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by Jay Beckwith

10 Plus courtesy of KOMPAN

THROUGHOUT MY nearly five decades
of designing play apparatus and spaces I
have been really gratified to see kids play on
the results of my efforts. These days, how-
ever, I have begun to consider that perhaps
design and play are antithetical to each other.
I now suspect that I was seduced by the
whole process of bringing an idea into reality
and having it accepted in the marketplace.

Even at the start of my work I knew that
kids played better in a natural setting than
anything I could create. My justification for
focusing on creating play apparatus was that
kids spent much of their time at school and
needed something that was fun and safe
to play on. I also felt that it was possible to
create experiences that were rarely available
in natural settings. The first schoolyard
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structures were such a hit that I never looked
back. The early wood structures I created
gave way to metal and then plastic and then
accessible features and the rest is history.
While I was instigating lots of volunteer
built play structures in San Francisco and
the Bay Area, Robin Moore was developing
the Washington Environmental Yard. I loved
the changes that he was able to accomplish
there. The natural features that he was able
to introduce and the level of participation
and enthusiasm of the teachers and parents
were phenomenal. I felt that the combination
of active play apparatus, natural features,
garden, and game spaces made for the per-
fect environment for kids in school settings.
Indeed, an active play structure was added
to the Washington yard to set a model that I

was sure would be replicated everywhere.
" Looking back over the last 40 years it is
clear that we knew then what made for the

perfect schoolyard, but that model never
gained ascendancy. In hindsight it may be
that there was insufficient value given to
including nature in children’s spaces that we
now have come to appreciate. Perhaps with
the burgeoning

interest in natural play the time has come to
revisit the comprehensive model that Robin
created.

But what about my contention that
design, at least as the idea is typically con-
strued, is antithetical to play? The primary
role of a design is to create the form that fol-
lows the intended function. But what if the
“function” is play? A child can turn an apple
into a hot rod by just saying “Brrrumm” and
pushing it around or calling mommy to say
“I love you, Mommy!” on his apple phone. In
the literature this is called “counterfactual”
thinking; the apple is not a car. If I design a
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play car, then it is a car, and this essential
creative process by the child can be thwart-
ed.

My friend Tom Lindhart Wils, who
founded and directed KOMPAN, used his
considerable design talents to create abstract
play forms based on the notion that these
would not be too literal and would allow
children to more easily imagine that a spring
toy was a horse or a unicorn or a motorcycle.

The thrust of this Danish Modern design
approach, if you will, is to simplify forms
down to their essence. The question I have
with abstract play forms is that there is no
evidence that children respond to them more
creatively than literal forms. We do know
that children have longer and more complex
play episodes in natural settings than in typ-
ical playgrounds, and nothing is less abstract
than nature. I suspect that when it comes to
play settings, rather than simplification, the
more complexity the better.

Play Area Design

Good design is all about asking the right
questions. When it comes to play and play-
ground design, we tend not to be honest
about the first and most important question
to be asked: “Who is the client?”

In my earliest work I can honestly say
that the client was the children. As time
progressed, however, the client became the

manufacturer, then the park director, the risk
manager, and finally the maintenance crew.
Needless to say, the answer of what is a good
playground design is VERY different depend-
ing on which one of these constituents is the
real client. I feel the weakness of most play-
ground projects is the idea that it is possible
to satisfy this wildly varied collection of con-
stituents, and by trying to please everyone, we
end up with the cookie cutter blandness that
is all too common on today’s playgrounds.

I'd like to suggest a new approach to play
space design and look at the reality of how
playgrounds are used today.

In the last couple of decades we've
learned a lot about how communities use
recreational spaces, so we must ask who will
come and how will they use the play space?

« Kids don’t come to the park on their
own, they are driven there, so playgrounds
are predominately a family activity.

« Isolated parks tend to be vandalized,
so we want to encourage multi-generational
and multi-functional design. For example,
the City of New York Department of Parks
& Recreation now put community gardens
adjacent to some of their playgrounds with
great results.

o Despite the efforts of playground reg-
ulators, toddlers will use play structures
designed for older children, often with adult
assistance.

