—activities that stimulate the vestibular and
kinesthetic senses (Moore, 2014).

Figure 20. A secret hideaway hill example (Moore, 2014)
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•

Sand box:
Sand play can be much more elaborate and engaging than indoor play (Pardee, Gillman, &

Larson, 2005) which is why we chose to include a sandpit into our playscape design. The opportunity for
creative, imaginative play in the sand pit could be emphasized with toys such as funnels, tubes and
dump trucks. Creativity could also be enhanced by adding natural objects into the mix as well.

Figure 21. Sandbox example (Moore, 2014)

•

Butterfly Garden:
The Butterfly Garden could be an integral part of part of the playscape area and provide a

variety of learning opportunities to those who visit it. The area would consist of planters with paths
between them so one can walk throughout the flowers, and benches along the sides for visitors to sit
and rest. The area of the garden should also leave a desired space set aside to allow future programming
opportunities in the area.

•

Open lawn:
There will be need for a designated open lawn which will serve the purpose of hosting informal

games community events requiring a large, flat space. This designated area could be the open space
adjacent to some of the residences in the area and will not have any boundaries in the initial concept
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design. However, it will be imperative to have consent from the residents to make the lawn openly
accessible to all community members which will run along the backyard of these residences.

Zanewood Park
Zanewood park is located in the Southern portion of Brooklyn Park. Park is located next to the
next to the Zanewood Recreation Center which offers community support to teens and families during
both the day and night. See figure 22 for the Zanewood Park Playscape design. Individual playscape
features will be described below.
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Figure 22. Zanewood Park Playscape design

•

Accessibility
This location would most benefit the youth in the surrounding community. Additionally,

referencing Figure 23 (Figure below), Zanewood is located in the area with the lowest median
household income and this playscape area will help serve a large community that has lower accessibility
to the other parks in the city of Brooklyn Park.
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Figure 23. A map of the median household incomes divided by section, in Brooklyn Park, MN

•

Entrance and Boundaries
The Zanewood playscape would be located inside of a larger enclosed area that contains a

traditional playground, basketball courts, and an open field. The playscape will be located in the field
area between the traditional playground and the basketball court. Access to the playscape will be via
pathway that will split off from the sidewalk that takes you to traditional playground and basketball
court.
The entrance pathway will be made out of stepping stones. This will help guide participants to
the playscape, emphasize nature, and give durability to the trail. Additionally, the boundaries to the
playscape will be large rocks that are placed intermittently around the playscape area. This will help give
a boundary to the playscape area, but also allow for play to flow in and out of the playscape on all sides.
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It is important that the field is still incorporated into the playscape environment because of the benefits
it serves to play environment, which is described below.

Playscape Features
•

Natural Play Structure
These natural structures are beneficial for youth development and connection to the natural

world. These natural structures support gross motor skills and also support creative exploration and role
playing. The environment supports youth’s exploration with role playing and imagination (Moore, 2014).

Figure 24. Example of a natural play structure

Figure 25. A second example of a natural play structure
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•

Natural Construction
This allows for the children within the playscape to manipulate features and use their

imagination to create an environment that they would like to be in. It allows an output for imagination
and for youth to express oneself. This could be a quantity of sticks that are used for youth to manipulate
the area and create their own structures or spaces to play (Moore, 2016)

Figure 26. An example of natural construction tools

•

Water Feature
The accessibility of the building allows for the play scape to have a water feature. This could be a

small pond or a pool that could host aquatic plants or other aquatic life. A Different approach would be
a fountain allows water to be available for children to explore how water could be used in a part of their
play. This Features “engages children in a hands on, multi-sensory experience” (Moore, 2014).
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Figure 27. An example of a typical water feature at a nature playscape

Change in Topography
Landforms encourage imagination and naturally add uniqueness to the playscape environment.
With changing the topography of the play area you increase the stimulation of the youth and motivates
play (Moore, 2014).

The Wrap-up
Nature play and nature playscapes, as described above, have an undeniable ability to help all
young children learn and develop across all domains of learning. However, that is not the only benefit
that young children can derive from nature play. There is ample evidence and research to suggest that
nature play and time spent in nature in beneficial for the health and well-being of children. And most
importantly, these benefits are not exclusive, to young children. Time spent in nature has be
demonstrated to have positive health effects in people of all ages and backgrounds. The next section
presents a number of those health benefits.

