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overview

Imagination Playground is a breakthrough playspace concept designed by U.S.
architect David Rockwell to encourage child-directed, unstructured free play - the
kind of play that experts say is critical to a child’s intellectual, social, physical and
emotional development. Comprised of an assortment of loose parts, including foam
blocks in uniquely designed shapes, Imagination Playground empowers children to
constantly reconfigure the space around them and design their own course of play.

The first site-specific Imagination Playground at Burling Slip opened in July 2010
near South Street Seaport in lower Manhattan. Following the playground’s success,
Rockwell Group developed Imagination Playground in a Box and Imagination
Playground in a Cart, more portable, scalable versions of the playground. These
modular, easy-to-install playgrounds provide creative play in almost any indoor or
outdoor setting, transforming unused spaces into dynamic play environments.
Since 2010, over 800 playgrounds have enlivened public parks, schools, daycare
facilities, and children’s museums across the globe.

With the hope of transforming lives of children around the world, Imagination
Playground continues to explore new directions and initiatives that promote the
benefits of free play, discovery, and learning. A recent initiative through UNICEF
(P.L.AY.) is bringing Imagination Playground in a Box to children throughout Haiti
and Bangladesh in spaces where opportunities for recreation are limited. In
addition, Imagination Playground continues to develop materials and content for
educators and parents about loose parts play; and designed the interactive
exhibition on block play, PLAY WORK BUILD at the National Building Museum in
Washington, D.C.

Imagination Playground is helping to build a community — including parents,
educators, caregivers, researchers, and leaders — united by a belief in the
importance of creative free play to help our children grow up happy and
healthy.
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overview, continued...

imagination playground is available to you in a variety of ways:

imagination playground blocks

Imagination Playground Blocks are a set of large, foam parts that
allow children to play at an environmental scale. The Classic Block
Set consists of 15 uniquely designed shapes to encourage open-
ended free play and a wide variety of play patterns. The most recent
Add-on Sets offer advanced geometric concepts through angles and
curves, increasing the variety and complexity of play with the
exisiting Classic Block Set. §

imagination playground in a cart

A kit of parts suitable for a variety of outdoor and indoor sites. It gives
communities an easy-to-install, cost-effective means to offer their
children opportunities for unstructured, free play. Includes a full set
of Imagination Playground Blocks housed in a storage unit that easily
moves through a standard door width for both indoor and outdoor use.
This versatile set is an ideal solution for sites that do not need a

secured container. A weather-resistant cover for the cart is sold
separately.

imagination playground in a box

Includes Imagination Playground Blocks, secure and rugged
container for more exposed environments, a starter kit of loose parts
and a storage unit on wheels. Imagination Playground in a Box can be
used on its own or as an addition to an existing playspace.

imagination playground installations

Imagination Playground Installations creates an entirely new indoor
experience combining informal play, learning and interactivity. Fully
customizable and designed for each organization and company's
space and needs, the installations highlight play and informal
learning through hands-on block play. The first exhibit, PLAY WORK
BUILD, opened in November 2012 at the National Building Museum.
This award winning exhibit supports the Museum's mission,
transforms galleries, enhances its education programs, and
highlights the Museum's collections.
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PLAY WORK BUILD at the National Building Museum
Photo Credit: Kevin Allen
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frequently asked questions

how is imagination playground different than other playgrounds?

Traditional playgrounds consist primarily of fixed equipment, such as slides, monkey bars and
teeter-totters, all of which focus on developing children’s gross motor skills. Imagination
Playground, on the other hand, is an interactive, transformable environment that prompts children
to manipulate their environment and create a playspace of their own with sand, water and loose
parts. Imagination Playground addresses a broader spectrum of play needs through opportunities
for fantasy play and socio-cooperative play, in addition to more traditional running, jumping and
climbing. Kids need to be active on many levels, and they need to exercise their minds as well as
their muscles. Research shows that children at the age of eight who have experienced varied and
challenging play are considerably better prepared to benefit from ongoing formal education.
Imagination Playground can be used by itself, or in conjunction with traditional playground
equipment.

what are the different versions of imagination playground?

To learn more about our products - Imagination Playground in a Box, Imagination Playground in a
Cart and Imagination Playground Blocks - please visit www.imaginationplayground.org/products.

where can i go to experience imagination playground?

The flagship Imagination Playground Park opened to the public in July 2010 at Burling Slip in the
South Street Seaport area of New York City, a collaboration between Rockwell Group and the

New York City Department of Parks and Recreation. The second-site specific Imagination Playground
will open in Brooklyn's Betsy Head Park in 2015. There are also Imagination Playground sets

popping up across the globe, from Chicago to London to Sao Paulo. To find the one nearest you, email
contactus@imaginationplayground.org.

how much does an imagination playground cost?

The price of Imagination Playground ranges depending on what version you purchase. Please contact
Imagination Playground at 1-678-60407466 or contactus@imaginationplayground.org for more
information on the different design and pricing options.

what are the imagination playground blocks made of?

Imagination Playground Blocks are made of a cross-linked polyethylene foam. The closed-cell foam is
soft, lightweight, waterproof, and recyclable. It is resistant to sun, heat, mold, mildew, corrosion, and
micro-organisms. These highly-durable blocks can be transported to a landfill or returned to the
manufacturer to be recycled when they are no longer wanted on the playground.

a
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frequently asked questions, continued...

are the imagination playground blocks safe?

Imagination Playground Blocks are non-toxic and resistant to germs, mold and mildew. They are
sturdy enough to withstand the elements and soft enough to for children to play with safely. The
particular type of molecular linking used to bond the foam ensures that when exposed to an open
fire the blue blocks will smolder, but not catch fire. All products meet American Society for Testing
Materials (ASTM) and U.S. Consumer Products Safety Commission (CFSC) standards.

how can the imagination playground blocks be cleaned?
The blue blocks can be cleaned easily with a scrub brush, soap and water.

are the imagination playground blocks environmentally friendly?

Yes, incorporating breakthrough technologies, these highly durable parts can be recycled if desired;
please contact Imagination Playground for more details.

can you clarify the role of a play associate?

Play Associates are an integral part of the Imagination Playground concept and are responsible for the
management and maintenance of the play space, as well as the facilitation of children’s play. Play
Associates do not direct play or teach children how to use the objects or environment. They might
sometimes quietly demonstrate a different use of materials but there is no educational agenda or
schedule of recreation programs. What children do will be the result of their inherent curiosity and
urge to play. Play Associates will enable children to play in ways that would not be possible without a
trained staff to monitor the resources.

how do you become a play associate?

For all Imagination Playground sets, Play Associate training is part of the purchase price. The training
provides an overview of the Imagination Playground concept, the development of loose parts play,
current research in child development, as well as some tips and tools to help Play Associates facilitate
creative play on a daily basis. The training is offered online in a convenient on-demand format. Email
contactus@imaginationplayground.org for more details.

At Imagination Playground at Burling Slip, Play Associates are employees of the New York City
Department of Parks and Recreation. The Parks Department has a summer program that deploys Play
Associates to sites all around New York City, and they will use Imagination Playground at Burling Slip
for training all year round.
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frequently asked questions, continued...

must all sites that obtain imagination playground have play associates?

Imagination Playground products have been created as sets of parts intended to be used with a Play
Associate. Imagination Playground has developed a curriculum that will train these workers to
properly implement Imagination Playground products. We require all Play Associates to receive this
training prior to taking charge of the Imagination Playground site.

how many children are suggested for each imagination playground set?

We recommend that while adult-child ratios should be determined by policy at the site, at least one
adult per twenty children, ages 5-12. A lower adult-child ratio should be maintained when children
are younger than five.

can | get the imagination playground blocks in different colors?

Imagination Playground Blocks only come in one color in order to facilitate more imaginative play,
without any distraction or competition that might arise from having multi-colored toys.

what role does KaBOOM! and rockwell group have in imagination playground?

Rockwell Group serves as the creative force behind the concept, while KaBOOM! is the exclusive
not-for-profit North American distributor.

how can | stay in touch with imagination playground?

The Imagination Playground community can be found at:

L J

ImaginationPlayground  ImgPlayground
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ImgPlayground Community.imaginationplayground



our family

rockwell group

Rockwell Group is an award winning, cross-disciplinary 140-person
architecture and design firm based in New York, with satellite offices
in Madrid and Shanghai. Inspired by theater, technology and high-
end craft, the firm creates memorable environments for each project,
including cultural, hospitality, retail, product, and set design.
Projects include: The Walt Disney Family Museum; The Children's
Hospital at Montefiore; PLAY WORK BUILD at National Building
Museum; The Blue School; the future National Center for Civil and
Human Rights; Culture Shed at Hudson Yards; W Hotels in New
York, Paris, Vieques, and Singapore; Nobu restaurants worldwide,
JetBlue Terminal 5 at JFK Airport; and set design for the 2009 and
2010 Academy Awards and Broadway.

Visit: www.rockwellgroup.com

KaBOOM!

KaBOOM! is the national non-profit dedicated to giving kids the
childhood they deserve by bringing play to those who need it

most. Children today spend less time playing outdoors than any
previous generation, a fact that is having disastrous consequences
on their health, achievement levels, and overall well-being. Social
entrepreneur Darell Hammond founded non-profit KaBBOOM! in
1996 with a vision of creating a great place to play within walking
distance of every child in America because children need to play
actively every day at home, in school and in their communities. An
early advocate and partner in the launch of Imagination Playground,
KaBOOM! is now the exclusive not-for-profit distributor of
Imagination Playground throughout North America.

Through KaBOOM! and local area Children’s Museums, Imagination
Playground has also partnered to bring block play to Let’s Move!
nationwide. Visit: www.kaboom.org

new york city department of parks and recreation

The New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (NYCDPR)
is New York City’s principal provider of recreational and athletic
facilities and programs, operating more than 800 athletic fields and
nearly 1,000 playgrounds. NYCDPR partnered with Rockwell Group
in realizing the site specific Imagination Playground at Burling Slip,
and it continues support through programs that bring Imagination
Playground in a Box to communities throughout the NYC region.
Rockwell Group and NYCDPR recently unveiled the designs of the
first permanent Imagination Playground play space in Brooklyn's
Betsy Head Park. The second site-specific Imagination Playground
is set to open in 2015. Visit: www.nyc.gov/parks
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David Rockwell at UK Launch of Imagination Playground
Photo Credit: Susan Smart

2012 White House Easter Egg Roll
Image Courtesy of KaBOOM!

Imagination Playground Burling Slip
Photo Credit: Frank Oudeman



our family, continued...

national building museum, washington d.c.

National Building Museum and Imagination Playground partnered
to open PLAY WORK BUILD in November 2012. The interactive
exhibition combines the Museum’s Architectural Toy Collection
with hands-on block play. On display through 2014, the family-
friendly exhibition invites visitors of all ages to nurture their

inner architect skills through Rockwell Group’s specially designed
Imagination Playground installation and original digital interactive.
Visit: www.nbm.org

unicef

UNICEF P.L.AY. (Play & Learning Activities for Youth) explores the
power of play as a tool for learning and emotional development in
countries where safe recreation opportunities are limited.

Through a grant from Disney, UNICEF launched the pilot program
which utilizes playgrounds and recreation as a critical part of child
development. The initiative brings 30 Imagination Playground in

a Box sets, reaching more than 10,000 children in primary schools
and child-friendly spaces across Haiti and Bangladesh. To learn
more, watch the inspiring video via youtu.be/WtjsAoA1RDg

association of children’s museums

Begun in 1962, the Association of Children’s Museums (ACM) is a
professional member service organization for the children’s museum
field. ACM is the only organization representing museums and
professionals dedicated to early childhood play, the starting point

in the continuum of lifelong learning. Imagination Playground is a
proud member of the Association of Children’s Museums.

Visit: www.childrensmuseums.org

national association for the education of young children
The National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC) is the world’s largest organization working on behalf of
young children. Founded in 1926, NAEYC has led the way toward
excellence in high-quality early care and education. Imagination
Playground is a proud member of The National Association for the
Education of Young Children.

Visit: www.naeyc.org
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National Building Museum’s exhibition PLAY WORK BUILD
Photo Credit: Kevin Allen

UNICEF P.LA.Y.
Photo Credit: Marco Domino

Places to Play, Louisiana Children’s Museum
Image Courtesy of Imagination Playground

NAEYC Conference 2012
Image Courtesy of Imagination Playground
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our friends

alliance for childhood

The Alliance for Childhood promotes policies and practices that support children’s healthy
development, love of learning, and joy in living. The Alliance is currently working to restore play to
all children, both in school and out-of-school.

Visit: www.allianceforchildhood.org

children’s environments research group

The Children’s Environments Research Group (CERG), links university scholarship with the
development of policies, environments and programs to fulfill children’s’ rights and improve the
quality of their lives.

Visit: web.gc.cuny.edu/che/cerg/index.html

head start body start

Head Start Body Start National Center for Physical Development and Outdoor Play (HSBS) is a
collaboration between the American Association for Physical Activity and Recreation (AAPAR) and
the National Association for Sport and Physical Education (NASPE), and is funded by a grant from
the Administration for Children and Families. Imagination Playground has been selected as one of 28
play space-related resources for inclusion in its 2011 HSBS Preferred Vendor Catalog.

Visit: www.headstartbodystart.org

Let's Move!

Let’s Move! is a comprehensive initiative, launched by First Lady Michelle Obama, dedicated to
solving the problem of obesity within a generation, so that children born today will grow up healthier
and able to pursue their dreams.

www.letsmove.gov

new york coalition for play

The New York Coalition for Play is a partnership of organizations and individuals committed to
improving opportunities for freely chosen, unstructured, and child-directed play in the New York
metropolitan area. NYCPlay works to preserve and enhance the birthright of all children to have time
and space for play through the activities of its partners and programs.

Visit: www.nycplay.org

play direct uk.com

Play Direct UK.com offers outdoor learning and school grounds equipment to make playtime more
active, challenging and above all fun.

Visit: www.playdirectuk.com

videatives

Videatives implements its mission to make children’s thinking visible through the use of text with
supporting short video clips that can be downloaded or streamed from the internet.

Visit: www.videatives.com
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New York Post, April 23, 2013

Rich Calder, Design for tree house-inspired
'Imagination Playground’ unveiled for
Brownsville

TimeOut New York Kids, April 23, 2013
Lee, Magill, New Imagination Playground to
open at Brooklyn's Betsy Head Park
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The Washington Post, December 11, 2012
‘Play Work Build’ puts creativity on exhibit at the
National Building Museum
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An Interactive Exhibit Chronicles The History of
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DC Curbed, November 21, 2012
Amy Rose Dobson, " David Rockwell Discusses
PLAY WORK BUILD At The Building Museum”

USA Today, November 17, 2012
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creative playtime”

Architect Magazine, September 2012
"Spontaneous Interventions”

Core77, August 20, 2012
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FreeLounge Magazine, July 2012
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Stiddeutsche Zeitung, June 2, 2012
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Icon, August, 2011
George Pendle, "Object Lesson"

: Domus China, Issue 051

Wan Liang "Imagination Playground”

TimeOut New York Kids, November, 2010
"Best Non-Beach Spot to Get Sand in your Shoes”

Landscape Architecture, November, 2010
Daniel Jost, “New York Loosens Up”

Icon, October, 2010
Johanna Agerman Ross, "A Playground”

The New York Times, September 26, 2010
David Rockwell, “Op-Chart: Unpacking
Imagination”

Design Week, September g, 2010
Dominic Lutyens, “Playing Fare”

CNN, September 2, 2010
Jessica Yellin, “Build-It-Yourself Playground
Helps Kids Imagine”

Interior Design, September, 2010
Nicholas Tamarin, “Centerfold”

WPIX Morning News, August 17, 2010
Kids Let Their Imaginations Grow At
The Imagination Playground!