» Tweens will hang out on play structures.

» Lawns are increasingly valuable as they
disappear from neighborhoods.

o People will bring bikes, strollers, toys,
balls, and dogs.

« Play spaces without bathrooms are used
far less than those that provide for human
comfort. Parks with grills and tables get
more use and for longer periods than those
without.

We also know that creating a sense of
place is essential for a successful and popular
facility, and we should look for ways to pre-
serve or create unique place identifiers.
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« What elements exist or can be added
that give the play space a sense of place?

» How is this space connected to the peo-
ple who will use it?

« What is the “message” the play space
gives to people? Is it warm, inviting, hip,
cool, exciting, calming? How does it make
you feel?

» How does the play space connect to its
neighborhood and community? What are
the existing circulation patterns? Are there
schools nearby and will they use the space?

« What community groups are involved
with the design process and how are they
empowered to remain engaged?

« How will the play space evolve over
time; for example, is there a post installation
review and retrofit process?

o Are there places that provide a sense
of enclosure where small groups of kids can
just hang out?

These are just a few of the observations
and questions I share with my clients before
we even start the play space design process.
My goal is to have those participating in the
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design process to begin to think “outside the
box” that is, to not design with the shapes
drawn on a plan and drop in equipment
from catalogs but to visualize the play space
as a four-dimensional living entity. These
days with the ease of using 3-D rendering
tools it is possible to provide excellent imag-
es of any proposed project.

The specific questions are not as import-
ant as the intent of the process. The best play
spaces are those that people care about and
that have been clearly created with attention
to details that reflect respect for the users.

The process of play space design is far more
important than any other consideration. When
the design process is inclusive, and dare I say
loving, the opportunities for creative innovation
and for creating enduring and endearing spaces
blossoms.

Play Structure Design

Let’s get one thing straight: a play struc-
ture does not make a play space. Indeed I
often advise my clients who are creating

preschool play spaces not to install a play
structure at all as these products tend to take
up too much space and budget for what they
deliver in benefits. There are three main
consideration when implementing a design
for children 6 years and younger.

« Sizes and abilities will be all over the
map so variety is a key requirement.

o Adults generally accompany little kids
and designs should consider how the parent/
child dyad will use the space.

o Details matter. A play structure that is
composed solely of plastic and powder coat-
ed metal just doesn’t cut it.

Designing play structures for older kids is
an entirely different matter. We all know the
basics, play structures should be heavy on
physical challenge and linkage, but beyond
that we tend to be less clear.

Here are some of my suggestions:

* Graduated challenge is important. For
example, one type of overhead event is very
limiting. When adding upper body appa-
ratus, there should be some that are simple
monkey bars and others that require more
complex movements. And don’t
forget turning and chinning bars.
These cost very little, have big
motor development benefits, and
are perennial favorites with kids.

¢ Climbing is a huge draw,
but here the playground industry
has let us down a bit. Many years
ago I was collaborating with Dr.
Larry Bruya and he taught me
that there are “climbing gaits” I
was familiar with walking and
running gaits but hadn’t thought
about using that idea in regards
to climbing. In walking and run-
ning the feet face forward and the
arms and hands are at the sides.
As any mountain climber will
tell you, real climbing requires all
sorts of movements and positions.
Unfortunately, almost all play-
ground climbers that are not rock
walls or boulders are designed for
this sort or movement.

* Balance activities are one
of the most important pieces of
apparatus on any playground.
Children’s bodies are changing
proportions very rapidly, and
they need constant opportunities
to adjust their balance system to
match their current body shape.
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* Consider the paths of travel. I've seen
designs with four slides down and only one
way up. If a play structure has four ways
down, it needs at least four ways up. More is
even better, since going down takes far less
time than climbing up and it’s the climbing
that provides motor development and the
slides that provide the motivation.

