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At Nature Play a 1.5-acre field has been trans-
formed into a nature-based outdoor learning
environment for the 300 preschool children at
Head Start. Beyond simply getting children to
play outside, we are taking play, which is cul-
turally thought of as a recess time for teach-
ers, into a learning environment. The central
area of Nature Play is a large certified outdoor
classroom called the Habitat Hub. It has room
for two classes and acts as the starting point
for the children’s outdoor adventures. This
timber frame structure is made of diseased
ash trees re-harvested, milled down, with
hand cut mortise and tenon joints to form an
undulating tree like canopy under which the
children learn.

Habitat Hub leads to other less-structured
play areas with names like Fort Fun, Timber
Time and Hideaway Hill that are constructed
within four Indiana habitats: prairie, meadow,
wetlands, and woodlands. The children learn
through play with natural elements, native
plantings, and traditional building materials
in an unstructured, creative, and innovative
way as their gross physical motor skills, fine
motor skills, and cognitive and social learning
skills are developed. The benefits of providing
a high-quality, natural outdoor play and learn-
ing environment for Head Start preschoolers
are particularly important because research
links socioeconomic disadvantage with
compromised physical health and wellness.
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Regular physical activity in natural environ-
ments can lead to reduce childhood obesity,
fewer health concerns, increased energy, and
gains in children’s cognitive development.

Co-Creative design processes using simula-
tions and prototyping of activities and com-
ponents was instrumental in testing ideas of
children’s scale, safety, and use and respond-
ing to changes needed as actual construction
evolved. While the children interacted with
the full-scale mock-ups, the students had to
observe, take notes, and document the play
while identifying the successes, problems,
and insights from these activities, and make
appropriate design changes.

The Habitat Hub is a timber frame struc-
ture that uses ash trees as well as oak and
hickory as framing members. Additionally,
these diseased trees reveal the effect of the
ash borer to children by debarking and then
using the trees as uprights in the construc-
tion of Melody Meadows and Crazy Climbers.
Whether using local stone from a cemetery
for a crawl-through tunnel, salvaged timbers
for a series of small bridges in the wetlands, or
re-harvested wood for the bird and butterfly
blind, sustainable construction and environ-
mental education is the goal of this nature-
based preschool environment.

Brooklyn Says “Move to Detroit.”
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