Time, August 9, 2010
Harriet Barovick, “Building a Better Playground”

Time Out New York Kids, August 2010
Tom Roston, “David Rockwell’s Innovative Play
Spot Opens to New York Families”

CBS, July 31, 2010
CBS Sunday Morning

Wall Street Journal, July 29, 2010
Ralph Gardner, “Making Work of Child’s Play”

NPR, July 27, 2010
Robert Smith, “All Things Considered: The New
Economics of Fancy Playgrounds”

NBC, July 27, 2010
NY Nightly News
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FOX Fox 5 New York, July 27, 2010
L5a Good Day New York

M) The New York Times, July 26, 2010

@ Corey Kilgannon, “A Newfangled Sandbox Arrives

(Check Out the Canals)”

w8 The Leonard Lopate Show, July 12th, 2010
The Way We Play: Modern Playground Design

THE The New Yorker, July 5, 2010
NEW YORKER

Rebecca Mead, “State of Play: How Tot Lots Became

Places to Build Children’s Brains”

Parents Parents, July, 2010
Susan Gregory Thomas, “Let them Play!”

NEWYORK  The New York Observer, June, 2010
(OBSERVER

Aawyors. New York Magazine, May 31, 2010
The Best Bet

@ New York Times Style Magazine, Winter 2009
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David Rockwell’s Imagination Playground
TIME Time, January 28th, 2009
The New Playground: Bye, Jungle Gym

EUUD Good Magazine, September / October, 2008

Loose Parts Playgrounds

WSJ Wall Street Journal, August 5th, 2008

The Architect-Designer Focuses on Child’s Play

ﬂ NY1, August 4th, 2008

Where To Go: Imagination Playground In A Box

g 4 NBC News, July 31st, 2008
NECHEYS  Portable Playgrounds Developed For Kids

Wendy Straker Hauser, “The Future is Now”

Stanford Social Innovation Review, Fall 2009
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Daily News, July 15th, 2008
Imagination Playground opens in Brownsville

New York Times, July 14th, 2008
A Playground Where Creativity Can Run Wild

Thirteen/WNET, June 1st, 2008
Interview with David Rockwell

CNBC, May 27th, 2008
Playgrounds Offer Imaginative
Sponshorship Opportunity

CBS, May 20th, 2008
CBS Sunday Morning Video

New York Times, May 4th, 2008
An Invitation to Child’s Play: Big Blocks

and Wheelbarrows

Charlie Rose, May 24th, 2007
A conversation with David Rockwell

Boston Globe, April 15th, 2007
Back To The Playground

Weekly Reader, April 6th, 2007
New Parks Are on the Way!

The New Yorker, January 29th, 2007
Comeback: Sand Men

ABC News, January 11th, 2007
New-Age Playgrounds Rule, as Long as the Kids
Arein Charge

New York Times, January 11th, 2007
New York City’s Future Playground Gets a Nod
From Present-Day Players

New York Times, January 10th, 2007
New York Tries to Think Outside the Sandbox

Tribeca Trib, January 10th, 2007
A ‘Reinvented’ Playground for Seaport

Downtown Express, August 11—17, 2006
City looks to Fulton and beyond in
East Side plan
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New Imagination Playground to open at
Brooklyn's Betsy Head Park

Brooklyn's first-ever Imagination Playground will be constructed in Brownsville's
Betsy Head Playground starting in spring 2014 and should open in spring 2015.

By Lee Maygill

Imagination Playground at Brooklyn's Betsy Head Park

Rockwell Group rendering of the Imagination Playground at Brownsville, Brooklyn's Betsy Head Park.

The second-ever permanent Imagination Playground in the world will be built in Brownsville,
Brooklyn's Betsy Head Park (the first is in the Financial District; it opened in 2010) starting in spring
2014, and David Rockwell has just unveiled his new, tree house—inspired design for it. (Rockwell's
design was done pro bono, and he is donating a set of his signature blue blocks to the park as well.)
The project will take the shape of a multilevel area with sand, water and loose parts (the blocks) that
kids can turn into whatever they please in unstructured play. A ramp will weave through trees, past
permanent play equipment and basketball and handball courts. There's even an exercise area
planned for adults. The playground is slated to open sometime in spring 2015. Click through our
slide show of the Rockwell Group's renderings to see how much there is to look forward to. And since
it's not open yet, check out our list of the city's 25 best playgrounds (see where the first Imagination

Playground ranked!) and make a plan to soak up the warmer weather that's sure to come our way.



Slate

Tear Down the Swing Sets

And the plastic forts. Here's how to put the play back in playgrounds.

By Micholas Day | Posted Monday, Jan_ 28, 2M3, 2t 324 Pul ET

[n 1BBA, the psychalogist Stankey Hall published a story abour a sand pile. & miner dassic, it desribes bow a group of
children ceated a workd cut of a single load of sad. These dhilkdren were diigent, ey were imagnative, they were
remarkahbhy adult.

More than a century bter, at the architect David Rodaeells Imagination Mayground in lower Manhattan, small humans
saurry back and forth all day long. camying Reckwells oversized bhue fToam blades From seFdevised task to self-devised
task. These children are irbent, they are moperative, they are resouroeful. The scene resembles. nothing sa much as
Stanlkey Hall's sand pile—with each grain of sand much bigger and much bhuer, [Baept for the bits of achal sand, that

=)

More than any paygrouind in recent memary, be Imaginaion Playgounl has inspined an st o ecieme. s a
hit with the hip parents who take their kids to Dan Zanes concerts, and s just as aowided as one. But Tt alsn
represents samething much meoe mundane: the oriumph of loose parts. Adter a cemtury of ceating playgrounds for
children, of drilling swing sets and plastc fors. no the grourd, we havwe ome badk to dhildren ceating ther oem
playgrounds. Looses parts—sard, water, bbodes—ame havirg a moment.

The resugene of ose parts s an atbempt o put the pfay back in playpgrounds. The labe 1960< and early 1970s wee
a tme of esxuberart playground design, culminating in the great Richard Datiner advermure playgrunds in New ark
City. Then the greswnups got skittish. Cown cme the memy-go-rounds and de jumgbe gy, and in their plaae, a
bndscape of lkegally-insulated, brighthy-oolored, spongy-flioared, hard-plastic stnarburesioak root. Today, walking oo a
children's playground is e exting the Tmerstate: Regandless of where you are, you see the sac same thing.

TropsFeerm. slntn comy



A ot of peopie agree that playgrounds are ow toa boring, and for years there’s been tak about how we shaukd maiee
thern more challenging, more risky. But sa far, that @lk hasn't tumed o mare interesting plygrounds. The most
adventumus playgrounds tend o be singular projects, often built threugh fundasing, for the rich. [A genuine
exception Ts this amazing project n Philadelphia.) "Pecple @k about making playgrounds mare risky,” says Susan
Salormen, the author of Amerian Playgrounds, which dharts their demnise. "But there's this sense that if you Ilk about
it, that's enauqgh. There's this wery real relidance 1 get imeabved in amything that might: at least poioticly couese an
njury.”

[n Eurape, the assumpticns are radically different. Bven the head of play safety at England’s Royal Socety for the
Prevertinon of Aockdents—a man wham you'd assume would be parancal about preverting 2@ accderms—has sad that
“children should be exposed tn a certain degree of sk, not becaurse an activity is risky per se but because it 1s fun,
exdting, and challenging.”

As the pychologest Hien Sandseter has pointad out, the Amerian attdtsde s a fundamemtal mscboulation of the risles:
Kids who are bomed stay inskle and staying inside is ulimately far worse for your health than a broben arme Talk about
why we can't hawe nice playgrounds bere typically begins and ends with lavwsuits. Pt potental kegal action is o sasy

an for nat rethinking plapgrounds, says Carell Hammond, head of the play-promating nonparofic KaBODM!.

Change “requires all of us daing something different, nat just a few bBw changes.” In short, it requires all of us o be
a lithe bess panicked, and honestly, that's probably toa much 1o ask, at least in the short term. Which is winy lbose
parts may be the best hape for the future of plygrounds Aght now.

Anclowells playground s still an adventure playground—a mnsixction site with all the splintery edges sanded dowrn.
[ts what an adventure playgmund ool lies in a rsk-averse cobure. Ard it promates the Bnd of play we think children
shoukl be doing now: not with just their bodies, but with their mids. The Imagination Playground is a maxch moe
cognitive vision of the playground. Ho one wiouk] onfuse t with a jngle gym.

Aodosell himsalf is well-awae of this. At the adventure pleygrounds of decades past, he says, "they did things rmuch
mxre dangerous than you oukd get away with today in a [itigious sockety—working with hammess and nails

and actually building things.” [These types of playgrounsds do still extst in the United States, but barely.} Sa instead of
physical risk, Rodorell mbes about creantive risk. At the [Imagination Playground, you @n dare o buid whatever you
want—hkrmaing that tomomrme it will be gone. "Part of the mpact of the pbyground is that & s mpemanent,” he says.
The rise of the lbose parts playground extends well beyond kwrer Manhattan. In varous versions, there are mane than
1,[HI0 seis of Rockowell's. hiocks out there, and thanks in part to a partnership with KalBDOM!, a kot of those hiodes are
far from the tax hackets of the South Street Seaport. When I @losd m KaPOOM! s Hammond, be'd just corme hack
Traom Miami, where the bright-hlve blocks are in a low-Tcome chikl c@re enter.

Of oourse, kse parts don't have 0 be desigred by David Andosell—they can be junk from your bessment.
Detrats Arts & Soraps s a bbose pars-foosed emanization where e loose pants are, well, soaps. Early chikdhoed
efdutors, for teir part, adore lbose parts for the open-ended, sportaneous sart of play they encourage, which s very
muxch in Iine with the new orthodosy of how young dhikdren keam. “When you bave kiose parts, you don’t have the
same repetitive pattern of play,” Hammond saps. "It's much a moe cmouitows path.” And that's what you want from
play. “¥ou want o see kikls paape Tnto this ne in which they bse themsehees.™ 1n ather words, kose parts are
perfectly suited 1o assuage the paradkxial parental ancieties of e momentz We wart our chiklren o hawe tme o
play but we alsn want that play n be prdicrive—tn be more than play.

Of onrse, kpse parts playgrounds are messier than plasticored fort struchures, At the Imagination Playground, there
are "play assocates™ presert, partly o tell the parents to s7t down, partly tn adlitate play,” in their wonds, bt alss

Ity Al c0im



1o put out the pmps and then put them away again. [Playwnordoers are misch more common 0 England: they're almes:
unkncwm here.] Lonse parts require mone mversight than a side. They can walk away.

In Hew Yark, however, they haven't. Umtil recently, the ity spent a ot of time brying 1o vandal-proof plygmounds, says
Nancy Barthalld, assistant commissaner for rereation and programming for New York City's Parkes Departrment. Bow
the city distributes [pose parts anound the boroughs in the summer: some seis of RocowelPs blodes, some hoses, same
budkets and doth, even maleshift sandboxes. Those bose parts stayed loose; they didn't vak away. "We thought that
things wemne going 1o get destroped and siolen and they're ot Barthold saps. "It's nice i e ahle o ga back tn being
able to ofler chikdren things that move anmund ard b do 7t without toa mach wory.”

A in the e, the block= might not even be the mest mperant bose parts. "Kikds are drawn 1o sand and waber, ™
Barthold says. "Beyearxd the blocks, the hasics are simply =and and water.”

Stankey Hall's sand pile, it tums out, =0t a portrait of the past. it's a visTon of te future.

Inttps/ Aol vt coim



The Washington Post Kidsjost

‘Play Work Build’ puts creativity on exhibit at the National
Building Museum

By Christina Barron, Published: December 11

If you’re a fan of building blocks, you probably have a set the makes a castle, a fighter plane or a
hospital. There are step-by-step directions to get to the finished product. But what if the blocks
came with no directions and no theme? What would you make?

If you’re curious, head to the National Building Museum. The museum’s “Play Work Build”
exhibition is filled with hundreds of bright blue blocks made from a dense foam. There are little
blocks to build on a table, and big blocks to stack several feet up from the floor. There are even
virtual blocks. All you need to bring is your imagination, and you can build anything.

The blocks, which include arches, bends, hinges and a round shape called “little cheese,” have
inspired kids to make a huge range of creations.

“I would like to build forts,” said Alex Rosenbaum, 10, who with his parents and brother Jacob
was on his second visit to “Play Work Build.” Alex said he preferred the large blocks and would
recommend the exhibition to any kid who likes to build.

“I could stay here for hours,” he said as he and Jacob, 7, began to construct a square fort that
grew to four feet tall.




Their fort got the attention of younger builders nearby who were interested in helping.

The ideas of starting from scratch and working
together is just what New York-based designer
David Rockwell had in mind when he created
the blue blocks.

Rockwell, who has two kids, came up with the
idea of creating a playground in Lower
Manbhattan, the area of New York City damaged
in the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks.

“Most of the playgrounds in the city . .. didn’t
encourage the taking apart and putting together,”
Rockwell said.

So Rockwell and his design group dreamed up a set of blocks that come on a cart and could be
used inside or outside. They tested it at a New York recreation center.

“What we discovered is [that] kids would play more with that set of blocks than with anything,”
Rockwell said, “because every day they could build something new.”

The sets, called Imagination Playground, can be found at 600 playgrounds worldwide, including
Washington’s Two Rivers Public Charter School and the Beauvoir School.

When the National Building Museum’s curators were looking for something kid-friendly to
replace the popular “Lego Architecture” exhibition, they went to Rockwell. His company
donated the playground-size blocks and created smaller ones especially for the museum.
Rockwell also designed a huge screen that fills with falling virtual blocks. If you stand on a
special mat in front of the screen, cameras capture your shape and it appears onscreen. Virtual
blocks then magically fill that shape and continue stacking up to the ceiling.

Isabella Valles, 9, of Columbia said her favorite part of the virtual blocks wasn’t watching them
rise in a stack. It was what happened when she moved around on the mat.

“It was fun to make them fall down.”

http://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/kidspost/play-work-build-puts-creativity-on-exhibit-at-the-national-building-
museum/2012/12/11/d5688ccc-381a-11e2-a263-f0ebffed2f15_story.html
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Exhibit on blocks makes for creative playtime
By Yagana Shah

Parents and children may want to consider putting down the video games and picking up
the building blocks. A new exhibit on playing with blocks has opened in Washington, D.C.

i O e Y O O Ong @ 10:10AM EST November 17. 2012

' WASHINGTON — Parents and children may

want to consider putting down the video games
and picking up the building blocks. A new exhibit
on playing with blocks titled "Play Work Build"
opening at the National Building Museum Sunday
is shedding light on the history and evolution of
block play.