ADA Design

It's been 24 years since the ADA law was
passed, and I find it hard to believe that
many people think that ADA compliance
is still a separate part of the design process.
Throughout my participation in the citizen
advisory process, consultations with man-
ufacturers, and discussions with clients, I
have been steadfast in my contention that
we have gone about this in the wrong way.
While I think that the goal of the ADA was
and is noble, both the process and outcome
are flawed.

To me the whole ADA process got start-
ed on the wrong path. In my experience
the reason that the whole issue became so
contentious and the resultant product so
unsatisfying is that there were, and are, two
points of view that have to this day been
unresolved.

On one side of the argument there is the
parent, let’s call her the “access” advocate,
who wants to take her child to the play-
ground only to find that she and her child
can’t use the wonderful play setting that her
tax dollars have been used to create. Her
position is very simple: if you provide a
service, it should be available for all, and by
golly, if you have a slide in the park, then her
child has the legal right to access it.

On the other side are those who we can
refer to as the “inclusive” advocates, who do
not have a specific child in mind that they
want to accommodate but rather have the
goal of insuring that all kids have the chance
to play together.

As this drama played out, the process was
driven predominately by access advocates.
Logically they looked at existing legal stan-
dards for structures, we are after all talking
about play structures, and basically applied
the architectural standards with very minor
adjustments. The results of the standards so
created are heavily ramped monstrosities
that ended up appealing to no one. For me
the saddest sight in the world is a child who
uses a wheelchair on the playground without

anyone to play with.

More and more people are beginning to
accept that the legalistic approach to design
required by the current ADA regulations
doesn't produce an appealing play space.
Fortunately, progressive designers are begin-
ning to find ways to both comply with the
standards and provide universal appeal.

Perhaps the most important innovation
that addresses this issue is the development of
ground level play structures. Perhaps a little
background is needed here.

Historically all of the old freestanding
monkey bars, jungle gyms, and cube climb-
ers were ground level play apparatus; the
only event that required elevation was the
slide. When the notion of linkage was intro-
duce, all that really happened was that those
activities were attached to decks. While this
innovation made for much greater appeal
and benefits for kids, it created barriers for
some.

The new ground level designs, to a large
extent, overcome this problem. To my
knowledge the 10 Plus product range that
I worked on with KOMPAN was the first
example of the ground level play idea. This
was followed by KOMPAN’s Galaxy range
brilliantly executed by the design team lead
by Michael Laris. In short order, Landscape
Structures and others brought out other ver-
sions of the concept.

While the ground level systems remove
most barriers, they can’t solve the access
issues for slides. The workaround that
most producers have adopted are apparatus
designs that kids can kinda-sorta slide on
but they aren't called slides.

Another play apparatus that helps us
move toward universal design is the climb-
ing net tower. The initial designs were based
on pyramid shapes supported by masts.
More recently we've seen many beautiful and
complex shapes introduced. While a climb-
ing net is not as challenging as real rock
climbing, it is better than the typical walk-
ing-movement style climber. Best of all, nets
are flexible and move with the players, which
is fun. Or at least they were formerly. Many
of the ones I've looked at recently are so stiff
they might be made out of iron. What’s up
with that?

Conclusion

I've made a number of perhaps contro-
versial statements and asked some provoca-

tive questions and I'd close with some more
questions that may be the most important:
o What elements on your playground
design introduce a sense of whimsy?
o Where will giggles happen?

» Will children discover hidden treasures?

» Will everyone in the community feel
welcomed and included?

o Are you having fun?

PLAY & PLAYGROUND |
NEWS CENTER

COLUMNIST
Jay Beckwith

o Began designing play environments
in 1970.

o Has written several books on design-
ing and building play equipment.

o Is a Certified Playground Safety
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o Has written publications and devel-
oped programs for playground safety.
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ufacturers in their design process.

« Writes a blog at playgroundguru.org.

o Completed a comprehensive upgrade
of the Gymboree Play and Music
apparatus.

o Currently developing location based
mobile games with the goal of using
smartphones in outdoor play.
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