Playscape Estimated Cost
This section will briefly cover a rough estimate of the potential cost for developing a playscape.
This information comes from Brett Edmondson, the Director of Operations, for Hartley Nature Center in
Duluth. They currently have a nature playscape that is used by community members and their nature
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playschool. The estimated cost for their playscape design was 300,000 dollars. Nature Explorer, a nature
playscape contracting company, estimated this. To put into this into perspective the water feature alone
would cost 50,000 dollars. That said, a lot of features can be supplied locally and hand made. In the case
of Hartley nature center, a majority of their playscape features were hand.

Health Benefits of Time Spent in Nature
With the amount of parks and natural spaces within the city of Brooklyn Park, it is important for
these health benefits to be understood and communicated to the community. The health benefits of
time spent in nature will be broken down into three categories below: health benefits for children,
health benefits for adults, and health benefits for diverse communities. There is certainly overlap within
these three general categories, but given differences between adults and children and the diversity of
Brooklyn Park residents, these three lenses should provide a solid foundation for understanding the
health benefits of time in nature.

Health Benefits for Children
There are a number of health benefits associated with time in nature for children. These
benefits are particularly important to recognize given the changing nature of childhood. Many of those
changes have led to significant decreases in children's time spent outside. For instance, recesses are
shorter, screen time is increasing, and structured activities often replace outdoor time. Here are some
important findings that demonstrate how time spent in nature leads to health benefits across a range of
health issues.
•

Research has suggested that time spent in nature can help manage symptoms and to milder
symptoms overall in children with ADD/ADHD diagnoses, thereby helping to enhance
concentration in these children (Taylor & Kuo, 2009).
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•

Research indicates that play in various outdoor play spaces provides appropriate physical
challenges, time for solitary observation, and may support peer interaction in children with
Autism Spectrum Disorders (Yuill, Strieth, Roake, Aspden, & Todd, 2007).

•

A study by Wolch et al. (2011) demonstrated that children with increased access to parks are
less likely to be overweight or obese as a result of increases in activity associated with
spending time in the outdoors. Obesity is linked to numerous previously uncommon childhood
diseases including high blood pressure, diabetes, high cholesterol, asthma, sleep apnea, joint
pain, and fatty liver disease (National Wildlife Federation, 2016). Physical activity in outdoor
settings, thus, would be expected to contribute to decreases in these diseases as well.

•

Research indicates that time spent outdoors can remedy vitamin D deficiencies caused by a lack
of time in the sun and thereby help counter associated increased risks for bone problems, heart
disease, and diabetes (National Wildlife Federation, 2016). Several studies have shown that
more time spent outdoors is associated with much lower chances of nearsightedness in young
children (National Wildlife Federation, 2016)

•

Numerous scientific studies and publication on the benefits of connecting to nature shows that
children’s social, psychological, academic and physical health is positively impacted when they
have daily contact with nature (The Nature Learning Initiative, 2012).

•

Visiting the Natural Playscape helps increase social interaction among family members by
giving them the opportunity to engage with their whole family and get away from the stressors
of daily life (Izenstark & Ebata, 2014).
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Health Benefits for Adults
There are also numerous health benefits for adults. Here are some important findings regarding how
time spent in nature can improve adult health.
•

Living in areas with walkable green spaces positively influenced the longevity of urban senior
citizens independent of their age, sex, marital status, baseline functional status, and
socioeconomic status (Takano, Nakamura, & Watanabe, 2002). A 2011 study found that living
on a block with more green space was associated with significant risk reductions for diseases
including hypertension, diabetes, and lipid disorders in adults over the age of 65. These risk
reductions were so stark that they contributed to a “reduction in the biomedical aging of the
study population by three years” (Lombard, 2016).

•

A recent study demonstrates that time spent walking in a quiet green space almost
immediately leads to improvements in mood and slows down brain activity that contributes to
certain stresses, suggesting time in natural spaces may be vital for mental health in an
urbanizing world (Bratman, Hamilton, Hahn, Daily, & Gross, 2015). Kaplan and Kaplan (1981)
suggest time in nature helps people recover from mental fatigue (cited in Maller, Townsend,
Pryor, Brown, & Leger, 2006). Similarly, a separate study found that adults who had been
diagnosed with depression showed improvements in mood (Maas et al., 2009).

•

Evidence has suggested that gardening, working on farmland, and spending time camping or
fishing can help ease PTSD symptoms and serve as a critical component of healing in some
veterans (The American Society of & Landscape Architects, 2016).