The exhibit, designed in collaboration with the
Rockwell Group, a Manhattan-based design firm,
is putting a modern spin on the age-old tradition of

block play using the "Imagination Playground."
The playground is a play space concept designed by Rockwell Group CEO David Rockwell that encourages
free and creative play through the use of loose foam parts.

"When we first started, we just wanted to make a creative playground. But then we realized block play has a lot
of benefits," says Barry Richards, principal at the Rockwell Group. "It involves cognitive development for
children; it involves learning; it involves social development where they work together. So it's collaborative,
social, emotional and physical." Children and adults of all ages can immerse themselves in building and
creating structures with thousands of bright blue foam blocks of all shapes and sizes, and by interacting with a
digital block wall.

Visitors can travel through the history of block play with the 38 sets of blocks and building systems on display,
dating back as far as the 1860s, including the original Froebel blocks, to present-day Legos. Tinker Toys,
alphabet blocks, Lincoln Logs and Erector sets are all on display to show the longevity of block play while also
letting users explore the different tactile ways to play, says curator Sarah Leavitt.

The variety of sets exhibit the many different learning capabilities of block play, including mathematics and
proportions. "You can tell a kid a math concept, but they won't grasp it until they literally are grasping it," Leavitt

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2012/11/17/exhibit-block-play-learning/1709245/
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says. Children are encouraged to guess how many blocks it would take to build different structures from
something as small as an igloo to as large as a skyscraper.

Originally developed in the 2010 redesign of a New York City playground, Imagination Playground has found its way
into schools, museums, day-care centers and cities across the world. The Bay Area Discovery Museum in the San
Francisco Bay Area as well as the Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum in New York have housed the
Imagination Playground, along with more than 600 sites worldwide.

Richards says parents and teachers are eager to improve the lives of children and support anything that can
promote their development while keeping them engaged. Educator Kathleen Kennedy of the Two Rivers Public
Charter School in Washington, D.C., says one of the most beneficial aspects of block play is problem solving.
"There are no steps here. ... When you're playing a computer game, there's an answer, but with blocks you have to
figure it out as you go along," Kennedy says.

Austin-based pediatrician Ari Brown, stresses the versatility of free play and developmental benefits of blocks. "You
can do a whole lot of things with blocks. They come in different sizes, so you can sequence them, and colors, so
you can group them," Brown says. These analytical skills carry on and help children accomplish much larger tasks
as they grow older. While technology certainly has its place in play and learning, Brown says the tactile element
immediate feedback children get from free play is irreplaceable. "There are several things you can reflect on a
screen, but nothing is going to be able to replace a kid with two blocks in his hands."

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2012/11/17/exhibit-block-play-learning/1709245/
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Imagination Playground

New Yark City and elsewhere
since 2009

When architect David Rackwell, M, started spending time in
playgrounds with his young chiidren, he was disturbed by the lack of
imagination and variation in the way kids interact with standardized
playground equipment. He spent five years developing the
Imagination Playground, seeking private—public parinerships to see
it realized. Inspired by Froebel blocks and adventure playgrounds,
the lmagination Playground features a wide range of elements
that allows children ta create their own environments and their
pwn course of play. Since the first Imagination Playground opened in
Manhattan {with the support of several city agencies), Reckwell

has developed a more portable, scalable version —packed into

a cart or bax—that can quickly transform small, unused spaces

into dynamic playgrounds. |t has been deployed in hundreds of Salution - mobie, ncersitie, sngaging
locations worldwide, including Haiti and Bangladesh. it ——
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1. IMAGINATION PLAYGROUND: DESIGN
mar2o12  ALS SPIEL-SPAS

Wer sagt eigentlich, dass Architektur micht auch Show, Spal — und Spiel sein kann. Wie schén es sich
architektomsch spielen 13sst, zeigt die Rockwell Group jetzt n Miinchen Und bald auch m Berlm, Potsdam
London, Venedig und Helsinka.



US-Architekt Dﬂwan:kweﬂmneRuckweHszpnnhtetmsnhuanmEmdﬁmhmfﬁrhﬂmmﬂe
Institutionen, Hotels und Restaurants weltweit em. Sogar das Biihnenbild fiir die Oscar-Verleithung 2010 m Los
Angeles inszemerte er. Immer spektakular, mmer mit Smn fiir Phantasie und Effekt aber auch fiir mnovative
und iiberraschende Konzepte — und oft auch mit Humor und spielenscher Eleganz. Dieses spielensche Element
kommt jetzt auch zum Tragen, wenn Rockwell morgen parallel zu einer Ausstellung iiber seme Arbeit in der
Archntekturgalene Mimchen ganz i der Nahe, vor der Hochschule fiir Fermsehen und Film HFEF, fiir einen Tag
semen Imagination Playground aufbaut — ein Design-Spielplatz der besonderen Art. Imagination Playground 1st
ein modularer Spaelplatz, der aus emzelnen, beweghchen Elementen besteht und der, verinderbar wie er 1st,
Kinder em selbstgestenertes, freies Spielen erméglichen soll. In seimer Heimatstadt New York testete er das

Rockwell dazu: "Dhe Idee lunter Imagination Playground war, em flexibles Umfeld zu gestalten, das Kmder
dazu anregt, thre ganze Kreatrvitdt zn entfalten und 1hre Fantasie schopfenisch emzusetzen. Wir méchten diese
Erfahning des frelen Spiels mit so vielen Kindermn wie méghich m der ganzen Welt teilen und dabei zu einem
fortschntthchen Dialog dariiber beitragen, wie emn Spielplatz aussehen kann ™




Angeregt durch den Winsch, nach der Eatastrophe des 11. September zum Wiederaufbau Lower Manhattans
beizufragen, sowie durch seine eigene Erfahrumg mut der Erziehung von Kindemn m einem dichten Stadtgebiet,
mvestierte David Rockwell finf Jahre m Forschung und Entwicklmg fir Konzept und Design des Imagination
Playground. Rockwell Group konsultierte dafiir auch renommierte Psychologen und Erziehungswissenschaftler
und testete zahlreiche Prototypen.

“Playspaces: Imagmative and Immersive Environments by Rockwell Group” m der Architekturgalerie in
Miinchen, Tiirkenstrafie 30 vom 12. ]-.-![mblsl .Tnm, Mo., Di_, Mi: 930 bis 19 Uhlr, Do. und Fr.: 9.30 bas 19.30
Uhr, Sa: 9.30 bis 18 Uhr, www 3

Play Event in Miinchen morgen, Samstag den 12. 3. ab 11 Uhr vor der HFF, Gabelsbergersir. 33

Danach geht das Projekt mit Play Events und Teilen der Miinchener Aunsstelhmg vom 6. bis 10. Jum nach Berlin
(DMY International Design Festival), Potsdam (15. bis 17. Juli im Erlebmsquartier Schiffbavergasse), London
(6. bis & Juli London Festrval of Architecture), dann im August zur 13. Architekturbiennale nach Venedig (29
August bis 235, November), wo es im Rahmen des US. Pavillons gezeigt wird, und vom 6. bis 16. September
nach Helsmki, der Design Welthauptstadt 2012 (International Design House Exhibition).

(Foto 1 und 2: Imagination Playground Park, Manhattan, Photo € Frank Oudeman 2010. Foto 3: W Paris-Opera, Photo © and
courtasy of Starorood Hotels and Fesorts. Foto 4: Oscar Verleibung Los Angeles, Set Design 2010 — Photo £ AMPAS)

KATEGDRIE: EULTUR-TERMINE
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play that rocks

hMeet the plaveround pioneers who are fuelling children s
& 8 5
fun and creativity with their smart ideas and designs

woens HELEN MeKAY-FERGLSON

HERES A HTAGE pile of Tig

Labumes Eiwchis om0 okl aaf
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picked up, chucked around,

whacked ngainst heads (nener

fisar, then bownce of f a Eneat) by

i grggle of gleeful hands, You'ae

bennd of pop-up shops amd
pop-up restaurants, Well, this is a pop=up plrgroond:
the Imagimation Playground In A Cart. Designed to
inspire the kind of unstructoned free phy that child ren
thrve gy, e cart has ust molled
ini ter Conons Fiekds in Lamidim.
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ultivmate bosoof boikling blocks
iz Amerinn architect Dovid
Reokowel ], whnee glittering
T CTICTITI RIS the Knidak
Theatre in Los Angedes fwhen:
thie ."'.Ijll_ll.'||1.'|' Savnrls e held), thie Jet Blise terrminl
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A fabher of twao — Sam, 11 ared L II:'«_ T = Mot
his griven soeme serions thoaught b the Business off
plas. "Watching my children, [ was strock by how

“In a world of many
sudden transitions,
play is a life-saver™

peaToariEnT FRANK OUDEMAN

ey alwans kel to turn things topsy-turvy, e miks
up their own rukes,” he savs, Like many a parent, Davicd
hased Lhe acperience of giving his children a new toy

in tlﬁ-: rise, an art tahli: = r||1|_-,'1n finck |!'h:'_l.' AT TR
intensted in plaving with the cardboand bos it came in.
Viating playgronnds in his family’s home cby of New
Yok also mot him thinking, =1 asked myselt, Why dis
plevercnds heve to b solinear?™ he sos 1 wonedersd
T thes condd be more intersctive and child-directed.”

As achild, Devid was immersed in a work] of play,
criastroching dens out of ald dsors, woeden boards,
hckets aml ether hits and Dol
thiat T fiml bying around,
Although he was the youngest
ol five elild ren, when it came
toveomstretive play, Divvid wos
the ringleader. Homn in Chicagn,
hiz farmily mesed around o bt
rekocating to Mewien from New
Jersey whem he was 12 “In work] whiens thene were
TR suchben Lmmsitions, plin wis a life-saves” be says.
“It was something [ eoukd dowhenever we tranellisd.”
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swimes, nancabouts, wmd hots of mattimg 1o cushion
potential Blls Which i= all well amd good, Bt it ean
lend o plavrrounds i danger of all seeming like
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explomation snd experimentation. By comtrast, Daival
RaockwelTs plantul props introduce elements of risk
anid peesibility that help to baost children's cogrmilive
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The size of the
blocks turns
them into social
ather than
individual ones

Object
lesson

WORDS:
George Pendle

David Rockwell’s Imagination
Playground in lower Manhattan aims
to get kids designing and building for

themselves. So how do you go about
creating creativity without telling
kids what to do?

s you'd expect in a moon-sized space
A ation, the Star Wars Death Star

is replete with amenities fit for an
emperor. There’s a throne room and a detention
block, droid maintenance facilities and a
conference room, a trash compactor and, of
course, a planet-destroying super laser. It is
perhaps no surprise, therefore, that in its Lego
incarnation it takes 3,803 separate building
blocks to create the battle station in all its fully
armed and operational glory.

Speaking from his office in Manhattan,
the architect David Rockwell reminisces about
how he and his two young children slaved over
the Lego Death Star for two weeks, as they
painstakingly followed the instructions. In the
days that followed its completion, however,
as the Death Star lost pieces to the solar wind
buffets and asteroid fields of day-to-day play,
Rockwell noticed that something new and
unscripted was taking place.

“When half the pieces were lost, which
happens unless you have museum cases, then
my kids would pick up the stray pieces and
start creating new things. I started to recognise
that what kids try to do is to create their own
rules, their own way to play.”

It is this innate willingness to throw away
the instructions and allow children to play in a
self-directed manner that infuses the Rockwell
Group’s Imagination Playground, which opened
in lower Manhattan last year. A multi- 2>
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level, peanut-shaped space,
the Imagination Playground
is the very definition of an
urban playground, surrounded
by mammoth glass towers,
the East River and the
thundering traffic of the
FDR Drive. There are sand
pits and water pools, and a
serpentine fence that pays
respects to the nearby historic
seaport. But what truly marks
it out from other playgrounds
is the vast array of large
blue foam blocks that are
scattered around the site.
These blocks — some 350
of them in 20 different designs
- can be rolled, rotated,
pivoted, sat on, worn, and
easily combined to build
walls or ladders, rivers or
dams. As such they provide
children not with a static
plaything, like a traditional
slide or seesaw, but with one
that is intrinsically protean.
Yet if one of the central
tenets of child’s play is that
building a structure comes
before discovering its use,
how does an architect, whose
creed is diametrically opposed
to this, go about creating

Left

Children

have used

the blocks to
create a variety
of structures

Below

The playground
also includes
sand pits

something that is structured enough to work as
a building block, yet multi-faceted enough not
to be restrictive? S

“It was about finding the simplest common
denominator,” says Rockwell. “I started by
sketching out about 100 different interesting
things you could create that would engage
children’s instincts to play.”

The designs included durable pinframes -
screens filled with moveable pins which retain
the impression of an object being pressed into
them - as well as wheels filled with sand and
simple carousels that could be created from
various parts. Ultimately, however, Rockwell
found that increased-tility could only be found
with decreased complexity. “We mocked them
up and synthesised them down to what were
the most flexible pieces and naturally started
to think about block play.”

Block play has long been known to help
develop children’s cognitive and motor skills,
but usually on"an individual basis. Rockwell
decided to scale up his blocks, so that some
of the pieces needed two children to handle

GG

| started by
sketching
out 100
different
interesting
things you
could create
that would
engage
children’s
instincts

to play
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them with ease, making them social rather than
solitary toys.

Nevertheless at the heart of the Imagination
Playground lies an inherent contradiction: how
does a rigorously designed and deliberate space
prompt spontaneity? To answer this Rockwell
delved deep into the history of the playground

Since the mid-19th century, no public
space has excited moralists and psychologists
as much as the playground. In the late Victorian
era, when physical exercise was seen as having
a moral dimension, playgrounds with isolated
swings and slides were seen as essential places
to build better citizens. By the early 1900s,
as sand pits and climbing frames became
acceptable playthings, playgrounds were seen
as safe havens for children, in direct opposition
to the vices and violence found in the streets.
But it was amid the devastation that followed
the Second World War that the greatest leap
forward in playground design took place. In
Copenhagen, adventure playgrounds blossomed.
These were little more than bombed-out lots in
which children could play with whatever tarps,
tires and two-by-fours they could find. These
playgrounds abandoned traditional equipment
and admitted that an acceptance of risk
was necessary if meaningful child’s play was
1o prosper.

At the same time artists and architects
were starting to look at playgrounds afresh.
Aldo van Eyck’s site-specific work in Amsterdam
integrated playgrounds into the urban fabric,
while in New York the Museum of Modern Art
and educational toy manufacturer Creative
Playthings were instrumental in promoting the
union of playgrounds and cutting-edge sculpture
in a number of exhibitions.

Chiefamong Rockwell's influences, however,
was the never-built Isamu Noguchi and Louis
Kahn playground scheduled for New York's
Riverside Park. Begun in 1961, the playground
was to be moulded out of an eight-acre stretch
of steep ground. It was to be filled with truncated
earth pyramids that were perfect for climbing
up and sliding down and surrounded by
Noguchi's sculptural toys. There was no set way
for entering the park, no path to follow. It was
to be explored at leisure, to be played with how
you will. It was, in the architectural historian
Susan Solomon's words, “a single unified
composition of bold geometric shapes based on
interrelated and interconnected parts”. (It was
attacked at the time by the New York City Parks
Commissioner as “an unjustifiable architectural
menument”, which would appeal only to tourists
and the “avant-garde”.)

Indeed, when Noguchi and Kahn's design
is combined with the modular plywood Tyng
Toys created by Kahn's frequent collaborator 2>
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Anne Tyng in the late 1940s, which children
could turn into any number of play structures,
a historical blueprint for the Imagination
Playground reveals itself clearly.

When Rockwell first announced that he
was going to be developing a playground - in
private-public partnership with the New York
Department of Parks & Recreation and to the
eventual cost of $7.5 million - he reached out

to environmental psychologists such as Roger 66
Hart at the City University of New York, and the
British adventure playground operator Penny ;
Wilson, as well as Solomon, whose brilliant study Without
American Playgrounds: Revitalizing Community instruction,
Space (2005) both describes the halcyon days of kids were
post-war playground design and also laments building
the obsessive focus on playground safety of the things that we
following decades. didn’t think
“They first contacted me in 2006,” Solomon were buildable
says, “and we talked about the things that had
been done in the late 1960s and 70s until they 9@
had a very firm grasp of what had gone on in

pla
wrong. | directed them to sources, to books on
theory and books on the importance of play.

I guess I was more of a sounding board resource

rounds, and especially what had gone

as to what was out there in the written world.” In order to see if his initial ~ Above and say, ‘Well, this boy has created that, how
In the meantime, parents were also letting set of blocks could stimulate Octetra by do I link my thing to their thing?” And so that
Rockwell know how their children should be the kind of unstructured play * Isamu Noguchi became a fascinating thing to see, the urge to

playing. “We got a lot of feedback very quickly,” he was looking for, Rockwell in Spoleto, participate and build together.”

he say guess the way we approached it was held test play-dates. “A lot of ltaly, 1968 In response to these tests, the playground’s
we were open to all. But just like we don't tell the test play-dates began with seating areas were set far back from the play
kids how to play, we didn’t ask the parents to boys using the noodles [the Below area itself, encouraging parents not to meddle
tell us how to develop this.’ long cylindrical foam blocks| Moerenuma in their children’s play. And although the
“They really wanted to make a change,” to fight, which of course Park, also Imagination Playground has a “play associate”,
Solomon concurs. “They were very respectful freaked all of the grown-ups by Noguchi who is on call throughout the day to encourage
of what was out there but they really wanted to  out,” recalls Rockwell. “And in Sappaoro, and prompt, their main role, as Rockwell admits,
shift the paradigm. What was really gratifying  almost all the play began with  Japan, is to stop any of the blocks “walking”.
about them was that they listened, which you individual play as opposed 1988-2004 Indeed, during unguided play the blocks’
can't always say is true about clients.” to collaboration. But 15 or versatility surprised even Rockwell himself.
“Sometimes it’s helpful to do something 20 minutes in, and after we Right “The strange thing was we found that, without
you haven't done before,” says Rockwell. had all resisted the urge to The site instruction, kids were building things that we
“It allows you a-kind of fresh approach. I think  tell the kids what to do, what contains 350 didn’t think were buildable. We didn't really
both the playgroups and experts we talked to we found is they would start blocks of think you could create vehicles, it wasn't part
were pleased to have our enthusiasm and our to collaborate. Kids would 20 different of our thing.”
lack of limits. We didn't have blinders on yet.” inevitably look to their left designs The success of the Imagination Playground

has led to Rockwell creating portable versions
of his blocks - the Imagination Playground in
a Box - that allows local authorities to transform
even the dullest of playgrounds. There are now
over 200 in use throughout the US. Similarly
a permanent Imagination Playground is
scheduled to be opened in London by the end
of the summer.
What has surprised many is that the
Rockwell Group should have chosen this
path to go down, yet Rockwell himself sees
the playground as being a natural extension
of his work in restaurant and theatre design.
“When we do a restaurant - we just did
a Nobu in Beijing - the issues we're dealing
with are, of course, problem-solving and layout
and creating a design that grows out of Nobu's
narrative and relates to the food and relates
locally to the site and context. But we're also
trying to create a place that. once you go
through that front door and you enter it,
you also feel a little bit freer to engage and
participate and play. That’s always been kind
of an obsession with us.” I
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IMAGINATION PLAYGROUND THE DESIGN STYLE
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* With a focus on loose parts, Imagination
Playground offers a changing array of elements
that allows children to constantly reconfigure
their environment and to design their own

course of play.




Domus, China May, 2011

76  ARCHITECTURE

(BT SR AAEF X, (2T SR Rk, Syl
T A AT T Ak XL B, B X LA I
AT S ) AU R AR B A2 T (R
X SR ARG A 2 AT IR e ra s 0 L, Il
R SRR LU R 1 A BRE Ak (R R Al X
bt A, FER KM, ELRIEDGYhG, I, 1
RS R E SRR AN L X
JEAEANATERL RN T0EN S BIEK, FHIHHE F— 104
SRS K . RGETT20094E7 H S A 1 545
2970,951/5q mi(27,394.8/km”) EAEAFE NI HERE
FHINZLLT R NIK 7S 4 1 SRR R R U
SRR IR, JUEIR A AR R R, e fik
52550 (The World Trade Center), 77 KJE (Empire
State Building), S AE (Chrysler Building), #
JR1E40%5 (40 Wall Street), fli/RIKHTAPE (Woolworth
Building), K#& NFF R (Met Life Tower) X2&
HAE M EHER T 10 R A

FAETOMEAR, A1 SRTRLL “PiHr ek FFRIF Hak
PoNGE 2R eI ISR P e 117 3 & A N T3
Ay LA S P SR A S A JRE R R R AL P )2
SR, AT I R Rt SR LA R
P BLSERE . TEX IR OM IR 2
&, B TR e AR AT LR R
AL, TR IR TTIRE SOk

20104E8 H, Algyiiii il /K - 1 (Michael
Bloomberg ) HEEFUIA T - B5e4/K (David Rockwell) ,
S AL TR TR R RN SR FIERE
AR ZIE SRR AR, RA . ©
S TR S AR R B A 25 0 H , e T
SR G BRI 09—y . WERB G 7E S
AR R L, A 0 R BT LR T 2Bk
ramhki e R SRl o AL BER R L I
BT A S A A ST AP K b

TR SR FIHR— A9 S 1 PR I B 5428,
20044F H TTBUTFILR Al SR A 322 i), Jhd 20507
Jioke KT - BREARIG RIS e 0 SR
TR LR S S AE S, MR T SR — K AR FERTE

RBFEE
Site plan

GG RG)
LT RGN LA 2 L3ti: ORIRY
BB R T4 LR R — A SRS A BT . XA
QBRI R — R, —ABat, R
AR ABL LG 3 T —ke. ” B2 TR - B
IR LTRSS BRI Mt R AR S
BT8R SRS VA B 2 ) B i, A —URIEW) T i
RSB AR ZR

B RERAT S Lt . B — AR AR IS
TIIWE RS TTG U SE, Bk B o RSP R S T
S, B S f R B — A0k . AT L0IX
AR T TR, BN R IR T AL
FEAEA 3T AL, FEor R AEH ARG AT
ey, —AHF—hBi%. "

R RN T PP SRBEMIA ST, X
BT AT I SR BT AT AR . € b 3RS 4k,
—ATEEP DRI, — A ERRYBTHE SR el
By VAR R . X3 ELHEA VR
B E AL

Domus China 051 03 2011

RN SR A S EL T ARG S 1 P SCAkRY
AREME . B0 ARG 3 A IS IAE R — ot R LEEA 1A
[l R T &% A AsT) RSB R B
BER IR AEWE R LB TE%: A S —i )
BEDAGIBA—A RSy, TSR AT AR A E
WS TR, h LB FRARE 7 AR A
[Nk

B H R BT LR A AR LT SR i
MR T — AN SERILE . ERESIRET A —IE
113t SMIGE RIS LLRGHR M E AR T — LR
HISNE, s EATRDIERALT, BI040, 4RI AL
—RIUHERBE . R B GUE T2 —
A EARBIHNT R

FERGRIT kit
T, B AR A2
ERMBTHE R ATCALE .

BT, T ASEERS 3

T




Domus, China May, 2011

Domus China 051 03 2011

ARCHITECTURE 77

AYBRWE R FF
Imagination Playground
RE, ERETH
New York, USA

BEKRE Partner: AATBUFAS
A

&1+ Ar Design unit: Rockwell
Group

i8I Chief Designer: David
Rockwell

&R ITIH Founder and CEO:
David Rockwell

S5 215 Strategy Director:

Marc Hacker

TRE EERFTA PrincipakinCharge:
Carmen Aguilar, Barry Richards
TRE A& Project Manager/
Project Architect: Glenn Fulk

T H 32 Project Manager:

Leslie Armstrong
TEEHHF Project Architect: Mala
Parikh

3T EIBA Architecture Project
Team: Sterling McMurrin and Claudia
Opel

T rigitBIBA Industrial Design
Project Team Caroline Kim, Shunyi
Wu, Cas Holman and Lucinda Waite
SAHSER The gross land area:
18,000 square.ft (€457 )

# B SR Ground Floor Area:
12,000 square.ft

AO#EE Population density:
27,394.3/km?

&1+ FF4AHE Start Date: (Concept
began) 2005

EIEFFARE Start Date:
(Construction began) 2009.05

% T B8] Complete time: 2010.07



Landscape Architecture November, 2010

Rockwell Group’s Imagination
Playground offers “loose parts,”
[ike an adventure playground,
but it's geared toward

a younger crowd.

By Daniel Jost, ASLA

HINK BACK TO YOUR CHILDHOOD. YWhat is
your favorite memory of playing ourside? For
New York City’s parks commissioner, Adrian
Benepe, Honorary ASLA, the answer to that ques-
tion has nothing to do with slides or teeter-totters.
Some of Benepe's most vivid childhood memories involve digging
streambeds in the sloping soil of his neighborhood playground and
pouring buckets of water down them. “We would invariably be
chased our by the curmudgeonly ‘Parkies,” Benepe remembers.

Introducing a ralk at the parks department headquarcers a few
years back, Benepe asked those present to share their own favorice
memory of playing ourside. “There were 25 people, and only one
person mentioned the designed pieces of playgrounds,” recalls
Roger Hart, the director of cthe Children’s Environments Re-
search Group at the City University of New York.

FRANK QUDEMAN



That's because the standard American playground is a “bizarre
environment,” as Hare says. Everything is fixed to the ground.
Hart and colleagues like Robin Moore, Affiliate ASLA, have long
pushed for more “loose parts” on playgrounds. Fixed equipment
can provide places to run, climb, swing, and slide, but it offers
few opportunities for creative play. Sure, some kids may pretend
that a slide is a space shuctle or thar a raised platform is a pirate
ship, but their options are seriously limited by the static nature
of mast playground environments.

Thar's scarcely a problem at Imagination Playground, which
opened in Lower Manhattan last July. Designed by architects at
New York's Rockwell Group, an office obsessed with color, spec-
tacle, and exuberance, it combines sand, water, and giant foam
blocks thar look like something out of a Dr. Seuss book. All can
be moved and redirected. “The essential components are kids

Landscape Architecture November, 2010 (continued from previous page)

Unlike most playgrounds where everything is bolted to the ground,
Imagination Playground provides loose parts in an effort to encourage
creative play.

imagining something,” says David Rockwell, “building it, rip-
ping it down, and starting all over again.”

Nort since the High Line debuted last summer has a landscape
received so much attention in the popular press. The playground
was fearured in both Timeand the New Yorker before it even opened.
And a press tour in July artracted NPR, the New Yok Tines, Archi-
tectriral Record, and a variety of local publications and blogs.

As with the High Line, the ideas behind Imagination Play-
ground are not new, burt its completion is no less surprising for
that. Until recently, most playground designers had all but given
up on providing “loose parts” in public playgrounds—especially
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BLANDON BELUSHIN, OPPOSITE. COURTESY ADCKWELL GROUP, THIS PAGE

manufacrured loose parts. “In big public parks like you have in
New York, you just can't have a playground that has to be raken
apart and stored someplace safe every night,” the landscape archi-
tect Donna Walcavage told Landicape Architectrere in 1994, But every
day this summer, the scaff at Imagination Playground did just char.

Pro Bono Playground
Like many innovative projects, Imagination Playground took
more than a dash of guts. “This playground would not have hap-
pened if I hadn't gotten a phone call one day from David Rock-
well,” Benepe explains. It was a cold call. The two had never mer,
but they immediately bonded over their shared interest in play.
Rockwell had always wanted to design a playground, bur it
wasn't until his own children, Sam and Lola, reached prime play-
ground age thar he really began to throw himself into the subject.
As he took his children to playgrounds throughout the city, he

The Rockwell Group designed these large foam blocks, opposite, so they
can be used for molding sand and channeling water. Imagination Play-
ground is located on the site of an old parking lot, above, adjacent to the
South Street Seaport Museum. A plan, right, shows how the playground is
divided into two areas, one focused on sand, the other on water. Rockwell
Group used models, below, to study the playground’s form.
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s

A child plays with his mother at a sound sculpture known as the Listening Forest.

realized that "while there was a grear variety in how the play-
zrounds looked, it felt like their play value was very similar,”
Rockwell says. His kids loved to turn chings upside down, to cre-
ate their own rules, and the playgrounds they visited often active-
ly discouraged that. So, he offered to design a more imaginative
playground, pro bono.

Although Rockwell Group had designed playgrounds for the
rich—fancy, cheeky restaurancs and hotels—it had never de-
signed a children’s playground. But as Hart, who was later
brought on as a consultant, explains, the firm's work in theater,
designing stage sets for the Oscars, Hasrspray, and Legally Blonde,
prepared them perfectly for the challenge at hand. They under-
stood thar their job was not to dictate every detail, but to set the
stage for what came next.

The first step was to select a site. They chose a parking lot adja-
cent to the South Street Seaport Museum. Before it was filled years
ago, the site was part of the warterfront, a shipping hub known as
the Burling Slip. “The site fic two criteria: A playground was bad-
ly needed, and there was funding for one,” Rockwell explains. They
were able to tap into funding from the U.S. Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development and the Lower Manhattan Develop-
ment Corporation, securing $4.3 million for the playground and
addirional funding for underground urilicy work.

The site 1s long and narrow and surrounded by streets on all
sides, A black metal fence, overlaid with the image of a dragon,
keeps children from running into che street. Views toward the
East River are cut off by FDR Drive, though a series of ship masts
is visible in the distance.