•

Further evidence for health benefits of time spent in nature are listed in a table (see table 7)
created by Maller et. al (2006). The table lists a health benefit and then describes multiple
research studies that have demonstrated that health benefit.
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Table 7. Summary of evidence supporting the assertion that contact with nature promotes health and
well-being (Maller, Townsend, Pryor, Brown, & Leger, 2006)

What the Research Demonstrates With Certainty Assertion

Evidence
A

T

E

There are some known beneficial physiological effects that
occur when humans encounter, observe or otherwise
positively interact with animals, plants, landscapes or
wilderness
X

X

X

(Friedmann et al.,
1983a; Friedmann et
al., 1983b; Parsons,
1991; Ulrich, et al.,
1991b; Rohde and
Kendle, 1994; Beck and
Katcher, 1996;
Frumkin, 2001)

X

(Furnass, 1979; Kaplan
and Kaplan, 1989;
Kaplan and Kaplan,
1990; Hartig et al.,
1991; Kaplan, 1995)

X

(Levinson, 1969;
Katcher and Beck,
1983; Beck et al., 1986;
Lewis, 1996; Crisp and
O'Donnell, 1998;
Russell et al., 1999;
Fawcett and Gullone,
2001; Pryor, 2003)

Natural environments foster recovery from mental fatigue and
are restorative
X

X

There are established methods of nature-based therapy
(including wilderness, horticultural and animal-assisted
therapy among others) that have success healing patients who
previously had not responded to treatment
X

When given a choice people prefer natural environments
(particularly those with water features, large old trees, intact
vegetation or minimal human influence) to urban ones,
regardless of nationality or culture

X

(Parsons, 1991;
Newell, 1997;
Herzog et al., 2000)
X

X

The majority of places that people consider favourite or
restorative are natural places, and being in these places is
recuperative
X

X

X

People have a more positive outlook on life and higher life
satisfaction when in proximity to nature (particularly in urban
areas)
X

Exposure to natural environments enhances the ability to cope
with and recover from stress, cope with subsequent stress and
recover from illness and injury

Key reference/s

X

X

X

X

X

Observing nature can restore concentration and improve
productivity
X

X

X

(Kaplan and Kaplan,
1989 Rohde and
Kendle, 1994; Korpela
and Hartig, 1996;
Herzog et al., 1997;
Newell, 1997;
Herzog et al., 2000)
(Kaplan and Kaplan,
1989; Kaplan, 1992a;
Lewis, 1996;
Leather et al., 1998;
Kuo, 2001; Kuo and
Sullivan, 2001)
(Ulrich, 1984; Parsons,
1991; Ulrich et al.,
1991b)
(Tennessen and
Cimprich, 1995;
Leather et al., 1998;
Taylor et al., 2001)
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Having nature in close proximity, or just knowing it exists, is
important to people regardless of whether they are regular
‘users’ of it

X

X

X

(Kaplan and Kaplan
1989; Cordell et al.,
1998)

A, anecdotal; T, theoretical; E, empirical

In light of the unique and diverse population of Brooklyn Park, it is important to consider how
time spent in nature can specifically impact immigrant and minority populations. Below are some
important health benefits that are associated with those populations.
•

A study by Wong examining the benefits of contact with nature for immigrants (Wong, 1997;
cited in Maller, Townsend, Pryor, Brown, & St Leger, 2006) inferred an “increased sense of
identity and ownership of the country they live in; sense of integration rather than isolation; a
reunion with nature (i.e. particularly important for first generation immigrants who have rural
backgrounds); the reawakening of a sense of possibility; restoration and a relief from daily
struggles; empowerment, skill development and the enabling of opportunity to participate in
caring for the environment.”

•

Research suggests that all of the above health benefits time in nature may be proportionately
stronger among all racial and ethnic groups from low-income communities (Lombard, 2016).

•

Studies have found that the relationship between exercise and parks varies in youth depending
on sociodemographic, housing, and neighborhood characteristics Evidence further suggests that
park access is particularly important for increasing physical activity in urban adolescents
(Babey, Hastert, Yu, & Brown, 2008).

•

A study found that play public green space helps children build intercultural friendships, which
is an important element of social inclusion (Seeland, Dübendorfer, & Hansmann, 2009) and is
important for social health.
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•

Studies by Lewis (Lewis 1990, 1996; cited in Maller et al., 2006) about the community benefits of
social contact within nature in parks and gardens show that parks provide opportunities for
socializing with and learning from residents that may which aids in community cohesion by
dissolving prejudices about race, and economic or educational status.