FRANK OUDEMAN
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The site is rectangular, though Rockwell
has overlaid a design shaped like an infinicy
symbol or perhaps a peanut. A sinuous ramp
defines the northwestern edge, and a series of
steps that double as an amphitheater carries
the form through on the southeastern side.
The playground’s wood decking is meant ro
recall the ships that once docked here, as is
a series of masts with pulleys and burlap
bags actached that children can play wich.

There are three main areas of the play-
ground. To the north is a sand area. On the
sourh is a sort of wading pool/spray pad hy-
brid with a flowing warer fearure thac chil-
dren can dam. And in the middle are an in-
teractive sound sculpture, an open wood
deck, and a giant metal crow’s nest, which
houses the restroom and provides a place to
store the loose parts. These parts include

Rockwell Group
understood that
their job was not to
dictate every detail,
but to set the stage
for what came next.

foam blocks, blankets, burlap bags, wheel-
barrows, buckets, and shovels. Different
parts are brought out at different times to
mix up the play experience. The only con-
ventional play equipment used here is che
plastic slide that comes down from the ramp.

The city had already begun experiment-
ing wirh loose parts at a few of its play-
grounds before Rockwell came along. After
Harr gave a presentation to the parks de-
partment, “We went out and found large
cardboard blocks, costumes, pieces of cloth,
and things to work in che sand,” Benepe ex-
plains. But some of these objects had a short
life span in an outdoor environment. There
really weren't any standard products they
could turn to. To design a permanent play-
ground with loose parts, Rockwell Group
basically would have to design its own parts.

The designers made hundreds of sketch-
es and began mocking up blocks. They
brought on the playground historian Susan
Solomon and Hart as consultants. The ar-
chitects held a number of pilot play dates
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During the design process, Rockwell Group held
play dates to see how children would respond to
their block designs. They observed that larger
blocks seemed to encourage more collaboration.

A Brief History of “Loose Parts”

EARLY 1930s: Carl Theodor S¢renson, a Danish landscape
architect, notices that children seem to enjoy playing with the
construction materials on the playgrounds he is building more
than the completed playgrounds chemselves. He proposes setting
aside spaces where children can play with lefrover conscruction
materfals and build their own playgrounds.

AUGUST 1943: Sprenson’s first “skrammellegepladsen” or
“junk playground” opens in Emdrup, a suburb of Copenhagen,
Denmark.

LATE 19405/EARLY 1950s: Junk playgrounds emerge
throughout Europe following World War II, often blossoming
on sites scarred by bombings.

1950: MeCall's magazine sponsors a one-year experiment on
vacant land adjacent to the Edith Cavell Grade School in
Minneapolis. Over the course of a year, the playground
welcomes children berween the ages of eight and 16, providing
them with small lots where they can dig or build. While

Landscape Architecture November, 2010 (continued from previous page)

The greatest lesson from these play dates, Rockwell says, was that
SizZE marters.

“When the blocks get bigger, play becomes more social,” he
explains. They may require more than one toddler to move them.
Another lesson was that certain shapes were especially fun when
combined with sand and water. Kids could create runnels or mold
the sand with the blocks.

generally viewed as a success by those involved, the model is
not widely replicated in the United States.

1953 Worried that the term “junk playground” sounds
derogatory in English, the landscape architect Lady Allen of
Hurtwood and Sir George Peppler coin 4 more palatable name:
“adventure playground.”

1965: During a whirlwind speaking tour in the United States,
Allen tells Time magazine: “The successful playground is one in
which children can move things around and make them obedient
to their own wills,” Her tour leads to further experimentation
with the adyenture playground model in the United States.

1968: “Adventure Playground,” designed by the architect
Richatd Dattner, opens in Central Park. The area is not a true
adventure playground. Most of its features are fixed in place;
however, lacge areas of sand and modular wood panels offer
children ways to manipulate their environment. Neighborhood
patents tally together to fund a play associate during the early

BLANDON BELUSHIM



The blocks, made out of blue foam,
are manufactured in the United Stares
by M. H. Stallman Company. “It's a
very dense cross-linked polyethylene
foam—Ilightweight, soft, and resist-
ant to sun, heat, and mildew,” Rock-
well says. “It’s biodegradable and can
be returned to the manufacturer to be
recycled.”

As word spread abour the project,
KaBOOM!, a nonprofit known for
building playgrounds in neighbor-
hoods thar lack them, contacted Rock-
well abourt a partnership to create
playground kits that could be released
in communities across the country.
Even before the first permanent Imagination Playground could be
completed, they rolled out “Imagination Playground ina BOX," a
container full of loose parts that could turn just about any site into
an imagination playground. The profits from this venture will be
used to develop playgrounds where they are needed.

The first Imagination Playground in a BOX debuted at a com-
munity center in Brooklyn's Brownsville neighborhood in 2008.
“We didn't have to give one iota of instruction,” says Rockwell.
“You had kids building houses and playing house. You had kids
hurdling over pieces.”

Overcoming the Typical Hurdles

The term “loose parts” was coined by Simon Nicholson, whose in-
fluential “Theory of Loose Parts” was published in this magazine
in October 1971 (see “A Brief Hiscory of ‘Loose Parts,” below).
But you could say the granddaddy of loose parts was Car] Theodor

years, but when funding dries up, the play worker and the
panels disappear. Much of the sand is also removed during a
renovation in the 1990s.

OCTOBER 1971: Landscape Archiectnre publishes Simon
Nicholson's much cited Theory of Loose Parts: “In any
environment, both the degree of inventiveness and creativity,
and the possibility of discovery, are directly proportional to the
number and kind of variables [or loose parts] in it.”

1979: “Adventure Playground” opens in Berkeley, California.
A true advenrure playground, in the mold of its Buropean
counterparts, it still remains an anomaly in the United States
three decades later.

1970s/1980s: American playground manufacturers copy the
style of adventure playgrounds, using large timbers, rope, and
tires to create fixed structures; however, the idea for loose parts
is generally rejected, since most Ametican playgrounds are
unsupervised.

Where Can Loose Parts Work?
WHILE OBTAINING FUNDING for trained play associates
may not be possible right away in every communi-
ty, loose parts could easily be incorporated into the
summer programs many cities already offer where
teens lead activities at playgrounds. There would also
seem to be opportunities for incorporating blocks into
schoolyards, where recess is already monitored. Many
parks with spray pads, including Silver Plaza in Silver
Spring, Maryland, and Discovery Green in Houston, al-
ready pay for staff to supervise the site during busy pe-
riods. How much more interesting would these places
be if they offered children a chance to manipulate the
environment and not just cool off?
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Sgrenson, a Danish landscape archi-
tect, who created the first adventure
playground in 1943. Adventure
playgrounds provide a safe serting
where alder children can build struc-
tures using surplus construction ma-
rerials such as old tires, rope, ham-
mers, and saws,

The adventure playground con-
cept has been a big hit in Europe, but
it never really caughc on in the Unit-
ed States. A flood of articles during
the 1960s and 1970s led some com-
munities to experiment with adven-
ture playgrounds, but very few of
them remain in the United States.

“People thought [they] looked junky and said, ‘Not in my
neighborhood, thank you,” explains Clare Cooper Marcus, Hon-
orary ASLA, who spenc the early years of her career studying chil-
dren’s environments. Despite scudies showing adventure play-
grounds are actually safer than conventional playgrounds, “people
thought they looked dangerous,” Marcus says.

Rockwell's loose parts seem to transcend these issues. Imagi-
nation Playground looks less like a trash-strewn lot or shanty-
town than it does a disorganized family room strewn with Tinker-
toys. There are no saws or nails or heavy bricks that might give
parents pause; instead, the loose parts are made of soft foam,
harmless in even the youngest child’s hands.

Bur Hart believes that Rockwell has not created an adventure
playground that’s palatable to Americans, that he’s created some-
thing entirely different, perhaps something totally new. Adventure
playgrounds typically serve kids age eight and up. Most of the

EARLY 1980s: Robin Moore suggests a more natural
alcernative to the adventure playground: “I've come to the
conclusion that the best loose-parts play space is one that kids
create themselves out of their own foragings from nature,”
Moore told Landscape Architectnre in October 1994, “This
option is easier to manage and more acceptable to the public
than the traditional adventure playground built from scrap
lumber.”

MAY 2008: Snug debuts a line of “loose parts” playground
equipment made out of durable foam in the Unired Kingdom
(see “Bringing Loose Parts toa Playground Near You,” page 92).

JULY 2008: The Rockwell Group, KaBOOM!, and the New
York City parks department bring Imagination Playground in
a BOX to Brownsville,

JULY 2010: The first permanent imagination playground
opens in Lower Manhatean.
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The sand area, above, includes a raised sand pit, meant to be accessible
to children in wheelchairs, a series of “masts” with a pulley system, and
a water feature, right, which became the source for a small riverbed
through the sand on the day I visited.

kids playing in the sand area ar Imagination Playground on the
day we visited were about eight years old or younger. In the wa-
ter arca, they were even smaller. “The average age was two and a
half, maybe three,” Hart says. “These children at the moment
don’t have any places to manipulate the environment. If they're
rich kids, they may sometimes get out of che city and play in na-
ture. But many kids have no opportuniry to manipulate their en-
vironment with ocher children.”

At Imagination Playground, “children are building off one an-
other’s shoulders creatively, and that’s something thar isn’t gener-
ally available in a playground,” says Hart. “Ar most playgrounds,
kids who already know cach other play alone. They may chase
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once ina while, bur the things that are there for them ro do are all
about individual activities. This playground is inviting collabora-
tion. There's a lot of social interacting going on.”

Play Workers
“One of the problems with loose parts that are manufactured is
they have to be locked up at night,” says Marcus. “In thae respect,
it’s tricky putting them intoa public park because you have to pay
someone to organize that.”

Hart believes it was the lack of play workers that ultimarely
doomed adventure playgrounds in New York. “Mayor [ John} Lind-
say was allowing lors of innovation, but he wasn't particularly pay-
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ing for ir,” he explains. “The adventure playgrounds opened in
New York during the 1970s were often volunreer operations. There
was no management, no play worker training. They ended up be-
ing garbage-strewn lots very often. I told [Rockwell], it might
seem rough but you have to find money for play workers.”

Rockwell has committed ro work with the city to raise the mon-
ey necessary. So far, they have raised around $2 million, which is
being managed by the City Parks Foundation. The goal is to raise
$6 or 87 million, enough tw endow the playground’s operating
costs forever.

The parks department estimates thar staffing Imagination
Playground with play workers (or “play associates,” as they call

ERANK DUDEMAN
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them) will cost $152,689 annually, an
amount that includes training costs. Dur-
ing the summer, there were six workers,
all working full time, and the playground
was open from 9:00 AM to 7:00 PM daily.
After school began in September, the num-
ber dropped to three full-time associates,
and the playground began opening at
10:30 AM and closing at 6:30 PM. As of
late Seprember, the parks department was
still moniroring user levels to determine
how much staffing to provide during the
fall and winter.

To train the play associates, the city
brought in Penny Wilson, a veteran play
worker from the United Kingdom. “Her
message was unleashing kids’ inner poten-
tial,” Rockwell says. “The most useful
thing she did was getting everyone to un-

At most playgrounds,
kids who already
know each other

play alone.... This
playground is inviting
collaboration.”

——ROGER HART

derstand that they need to let the kids do
what they do on their own.”

The message scems to have gotten
through. “If they build something, you
don’t say, ‘Are you building a house?™” ex-
plains a play associate who declined to give
her name. “We ask them: “Whar are you
building?™ But mostly chey just let the
kids do their thing.

“The hope is that the play associates will
learn with the site and come up with their
own ideas for other types of loose parts or
other ways children can interact with the
environment,” Hart says. “Any attempt by
the play workers to make it richer than ital-
ready is would be a tribute to the designers
who made it possible for them to do that.”

Observations

I visited Imagination Playground on a hot
Sunday afternoon in August. The play-
eround was full of children. most clad in
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Bringing Loose Paris to
A Playground Near You

0 YOU’'RE INTERESTED in adding loose parts to

a playground, but you don’t have the bud-
get to custom design your own materials.
Lucky for you, you don’t necessarily have to
anymore. Imagination Playground is not just a
madel for other playgrounds; it is now a prod-
uct as well. Anyone can go onto the Imagina-
tion Playground web site and purchase a hox
full of the same foam blocks and other loose
parts used at the Burling Slip site. The Rock-
well Group has partnered with KaBoom! to pro-
duce Imagination Playground in a BoX and sell
loose sets of foam blocks. A set of blocks can
be purchased for approximately $4,550, and
the boxed sets start at $7,600. {Neither of
those amounts include shipping.]

Each system comes with 75 Imagination Playground blocks and
15 foam noodles. The boxed set also includes a number of other
loose parts. For its own work, KaBoom! generally uses two boxes at
each site. Profits will go toward building playgrounds in communi-
ties that need them.

The playground manufacturer Play Core, the parent company of
Gametime, is also marketing loose parts for playgrounds through a
recently announced venture called Snug USA. Developed by Tim and
Hattie Coppard, a brother and sister team in the United Kingdom who
have spent years researching how children play, the product is also
made out of durable foam, but it is more colorful and the shapes are
quite different. The price for this system ranges from $8,000 to
$21,595. Representatives of Snug say the higher-priced system will
accommodate 60 children at once.

The National Lekotek Center, an independent nonprofit organiza-
tion that evaluates toys for children with special needs, recently gave
high marks to Snug. “Id have to say that Snug is one of the most in-
clusive products I've ever seen, and we see quite a few play products
throughout our organization,” says Raiko Mendoza, director of busi-
ness development with Lekotek. “I liked that
so many of the products needed cooperation in
order to build with, so we observed children of
all abilities helping each other. The children
could create things together, and everybody
had a say as they would bring their pieces to-
ward the finished product.” Imagination Play-
ground in a BoX has not been evaluated.

More information about these products
can he found on their web sites:
m.inwgfnaﬁmglﬂgmmd. org and
www.snugplayiisa.com.

Rockwell had noted that the children were finding ways of play-
ing that he'd never dreamed of, and I was delighted to find my
own expectations were also surpassed. It turned out that the var-
ious loose parts have a variety of uses aside from building. In the
water area where spray jets shoot up into the sky, children had fig-
ured out how to use the giant foam noodles, which have a hollow
center, to redirect the jets and spray them at cheir friends. Kids
Hoated on the foam blocks in the shallow pool, dug a giant trench
filled with water in the sand area, and staged sword fights. A few
built forts, but one of the simplest constructions was the most in-
teresting to watch. A three-year-old boy was making a trail using
blocks, which soon became another girl's balance beam. Before
long, the two children, who had never met before, were working
together on a new building project.

No money to design your own loose parts? No problem. A new
venture called Snug USA is selling colorful loose parts made
out of dense foam, above and below. Rockwell Group is also
selling its loose parts through a partnership with KaBOOM!

GOURTESY PLAY GORE



A seven-year-old, Emily, was eager to
share what she liked about the playground.
“You can make things!” she exclaimed.
“You can make your own playground! It
teaches us that we can work with what we
have.” On previous visits, she'd made
“boats” in the water and a zip line,and on
this day she was digging in the sand.

“My nine-year-old has gotten to the
point where she hates playgrounds, and
she doesn't want to go, but you can’c tear
her away from this one,” said Suzanne
Lindbergh, who was sitting in the shade
under the ramp.

“T like the sand area,” explained her
daughter, Prudence. “It’s huge, and there’s
this water thingy, and you can make all
different kinds of stuff. We're making a
dam right now. We're going to gather all
the water and make it really deepand then
we'te going to unload the dam.”

“For about $10,000,
we can turn any
playground into an
imagination
playground.”

—=ADRIAN BENEPE

A number of playgrounds in New
York have sand, bur few strike che bal-
ance between sand and warer so well. “Ar
Washingron Market, I have to run almost
all the way across the park to get to the
warer,” says Prudence.

The segregation of sand and water is
often planned—to avoid problems with
sand building up in the drains of water
features. Imagination Playground has not
come up with any sort of miracle solution
to get around this problem. But the parks
deparement’s outlook here is inspiring—
a lictle extra maintenance is okay if it in-
creases the play value to neighborhood
children. “If you're gonna have sand,
you're just going to have to anticipate a
higher level of maintenance,” says Benepe.
“There is a widely held belief chat playing
insand is importanc to child development,
so we're trying to provide sand play as
much as we can.”

Jemma Muradian, who moved to
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ing the water feature, watching her
three-year-old son, Armen, play in the
water. “We have a lot of parks like this in
Europe,” she noted, “and this is the first
time that I see that there’s something
done with a thought to a baby.”

She seems particularly impressed by
the blocks. “He made this,” says Muradi-
an, pointing to a meandering line of
blocks. “He could be like a future archi-
tect, just because of these clements.”

“These blocks are just grear,” Maria Ho,
another parent, agrees. "I think they dida
really good job in creating shapes that
would inspire imagination.”

The large blocks, buckets, shovels, and
wheelbarrows provided were praised by
many, but I made an interesting discov-
ery while ralking to parents on the play-
ground. It turns out many parents have
been bringing their own loose parts to
other playgrounds for years. “A lot of
times you have to bring your own stuft—
buckets, shovels,” says Erik Bierge, who
was visiting the playground with his two-
year-old daughter. “Here you don't have
to bring anything because they've provid-
ed all that,” Lindbergh says. “And chac
means you don’t have to drag any sandy,
wet stuft home.”

The playground’s proximity to a rest-
room was a major selling poine for just
about every parent [ spoke with, but the
amounc of shade got mixed marks. While
some praised the shady areas created by
umbrellas and under the ramp, others
wished there were more natural shade, es-
pecially in those areas where children play.
“They should put trees in, because this is
so hot,” says Muradian. “The kids should
have a little bit of shadow.”

The complete lack of natural vegeration
at Imagination Playground generally sur-
prised me. As Hart notes, it seems con-
trary to everything that’s been happening
in playgrounds for the past decade.

“[New York's landmarks commission]
did not want a lot of trees where the slip
had been,” Rockwell explains. “They
wanted to encourage the landscaping to
be around the perimerer. We've gone back
to [the landmarks commission}, and they
seemn to be open to adding more trees on
the inside.” In the meantime, there are
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Umbrellas provide shade to parents visiting Imagination Playground, but the lack of natural shade and vegetation is a common criticism.

When asked what could be improved, people most commonly re-
quested a concession stand where they could get drinks and snacks.
There didn’t seem to be many kids using the sound sculprure when
I visited. But the comments were overwhelmingly positive. “It’s
just about the coolest playground going,” says Lindbergh.

The city is exploring permanent imagination playgrounds in
other boroughs. “Rockwell has indicared he’s interested in de-
signing another one for us,” says Benepe. And the next play-
ground probably won't cost nearly as much. “We've realized we
can take the concepts of Imagination Playground and replicate
them at much cheaper cost where we are not constrained by a
landmark districe,” Benepe explains. Ten boxed sets are alreacy
touring playgrounds in all five boroughs. “For abour $10,000, we
can turn any playground into an imagination playground,”
Benepe says.

PROJECT CREDITS Owner: New York City Department of Parks
& Recreation. Architecture/industrial design: Rockwell Group, New
York (David Rockwell, founder and CEO; Mare Hacker, stracegy
director; Carmen Aguilar and Barry Richards, principals in
charge; Glenn Fulk, project manager/project architect; Leslie
Armstrong, project manager; Mala Parikh, project architect; Ster-
ling McMurrin and Claudia Opel, architecture project team; Cat-

oline Kim, Student ASLA, Shunyi W, Cas Holman, and Lucin-
da Waite, industrial design project team). Play consuttant: Roger A.
Harr, director, Center for Human Environments and Children’s
Environments Research Group, the Graduate Center at Cicy Uni-
versity of New York. Playground consultant: Susan G. Solomon,
Princeton, New Jersey. Play work consultant: Penny Wilson, London.
Structural engineers: Arup, New York, and Rodney D. Gibble Con-
sulting Engineers, New York. Civil engineer and mechanical, electrical,
plumbing (MEP] engineer: Arup, New York. General contractor: Trocom
Construcrion Corporation, Maspeth, New York. Specifications:
Construction Specifications Inc., Morganville, New Jersey. Cost es-
timating: LiRo Group, Syosset, New York. Waterproofing consuttant:
tmt Restoration Architect PC, New York.

Resources

# “Adventure Playgrounds,” by Clare C. Cooper; Landscape
Architecture, October 1970.

® British Adventure Play: wiww.adventureplay.org.ub.

# “How Not to Cheat Children: The Theory of Loose Pars,”

by Simon Nicholson; Landscape Architecture, Ocrober 1971.

® National Lekotek Center: weowlekotek. org.

® “Sticks, Stones, Water, and Leaves,” by Molly Dannenmaier;
Landscape Architecture, October 1994.
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Op-Chart
DAVID ROCKWELL

Unpacking Imagination

In an age of childhood obesity and children tethered to electronic ~ grounds can easily cost in the millions to build, boxed imagination play-
consoles, playgrounds have rarely been more important. In an age of  grounds can be put together for under $10,000. (Land costs not includ-
constrained government budgets, playgrounds have rarely been a  ed!) The design below is one that my architecture firm has done in col-
harder sell. Fortunately, the cost of play doesn’t have to be prohibitive.  laboration with the New York City Parks Department and KaBoom, a
In creating the Imagination Playground in Lower Manhattan — a play-  nonprofit organization. But it needn’t be the only one out there. There
ground with lots of loose parts for children to create their own play are a lot of ways to build a playground — and a lot of communities in
spaces — we realized that many of the elements with the greatest value  need of one. Let a thousand portable playgrounds bloom.

to children were inexpensive and portable. Although traditional play- — DAVID ROCKWELL, president of the Rockwell Group
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OUR LOCAL CORRESPONDENTS

STATE OF PLAY

How tot lots became places to build children’s brains.

BY REBECCA MEAD

‘eavy rain was falling on the day, in

October, 1903, that the first mu-
nicipal playground in New York opened,
in Seward Park, on the Lower East
Side; but poor weather hardly damp-
ened the enthusiasm of the park's young
constituents. By 2 P.M., when the open-
ing ceremony was scheduled to begin,
twenty thousand children had swarmed
the playground and its surrounding
streets, climbing on rooftops and fire
escapes for a better view of the seesaws,
swings, and sandboxes. When a car fer-
rying Mayor Seth Low and his Com-
missioner of Parks, W. R. Willcox, ar-
rived, children started clambering over
that, too. Eventually, the kids stormed
the park gates, overwhelming two hun-
dred police officers who were trying to
keep order. “They swept around and
through the policemen, and, without
pausing, leaped over the iron fence
about the playground,” the Times re-
ported the next day. The program for
the afternoon was quickly revised: a
gymnastics display was postponed, and
Jacob Riis, who had been scheduled
to give a speech, demurred. (“He said
that he wanted now to get the children
out of the park and the rain as much
as he had previously wanted to get
them into it,” the Zimes said.) Mayor
Low did speak, although the noise of
the crowd was such that only those in
his immediate vicinity could hear what
he had to say: “The city has come to re-
alize that it must provide for its chil-
dren, that they have a right to play as
well as to work.”

The Seward Park playground was
largely the project of a citizens’ group
called the Outdoor Recreation League.
Since the park’s opening, more than
seven hundred playgrounds have been
built in New York City, and the civic
belief in a child’s right to play has be-
come widely established. (Happily, the
belief in a child’s right to work has sub-
sided.) The mission of the Outdoor

Recreation League was “to secure the
recognition of recreation and physical
exercise as necessary to the moral and
physical welfare of the people,” and the
organization’s chairman, Charles B.
Stover, argued that playgrounds pro-
vided a bulwark against vice. “I am
convinced that the Ghetto need not al-
ways remain a social cesspool, and
among the saving and constructive
forces I can count on none superior to
a proper improvement of Seward Park,”
he said at the time of the park’s cre-
ation. (Stover went on to become
Commissioner of Parks.) The play-
ground was, by all accounts, splendid:
as well as gymnasium-style bars, there
were bathing pools for boys and girls;
and, in a touch that the current parks
administration might consider emulat-
ing, rocking chairs were provided for
mothers with infants,
Notwithstanding the excitement
generated by the opening ceremonies,
children had already been playing at that
spot for years, The creation of Seward
Park—bordered by Hester, Norfolk,
Division, and Essex Streets—had begun,
in 1898, with the demolition of three
blocks of tenement buildings. Shortly
afterward, construction on the park
stalled, and in the interim the site was
left with scattered garbage and the base-
ments of the buildings still in place.
Children, naturally, colonized the site,
in ways that surely made Charles B. Sto-
ver flinch. “All through the recent Span-
ish-American war the boys . . . of the
district converted these holes and the re-
maining rooms of the buildings into
forts and battlefields for the purposes of
a mimic war,” a reporter for 7he Outlook
wrote in 1900. Battles were staged across
Norfolk Street, with children pretend-
ing to be American forces on one side
and “Spaniards” on the other. Matters Z
often got out of hand: in a nearby school, £
on Norfolk Street, “there was not a g
room during the school term free from &
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bruised and bandaged heads, and a good
per cent of the worshipers in the neigh-
boring Jewish synagogue bore evidences
of this strife of the streets.” The police
were often called, and, especially when
the fun extended into the night, arrests
were made. As The Outlook reported,
“Order was restored only when the Out-
door Recreation League appeared upon
the scene.”

The reformers’ impulse to calm the
unruly streets by creating a regulated
play area is entirely understandable. Yet
Seward Park was built not just to en-
courage the right sort of play but also to
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quash the wrong sort of play. There,
and at the many city playgrounds that
were later constructed upon the same
lines, phys ed was favored over fantasy.
Exercise was more important than
imagination.

ot long ago, I went to the Seward

Park playground with David Rock-
well, a New York architect. It was a per-
fect afternoon to be outside, with warm
sunlight filtering through the plane trees.
Even so, the park was being only lightly
used. Preschoolers scrambled over the
brightly colored frame-and-platform

structures of the sort that are seen in al-
most every modern playground—a safer,
but less challenging, derivative of the
gymnasium bars of a century ago. A few
older children scooted around a paved
area that was circled with trees. “This
clearing in the center is a great space, like
a room,” Rockwell said. It was a fairly
empty room, though. Rockwell watched
a girl of about three as she stood near a
jungle gym, not sure what to do with
herself. “T'he playground could use some
blocks,” he said.

Blocks are an essential element at the
new Imagination Playground, which is

David Rockwell’s blue foam ‘lovse parts” inspire something like the spontaneous free play that is offered by a demolition site.



Rockwell’s contribution to playground
design. Five years in the making, it is
scheduled to open later this summer, at
Burling Slip, at the South Street Sea-
port. (It's built on a former parking lot
that, in the time of the Fulton Fish
Market, was an unloading spot for the
day’s catch.) Rockwell's playground
has no monkey bars, or swings, or jun-
gle gyms. It has almost no fixed equip-
ment at all, except for a
dual-level, three-thou-
sand-square-foot sand-
pit; a pool with running
water; four masts, rang-
ing from eleven to four--
teen feet high, equipped
with ropes and pulleys;
and a sixteen-foot tower
in the form of a crow’s
nest. In a single conces-
sion to the traditional playground ver-
nacular, there is a slide.

The Imagination Playground will,
however, have hundreds of what play
theorists call “loose parts™: big light-
weight blocks made from bright-blue
molded foam. Some are shaped like
cubes, bricks, or cogs; some have curv-
ing cutouts and channels, through
which water can flow; some have holes
into which foam noodles, of the sort
that are used in swimming pools, can be
inserted. The foam pieces look like
giant Tinkertoys, or like oversized ver-
sions of the beechwood blocks designed
in the mid-nineteenth century by
Friedrich Frébel, the pioneering Ger-
man pedagogue who coined the word
Kindergarten. The term “loose parts”
was invented in 1971 by Simon Nichol-
son, an architect, whose parents were
Ben Nicholson, the painter, and Bar-
bara Hepworth, the sculptor. In an
influential essay entitled “How Not to
Cheat Children: The Theory of Loose
Parts,” Nicholson wrote, “In any envi-
ronment, both the degree of inventive-
ness and creativity, and the possibility of
discovery, are directly proportional to
the number and kind of variables in it.”

At the Imagination Playground, the
blue blocks will be augmented by other
bits of playable hardware: wooden
wheelbarrows, car tires, plastic barrels,
and the like, with which children can
build structures, vehicles, water chan-
nels, and otherwise create an environ-
ment from scratch. The playground,
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which has cost more than seven million
dollars, is intended to encourage some-
thing like the spontaneous free play that
is offered by a demolition site—minus
the rock throwing and the forcible im-
pounding of participants. It will also be
sleeker than a demolition site. Rockwell
is well known for making spaces for
adults that look as if they had been
made for children: a Mohegan Sun
casino, the interior of the
JetBlue terminal at . F.K,,
countless Planet Holly-
woods and Nobus and W
Hotels. The Imagination
Playground, which is
shaped like a swooping
figure eight, will be sur-
faced with handsome
decking made from re-
claimed teak, and is a place
for children that looks enticing enough
for adults.

Rockwell, who is fifty-three, devel-
oped an interest in playgrounds ten years
ago, after becoming a father. Like many
first-time parents, particularly those be-
longing to the urban upper-middle class,
Rockwell was nostalgic about the free
play of his youth, and lamented the more
constricted opportunities that were avail-
able to his offspring. Also, like many
parents, he discovered that the box in
which a toy is delivered is often of more
interest to a child than the toy is. Rock-
well approached Adrian Benepe, the
parks commissioner. “He called me up
out of the blue and said, T have got little
kids, I am in playgrounds and they are
great, but they are kind of boring—is
there something different we can do? ”
Benepe recalls.