Diversity in the Recreation and Parks Department
With such a large, diverse population in the city of Brooklyn Park it is important the Recreation
and Parks Department represents all the people of Brooklyn Park. Therefore, the staff should represent
that population. By creating a culturally diverse staff you become relatable and welcoming as an
organization. As a result, the goals and objectives of the department will better impact more members
of the City of Brooklyn Park. This will be most beneficial to support and represent the immigrant
populations in Brooklyn Park.

Conclusion
Using River Park, Jewell Park and Zanewood Park as our backdrops, we have developed three
playscape designs that we see fitting to the social and natural features of the city of Brooklyn Park. We
have provided our rationale for the development of playscapes through our research of nature play and
nature playscapes. The overview of nature play and health benefits for children, adults, and diverse
communities establishes a deeper understanding of the effects that nature and play can have on both
an individual and a community. We believe that these aspects could help Brooklyn Park create more
unique parks while working towards the Recreation and Parks Department’s purpose of “engaging the
entire community in providing flexible, welcoming and exciting play for all” (Brooklyn Park Recreation
and Parks, 2012).
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Appendix 1
List of Nature Play Resources
Natural Wonders: A Guide to Early Learning for Environmental Educators
Marcie Ottman, Editor; created by the Minnesota Early Childhood EE Consortium
“The sections of this guide become progressively more practical and specific—from understanding the
basics of how young children think to evaluating the developmental appropriateness of programs and
everything in between. Each section contains specific topics that explain in greater detail the elements
of child development and what it means to facilitate young children’s learning.”
https://www.seek.state.mn.us/sites/default/files/naturalwonders.pdf

Nature Play and Learning Places: Creating and Managing Places Where Children Engage with Nature
Robin C. Moore
This resource covers the topics of designing nature play areas, risk management and implementing
nature play.
https://naturalearning.org/sites/default/files/Nature-Play-Learning-Places_storefront_preview_0.pdf

Lens on Outdoor Learning
Banning & Sullivan
Lens on Outdoor Learning is a compilation of stories and colorful photographs that illustrate how the
outdoors supports children's early learning. Each story is connected to an early learning standard such as
curiosity and initiative; engagement and persistence; imagination, invention, and creativity; reasoning
and problem-solving; risk-taking, responsibility, and confidence; reflection, application, and
interpretation; and flexibility and resilience.

Nature and young children: encouraging creative play and learning in natural environments
Ruth Wilson
Nature and Young Children promotes the holistic development of children by connecting them with
nature. It offers advice and guidance on how to set up indoor and outdoor nature play spaces as well as
encouraging environmentally responsible attitudes, values and behaviour in your early childhood
setting.
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Nature Play: Nurturing children and strengthening conservation through connections to the land
Pennsylvania Land Trust Association
This guide explores the essential characteristics of nature play, the benefits nature play provides and the
societal barriers to it. It also describes the array of concrete actions that organizations may take to
restore nature play to children's lives.
http://conservationtools.org/library_items/1360/files/1259

The Early Childhood Indicators of Progress: Minnesota's Early Learning Standards (2005)
Minnesota Department of Education
This document provides a “framework for understanding and communicating a common set of
developmentally appropriate expectations for young children within a context of shared responsibility
and accountability for helping children meet these expectations”. It highlights the importance of
collective efforts families, early childhood education and care, communities, and policy-makers can
make in supporting the learning and development of children.
https://education.state.mn.us/mdeprod/idcplg?IdcService=GET_FILE...

Early Childhood Environmental Education Programs: Guidelines for Excellence
NAAEE
This book contains “a set of recommendations for developing and administering high-quality
environmental education programs for learning respect for the natural world and living things. Children
who respect the environment feel an emotional attachment to the natural world, and deeply
understand the link between themselves and nature, will become environmentally literate citizens. The
task of environmental education for young children is to forge the bond between children and nature.”
http://resources.spaces3.com/9daded59-0c8f-4ced-abc9-467e74df74f8.pdf

A Parent’s Guide To Nature Play- How to Give Your Children More Outdoor Play...and Why You
Should!
Ken Finch
This booklet gives a concise overview of what makes great nature play, why it is important, and how
parents can restore it in children’s daily lives. It is guide for people who want to help youngsters
everywhere gain a deeper appreciation for the outdoors and experience the marvels of playing in
natural surroundings.
www.greenheartsinc.org/uploads/A_Parents__Guide_to_Nature_Play.pdf
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