Various alternative sites, including
several in the outer boroughs, were con-
sidered, but Burling Slip was chosen, in
part, because it had already been ap-
proved as a playground; Rockwell’s de-
sign, with its masts and pulleys, alludes
to the site’s nautical history. One day, he
showed me a scale model of the play-
ground, which is on display at the South
Street Seaport Museum, on Fulton
Street. The model was surprisingly
spartan, with only a few tiny kid
figurines at play. “There is a multilevel
space,” Rockwell told me. He gestured
at a raised walkway that resembled a
Mo6bius strip. “It has a scaffolding struc-
ture, where kids can build blanket
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houses,” he said. “You want enough
differentiation in height so that kids can
play King of the Hill, and you can link
the two levels. And you want sand, and
water, and the possibility to combine
the two.” Damming up the water will be
encouraged.

The loose parts are ready for deploy-
ment. In association with a play-advo-
cacy group called Kaboom, Rockwell has
been marketing them as the Imagination
Playground in a Box: this summer, ten
playgrounds across the five boroughs
will be provided with a set each. Chil-
dren’s museums have acquired them, as
have affluent elementary schools else-
where in the country. “It is going to
change the narrative about what is the
best type of play for kids, and parents
will start to demand those elements,”
Darell Hammond, the C.E.O. of Ka-
boom, says. When the boxes are first
opened on a playground, it is not un-
usual for the boys to spend the first
twenty minutes whacking one another
with the noodles.

ockwell is not the only prominent

architect who is concerning him-
self with play. Frank Gehry is designing,
pro bono, a playground for Battery
Park; his plan is expected to be unveiled
before the end of the year. Warrie Price,
the president of the Battery Conser-
vancy, told me, “I said, ‘Frank, what you
are really good at is drama and fantasy.
Give me drama, give me fantasy.’” The
“play space,” as Gehry prefers to call it,
will likely incorporate several dramatic
slides. Designing slides seems irresist-
ible to avant-garde architects; for an art
show at Sudeley Castle, in England,
Zaha Hadid made a sinuous fibreglass-
and-rubber one that looked as though it
belonged in the Batcave, and had a price
tag of three hundred and forty-four
thousand dollars.

An architect’s enthusiasm for build-
ing unconventional forms can be partic-
ularly indulged at a playground, but
there are risks. Ten years ago, a new
playground in Chelsea was outfitted
with tall, brightly colored plastic sculp-
tural elements that sporadically spurt
water; to many observers, they resem-
bled sex toys. One local resident com-
plained to the Observer, “I know people
bring their kids here and stuff, but it’s
all dildos and butt plugs.” The play-



ground’s architect, Thomas Balsley, has
denied that any such subtext had been
intended. :

Several of New York's most striking
new playgrounds have been designed by
the firm of Michael Van Valkenburgh,
a landscape architect; one park, which
opened at Union Square several months
ago, has been almost cripplingly well at-
tended. (“It’s like Woodstock,” Van
Valkenburgh told me. “It’s horrifying.”)
Many of the playground’s attractions
are imported from Germany, including
a slanted disk upon which children can
lie, in pleasurable terror, as they are
spun around, and an enormous stain-
less-steel dome upon which they can
scramble. Inevitably, there have been
safety concerns: the slanted disk has
been made to spin more slowly than it
is designed to—American children, or
their parents, are apparently unable to
tolerate spinning as quickly as their
German peers. Such worries were com-
pounded when it was discovered that
the metal dome can become scorchingly
hot in the sun; belatedly, a sailcloth
shade structure has been erected. Last
week, at the new Brooklyn Bridge Park,
also designed by Van Valkenburgh,
similar domes were removed, following
intense criticism by parents, after a lit-
tle girl burned her hands. One mother
who arrived with her toddler at the
park, only to discover that the domes
had disappeared, delivered this verdict:
“Well, duh.”

The main playground at Brooklyn
Bridge Park includes three sculptural
slides, one of them emerging from what
looks like a huge wooden tepee; a vast
sandlot with wooden playhouses; a lux-
urious water-play area constructed with
glacier-tumbled boulders retrieved from
gravel pits; and a hyper-realistic minia-
ture “marshland” that features native
grasses and misting machines but, thanks
to the absence of standing water, lacks
the mosquitoes that infest actual
marshes. On the opening day, in June,
the sand area was as unbearably hot as a
Caribbean beach at noon, but the water
area was filled with children gambolling
among the boulders. (Their parents
huddled in the meagre shade provided
by a handful of immature trees.) Amid
the mayhem, at least one child had re-
treated to the relative peace of the marsh,
where she stood among the plantings,
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reading a book and holding out the bot-
tom of her shirt, permitting the cooling
mist to float inside.

playground has always been re-

garded as a place where children,
by playing, learn to become non-playing
adults. In 1959, the United Nations
ratified its Declaration of the Rights of
the Child; enshrined among them was a
child's right to play. According to the
resolution, the purpose of play was iden-
tical to that of education: “to develop
[the childs] abilities, his individual judg-
ment, and his sense of moral and social
responsibility, and to become a useful
member of society.”

Early municipal playgrounds were
equipped with what are known as the
“four ‘S's"—the swing, the sandbox, the
seesaw, and the slide. This was the
model championed by Robert Moses,
who, during his twenty-six-year tenure
as parks commissioner, oversaw the
construction of the vast majority of the
city's playgrounds. The Times, assessing
the project, said that Moses had scat-
tered “playgrounds over the congested
areas of the city . . . as a sower might sow
magic seed.”

In mid-century Europe, a new model
for playgrounds emerged. During the
German occupation of Denmark, Carl
Theodor Sorensen, a landscape designer,
transformed a derelict site in Copenha-
gen into the first “junk playground.”

Children were provided with pieces of
wood and metal, as well as with nails,
hammers, and other tools, and were set
free to build whatever they wanted.
Contemporary photographs show pre-
schoolers wielding full-size shovels, or
hauling bits of piping and masonry. “Of
all the things I have helped to realize, the
junk playground is the ugliest,” Sorensen
later said. “Yet for me it is the best and
most beautiful.”

The concept spread in Europe, par-
ticularly in the United Kingdom, where
it was promoted by one Lady Allen of
Hurtwood, a horticulturist and a chil-
dren’s advocate, who adopted the more
salubrious term “adventure playground.”
In the forties and fifties in London, sev-
eral such playgrounds were built at sites
that had been reduced to rubble by the
Blitz. A photograph in Picture Post, ac-
companying an essay by Lady Allen en-
titled “Why Not Use Our Bomb Sites

Like This?,” showed a group of boys
standing on a nearly life-size replica of a
tank that they had apparently built from
bits of lumber, with an old oil cannister
for its gun turret; close by is a tower-
ing wooden scaffold, ten times higher
than anything permissible in a contem-
porary playground, which boys in shorts
and kneesocks are ably navigating. The
adventure playground, Lady Allen later
wrote, is where children would have
to “come to terms with the responsibil-
ities of freedom.” Playing at an adven-
ture playground required codperation
and negotiation; through building to-
gether, the thinking went, children
would learn how to resolve conflicts
peacefully—unlike their parents, whose
bombs had created the playground sites
in the first place.

As Susan Solomon explains in her
book “American Playgrounds,” the Eu-
ropean model never fully caught on in
this country, although it clearly had its
appeal. The premiére episode of “Sesame
Street,” which aired in November, 1969,
included a sequence in which kinder-
garten-age kids gleefully ran through
what looks like a construction site. And
in the nineteen-sixties the architect Rich-
ard Dattner created, in Central Park,
the Adventure Playground and the An-
cient Playground, both of which drew
upon the ideas of open-ended experi-
mentation that Lady Allen had endorsed,
and included tunnels, tree houses, and
large sand-and-water areas. But Amer-
ica is the land of litigation, and by the
nineties the Adventure Playground,
which lies on the western edge of Central
Park, in the high Sixties, had been
deemed altogether too adventurous; tun-
nels were blocked off after parents com-
plained of not being able to see their
children at all times. During the play-

ground's renovation, in 1997, the height of
the tree house was significantly reduced.

Still, the failure of the adventure-play-
ground movement in America should not
be ascribed entirely to the excessive cau-
tion of parents. From their inception, ad-
venture playgrounds were meant to be
staffed by adults. (In 1931, Sorensen
wrote, “It is possible there would have to
be some supervision to prevent children
fighting too wildly and to lessen the
chances of injury but it is likely that such
supervision will not be necessary.”) Many
playgrounds in Eutope still have dedi-



cated play staff. Until the nineteen-six-
ties, playgrounds in New York were
staffed by “parkies,” who provided sup-
plies such as balls, paper, and paint, and
scheduled activities for the children; but
budget difficulties caused their ranks to
be slashed during the nineteen-seventies,
and they have never been fully restored.
As a consequence, in the past several de-
cades playground equipment has been
chosen as much for its durability as for its
ability to stimulate young minds. Theo-
rists generally agree that sandboxes pro-
vide an ideal play experience, especially
when a source of water is also available.
But according to Geoffrey Croft, the
founder of New York City Park Advo-
cates, the number of sandboxes has dwin-

dled from a peak of seven hundred to
only fifty or so today.

The Parks Department has finally
begun to address the deficiencies of its
play spaces. About three years ago, the
department began distributing hoses
and buckets—loose parts—in some
playgrounds, and each summer about a
hundred temporary “playground associ-
ates” are trained to work in the parks.
“It’s the whole concept of facilitating
play versus directing play,” Nancy Bar-
thold, the assistant commissioner for
recreation at the Parks Department,
says. “If you had blocks, directed play
would be saying, ‘Why don't you come
and build a submarine?’ and facilitated
play would be putting the blocks out, sit-
ting back on the bench, seeing what the
kids do with the blocks, and, if two kids
get in a fight, very consciously and qui-
etly trying to get them to work it out
among themselves rather than shouting,
‘No, stop that."”

Play workers are integral to Rock-
well's Imagination Playground, too, al-
though ¢ritics have mocked the notion
that contemporary children, so over-
scheduled and hyper-parented already,
would need a professional to instruct
them in doing what should come natu-
rally. “The only toxic element on a play-
ground tends to be the adults,” Stacy
Schiff wrote tartly in the Times. Rock-
well and his collaborators hope that,
once the play workers are seen in action,
their function will be better understood
as a corrective to parental hovering. (As
Darell Hammond, of Kaboom, puts it,
“The play workers’ first job is to monitor
the parents, not the kids.”) Six workers
at the Imagination Playground will re-
ceive training from Penny Wilson, who,
for thirteen years, ran a much admired
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adventure playground in London. “Play
workers hold the space that is specially
used for playing,” she told me. “It is a
signal to other adults to take this place
and this playing seriously, especially
where children have been very used to
having their play directed by a grownup.”
Remedial help should be particularly
useful in New York City, where, thanks
to an abundance of organized activities
and a deficit of empty space, even the
most gifted young citizens are some-
times underachievers when it comes to
undirected play. Not long ago, Wilson
spoke to the BBC about working with a
class of eight-year-olds in Manhattan,
and one could detect a note of pity: “The
children went completely crazy, bashing
things up. They didn’t know what to do
with themselves.”

n a magisterial new work, “The Evo-

lution of Childhood,” Melvin Kon-
ner, an anthropologist at Emory Univer-
sity, defines play as “inefficient, partly
repetitive movements in varied sequences
with no apparent purpose.” Play, Kon-
ner writes, is a biological puzzle: it re-
quires a great deal of energy, involves
risk, and is apparently pointless. None-
theless, he says, the most intelligent an-
imals—including primates, elephants,
and larger-brained birds, such as par-
rots—are also the most playful ones.
“Research suggests that people in posi-
tive and playful moods are more open to
experience and learn in better and more
varied ways,” Konner writes. “The idea
is that natural selection designed play to
shape brain development, or as one re-
searcher said of play-boxing kangaroo
joeys, ‘Most likely they are directing
their own brain assembly.’”

Over the past century, the thinking
about playgrounds has evolved from
figuring out how play can instill young-
sters with discipline to figuring out how
play can build brains by fostering creativ-
ity and independent thinking. The hope
of Rockwell’s playground project is that
children who have experimented with
fitting together oversized blocks and
cogs—and who have learned to navigate
a place where the social challenges of
sharing and collaboration are built into
the experience—will be better equipped
to handle the complexities of twenty-
first-century life. Achievement-minded
New York parents will likely flock to the
place—expect High Line-level crowds
at first. The playground may, however,
inspire anxiety in those same parents,

who have spent years dutifully pushing
swings, or spotting their children as they
dangle from the monkey bars—only to
discover that all those other playgrounds,
with their absence of loose parts, have
been failing to encourage the latest in
brain-building play.

About four hundred and fifty various
loose parts will be available for play at the
Imagination Playground. By Rockwell’s
estimation, there needs to be at least four
or five blocks per child, otherwise amia-

ble collaboration will turn into inconsol-
able frustration, Roger Hart, who heads
the Children’s Environments Research
Group, at CUNY, and who has been a
consultant on the project, told me,
“When Rockwell's playground opens, it
will look like a giant work yard, in terms
of the intensity with which children are
playing, and the degree of seriousness
that they will bring to the enterprise.”
One day in March, I went to the
South Street Seaport Museum, where a
Playground in a Box is currently kept for
the use of visiting school groups. Out-
side, on Burling Slip, construction was
under way: a crane was depositing a gi-
gantic pipe, to be placed underground,
and there were mountains of rubble.
With the addition of a few rubber tires
and some scraps of lumber, the place
could have been turned, in minutes, into
an excellent adventure playground.
That morning, a group of fourth
graders from a Manhattan public school
were visiting, and after the loose parts
were unpacked in a hallway the kids set
to work. A couple of girls made a low-
walled enclosure out of blocks; then,
plugging noodles into some cogs, they
built something that looked like the
Whisper-ma-Phone from Dr. Seuss’s
“The Lorax,” and started talking to each
other through their big blue handsets.
Two other girls placed rec blocks
on top of tubular blocks, declared that
the result was a school bus, sat down on
it, and, inexplicably, started rowing.
Meanwhile, a lively group of boys
were building a fort against a wall—
stacking the blocks one way, then the
other, testing their structural soundness.
A couple of boys climbed inside the fort,
peeking around the entrance that they
had constructed. Another clambered
precariously on top, five feet up, and
stuck a noodle into a cog so that it ex-
tended limply into the air: it looked like
a weapon, if you showed enough imagi-
nation. Eventually, the fort fell down, but
not before another boy had climbed atop
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it, clutching a blue foam approximatic
of an Uzi, built from a cube and a tut
and firing gleefully upon an unidentifiak
enemy—the Spaniard, or perhaps t
American, of today's imaginary war,

NEWYORKER.COM/GO/OUTLOUD
Rebecca Mead talks about playgrounds.
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Building a Better Playground. Swings and slides don’t foster
much creativity. Why cities are joining the loose-parts revolution

BY HARRIET BAROVICK
I KNOW 1 AM SUPPOSED TO LIKE FLAY-
grounds, But my happy childhood memo-
ries of spontaneous kick-the-can games
on suburban lawns make me a little wist
ful whenever I watch my twin 6-year-old
sons in our local urban park. Sure, it's fun
to swing and slide, but after a while there's
not much new to glean,

Turns out, there are other parents

Photograph by Gus Powell for TIME
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feeling unsatisfied by the same old play
ground equipment. Fortunately, one of
them is the restless, preternaturally intel
ligent architect David Rockwell, designer
of theater sets (Hairspray), restaurants
(Mobu) and hotels (W) He was so frustrat
ed by the fixed nature of the playgrounds
his kids frequented that he set out to re
invent them. Rockwell spent five years
consulting with experts on children and
play, testing out his ideas at schools and

Block party Kids build and dismantle giant
Sfoam structures at a New York City playground

then working pro bono with New York
City officials to produce a play space that
does something revolutionary: instead of
prescribing activities—climb this, sit on
that—the water-friendly environment
encourages kids to be creative, messy, con

structive and, yes, even destructive as they
build with and topple giant foam blocks.
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Some of the 350 bright blue blocks
at the Imagination Playground, which
opened July 27 in a former parking lot in
Manhattan, are shaped like wheels, oth-
ers like cogs or giant noodles. The blocks
can be used to make anything children can
think of—a car, a river, a fort, a flower—
and are deliberately big so kids will be
more likely to assist each other with them.

Visitors probably won't even notice
that there are no swings or seesaws. The
12,000-5q.-ft. (about 1,100 5q m) multilevel
space has plenty of room for running,
climbing and other gross-motor activity:
ropes dangle underneath the ramps that
sweep around one side of the peanut-
shaped playground. But the blocks and
other movable materials provide ample
opportunity to exercise the mind as well.
A giant sandpit and nearby shallow pool
are not just for digging and splashing but
also for utilizing pulleys, wheelbarrows,
plastic pipes and other tools. A gleaming
steel crow’s nest with a spiral staircase of-
fers a quiet spot from which to view the
action—and doubles as a storage site for
the blocks, shovels, fabrics, etc.

Rockwell’s design, which was inspired
in part by European “adventure play-
grounds” where supervised kids can get
creative with a wide variety of objects, fol
lows the prevailing theory that free, child-
initiated play is a critical component of
healthy social, emotional and intellectual
development. A leading missionary for that
idea, Darrell Hammond—who heads the

State of Play
For a tour of the new Imagination
Playground with architect David Rockwell,
go to time.com,/playground

nonprofit Kaboom!, the largest builder of
playgrounds in the U.S—was so excited
by the Imagination Flayground concept
when it was announced in 2007 that he
cold-called Rockwell to suggest they cre-
ate portable versions to enhance existing
play sites around the country. In 2008, two
years before the opening of the New York
City park, Rockwell and Hammond un-
veiled Imagination Playground in a Box, a
walk-in-closet-size container with at least
75 foam blocks, among other components.
The portable sets, which start at 46,150,
now complement play spaces in such cit-
ies as Chicago; Honolulu; Yuma, Ariz.; and
Winston-Salem, N.C., and have prompted
calls from several mayors eager to build
permanent Imagination Playgrounds.
One additional expense is that both the
portable and permanent versions need to
be staffed by grownups. These so-called
play associates are tasked with making
sure kids use the equipment safely and,
with any luck, keeping helicopter parents

Instead of
prescribing
activities, the
water-friendly
environment
invites messy,
creative play

On the go The

Jfoam blocks in

the magination
Plapground in a Box
were designed to keep
kids® brains active,
The mobile sets, which
start at 36,150, can be

locked for safekeeping

from hovering too close. Associates can
also help prevent people from walking off
with the loose parts. New York City has a
mix of public and private sources to fund
the staffers, who require training and earn
at least $14.90 per hour. Other cities have
relied on grants or volunteers.

To Hammond, the greater cost would
be not making a priority of this sort of

children's play. “We view this as the start |

of a movement,” he says. “When kids are
the experts who design, tear down and re-
build their own scenarios, when there's
no right or wrong way to play, it helps

them deal with everything that happens |

in their worlds, and it builds a foundation
for healthy, active lives.”

Most parents won't be thinking quite
that deeply. But they seem to appreciate
happy chaos when they see it. “It's good
that it's messy,” Molly Weinberger said re-
cently as her two boys dug into an Imagi-
nation Playground in a Box that had been
wheeled into an otherwise ordinary Man-
hattan park. “Not many kids now get to
just go out and play with things that dont
go beepor boop.” Her 4-year-old had used the
blocks to fashion a 4-ft.-long (1.2 m)car with
oddly shaped wheels and interior seating.
He inserted a noodle into a hole in the side
of the vehicle, but when 1 caught up with
him to ask what he had been pumping, he
responded quickly, “Now I'm finished with
that." And he was. He was busy helping an
other boy spray water through a window

in a fort they had just made. =
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RECESS, RETHOUGHT

A host of designers is building interactive landscapes
for kids to learn by having fun.

By ALISSA WALKER

WHEN MICHELLE 0BAMA hoisted a hammer to show her sup-
port for a community-built playground in San Francisco last

June, the gesture also symbolized a resurgence of interest

in creating engaging public spaces for children. “The type of
childhood that kids are having today is vastly different from

justageneration ago,”says Darrel Hammond, director of play
advocacy group KaBOOM!, which coordinated construction

of the San Franciseo playground. He’s concerned about the

lack of inventiveness—what he calls “child-motivated free

play”—today’s kids display. In recent years, this apprehen-
sion, along with worries over skyrocketing childhood obesity
rates and a desire to create more meaningful public spaces,
has led many communities and institutions to rally behind

a wide range of interactive playscapes.

“Child-motivated play is like a twin engine when paired
with physical activity,” says Hammond, expressing his hope
that formal studies will soon prove what many parents
already believe: Collaborative, experimental play produces
smarter, more well-adjusted adults. Designers have been
responding to this emerging desire for better education
through play with innovative, sustainable spaces that
use a mix of adventure narratives, natural elements, and
nontraditional materials to nurture new forms of creative,
experiential learning. 4

Alissa Walker is a freelance writer based in Los Angeles
and the author of City Walks Architecture: New York,
published by Chronicle Books.

(TOP AND OPPOSITE) DARIN MICKEY
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An Invitation to
Child’s Play:
Big Blocks and
Wheelbarrows

By DIANE CARDWELL

Tels the playgreund of the fuure, ak
ready in beta mode in New Yk Chy
ard coming soon teoempey bots, day
CAPe centers and even saburban back-
_I,I&Iﬂ&&tl‘ﬂﬂ!l‘l&ﬁ]hﬂll’}'.

Irstead of morkey bars and jungle
gy, there are we and white Dlocks
1o stack inte high walls or b connect as
wluices and walkways.

In place of swing Sets and seesaws,
thers are wheslbarrows and Toling
cans tix move materiaks abow.

Axd while there are still the amilior
elempents ol aand dnd warer, they are
lonper there o be  shovelxl  and
splashed 50 much as tumed into and-
srapes al Fancifu] design,

The idea began with the archiect Da-
vidl Rockwells desive 1o creale a more
ang@eging play apsce for s chillian —
and others — on 2 parking kot near the
Sowh Strest Seaport in Lower Manhai-
T Conssinsciion of ihal play ground 18
1o hegin in July. Bot the conoept has x
pamded io mchude poriable collections
ol M. Bockwell™s play gear that can be
used in pliygrowsds armumnd the iy,
starting with ame in the Brownsvills
section af Erooklvn this sumimer.

Mexk, Mr Rockwell plans to bring his
novel appreach tocitbes woand the na
tian troagh a partnership with the
nenprafit  playground developer
Rl

“Fay s on the decline im the United
Seates, and frankly, kids' creaivity is
on e dedine it the United States,”
=aid Darell Hammond, the founder of
Kabosm, which = woerking with Mre
Roctwell to manufactureand distribute
the customedesigeed loose parts, which
ENETLE SEF ENCHCEEE more |maglne
tive, chilbdirectsd play than Ffixed
structures 4o, “We're betting our futre
an Lhis coneept, thal is cons:st is go-
ing to = in genemtions or decdes —
miake better Kids.”

A few wears ago, Mr, Roclkowell, best
known for his festive designe for the-
atrical sokx, hatols and reatnuronta like
Mot and Emeril's, decded to create
what he congidered a mdore I'I'l"."l.“:l'l.ﬂ
[ty space 0 Lavesr Manhatan, whiens
he Ives. In parinership with the De-
partmeent of Parks and Recremion, b
devidoped plans for & figure-Sshaped
playereund at Barling Sip that would
featare malded bam 'hll'rt_kt. FAMPS,
woker andd sand abang with trained
“play assoctares”™ o look after the parts
airul help the childran imacsct with
them,

W Rockwell called the space Iming-
ination Dloygrousd, although, he aosd
recently, his davghter, Lola, 8 thought
it shoubd be Peanat Playground, given

The Metro Section

SLIMDAY, WA 4 300

Ehe New York Times

FOOCATLL CRDLP

Inviting Child’s Play With Blocks and Carts

the alape. (It will be completed in the
summer o 2009, )

Since Mr. Roctwell stzo wanted o
repicate the wdes in all five beroughs,
he designed the partableversion, which
i Lo apen in a Brownsville plapground
om Linglon Boalevard this sumamar,

I wrnsd out o be mane mﬂplh:m—

Coniinued on Page 46

OMLINE: VIBED
Alak at the resting of the
partableversior af the
T rrbiae Playygnaiamd af Mow
YorkCity schools:
nytimes, com’ nyreghn

ed than we knew o g8l ust one
bailt” Mr Bockwell aid, refer
ring o o viriety of techmeal ob-
stacles in designing the Burling
Elip glayground. “So wo atartsd
1o thank ahowt, OV, can wae take
Imagination  Plarground  and
scale it back, so you could have
Imagisation Playgrouml éssen
tHadlyin & e 2™

He cregted wo FH]l'I:-B.l'IlE' Y-
=iong one that indesd fifs in a box
ard one thal FLs ina Eraiber; they
can be set up in parks and play-
grounds but also in day cave cen-
ters and schools wnd ot apecial
evans. Al the sane time, Mr
Bockwell ard Mr, Hammaond sirs
in tmbecn widk siher cidies w buwdld
permanent “destmation”  plagy
graumls like Burling Slip, hoping
0 bring the Kits to smaller com-
miuniries aroaind the COLNAY.

Foe Kalsoom, the project is &
naxtunl EXUnEIen of 105 Wark pro-
viding pleyr squipment aeross the
Soumry o reach a goal of hyving

every child within walking dis-
raned of @ special phy place, Dies
tails on the manwacturing and
selling of the equipment are atill
peing worked oul, Mr. Rockwell
amel Mr. Hmernoned said, bt prod-
its will go bavk to Kaboom and
the Mew York City parks depart-
rent o support the Imagination
Flaygmuwml projecy.

Cynihia 1. Gentry, clairwoman
of the Atlants Taskioree on Play,
saud s woald Jowe to bring a
destinstion playground and the
portakle oot to her city, whare
she sud 18 elementary sehools
were withouwt playgrounds.

“The Nexikilivy kst Bims jday
boxes provide is exraondinary,
plus dye whale looee parts con
cegt §lowe,” she sakl = Yourve gol
8 new place every time you go
They can make their aws thing
there, 1 just think it's a crime that
kids are noi bulkding fors any-
miare "

In Mew York, the packs com.
miksimer, Adrian Benepe, said
theit i @l woeil well i Boowns-
ville, he expected Lo bring the kits
te plargrounds and schooks else-
wiherein the ey,

“Yon don't have o have o spe-
ciglly bailt playpmund - vou
have this rolling box that's al
moat like & magican's chest of
Ineen parte,” ho said, adding thar
the gear created ihe chemisiry
necessary o encourage collec-
v Hay.

“It's amazng to see the kids in-
teract with the things,” he said,
= Becimse no all Kids Want o min
araund the plavground. & lot of
kicls want to do A more sedate ac

tivity, and there's o limited abilicy
far kids 1o di cooperative games
i a playgrousd because Chey're
fall of all those parpose-bile,
gross-mMor-silis  pay  equip-
ment for climblng asd jumping
and aliding an”

Ulimetely, Mr, Fockwell said,
part of the appeal of e poralbe
sl wad that ey comald werds in
mipdem  with  edsing  play-
graumnds, The koo, he said, alows
e pamhe dopas cmen T reudly
redebrate the iden of things really
maving arcund, and i you link it
with ol alredy have all
thi infrastructore,

Oveer the months, Mr., Rockaell
and his design team bave refined
thie parts  themsehes, miking
thom Jarger and adding mora
hobes alter sesing iw childven
respanded to them in play ses-
sions arrangal at ciy  sclwols,
There are mow blocks, curved ele-
memls and peces shaped like
urdenl clovers that can be
sacked aligned and connected
with fexible wbing in myriad
WaYE.

Mr. BEockwel is still testing the
forma, which will he an digplay
B children te play with al the
Hew York Holl of Science in
ChaeemE o Jung 28 @l 22 Widlkin
fve years, however, he and Mr.
Harmmuond expect to see them in
ENAISETELS O [y SRS,

“This is an idea tha can add 1o
gerting kKids te play bonger and
play harder and demand (o o
hack mare frequently” My Ham-
momnd zaid. “There's only one
way to go diven @ slide. TI1|:I|E""-E a
wrlmla bumch of ways to build
5"
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New York Tries to Think Outside the Sandbox

Ey DIANE CARDWELL

Mew York City, with its rich histo-
ry of public playgrounds, is on the
verge of a bold experiment in the
way children play, one that could ac-
celerate the trend away [rom mon-
key bars, swings and seesaws used
by generations of city children.

In an unusual public-private part-
nership, the city is developing a play-
ground near the South Street Seaport
that will have trained “play workers™
on hand to help children interact with
features of the new playground: wa-
ter, ramps, sand and specially de-
signed objects meant to spur the
imagination.

The concept is not just another ac-
couterment for Manhattan's pam-
pered toddier set. Rather, city offi-
clals say, it reflects the latest think-
ing about child-rearing. They hope
the new playground concept will be
replicated across the five boroughs
and that it will serve as an inspira-
tion for other cities.

“This i5 a very exciting idea in its
physical presentailon and its poten-
tial o change the way we think of
playgrounds” said the city’s parks
commissioner, Adrian Benepe, add-
ing that it could “once again put New
York City on the cutting edge of play-
ground design and development.”

Based on child-gevelopment thid-
ries that children need to engage in
social and fantasy play rather than
just bulld physical skills, the project
was concelved and is being designed
at no charge by David Rockwell, fa-

Einmaresh Mistry and the Rockwell Group
A designer's rendering of the proposed Lower Manhattan playground.

mous for creating adult play spaces
like the restaurants Mobuo and Café
Gray and the Mohegan Sun casino
and resort.

Although the space is to be open to
the public, the play workers, a con-
cept already popular in Europe, are
being financed by Mr. Rockwell, who
iz raising %2 million privately to cov-
er the costs.

The American playground of
swing sets and steel monkey bars
has already been evolving with more
imaginative features in recent years,
But behaviorists and others say plan-
ners could go even further to reflect

more refined ideas about nurturing
children, especially those younger
than 12,

“Very lttle time is spent by Kids in
playgrounds if they have a choice,”
said Roger Hart, who has been con-
sulting with the Rockwell Group and

the cify in developing the play-

Continued on Page B4
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