By Zoch Choutacy

Remember when school ploy
areas were all ohoul sofety ond
atricture, providing children with standord
plery elements thal didn’l vary much from school
1o school?

After checking in with Sorah Grant of Murphy Burnham
Buttrick Architects (MBE), who hos warked on severol school
projects recenfly, the big trend these days with school ploy spoces
appears fa be designing play areos that provide plenty of options — ond
allow children's imoginofions o kake Right, There's recently been o lot
of emphosis an fexibility™ Grant sald. “We've seen a reswrgence of the
‘odventure’ ployground thet gives children more cholee in their rengs of
acfivities and leoves more room for them e use their imagination.”

She emphasized that the aptimal design process in creating an effective
ploy spoce is one where the architectural feam works closaby with
educotors — resulting in modern ploygrounds ond cutdoor areas thot
connect strongly with some of todoy’s most influentiol learning modes.

“The current emphosis on sludentled ocliviies with play spoces is o
reflection of the larger arning based irendy of STEM and STEAM, " Grant
remorked. “Studentled behaviar B being chomploned in the design of
ploy spoces.”

Anciher frending element of play space design she highlighted is
‘octive design,” creafing spaces thot spur physical activity in o controllad
snvircnment thot ollows for that to hoppen. Gront alsa said that when
it comes fo ploy structures, one compelling trend she's seen ther i
the showcosing of ocluol authentic items rather than the swings, slides
and monkey bars of doys gone by, For example, of the MEB-designed
5t Hildo's & St Hugh's School Ploydeck in Mew York City, outhentic
‘changing exhibits’ os play structures hove ranged frem on actual tugboat
section to guthenfic ainplone fuseloge.

Craig Siepka, Al&, LEED AP a vice president. project axecutive ond
design principal with Wight & Compony, soid that design opprooches
that hove previoushy paid off for school intaricrs are now being appliad
1o ouldoor spaces.

“There's o more sophisticated and intentianol woy to how we treaf the
autside of the bullding, which lends itself 1 o differant woy of exploring
a child’s edicotional experdence. There's o fudon bebwesn the different
elements including security, play ond learning, ” he explained. “We spend
a lot of fime finking abaut ond designing interior spoces that serve
muttiple funciions. That some kind of thinking is now being extendad to
how we choreograph o students’ educafional experiences on the other
side of the walls.”

Siepko odded that ancther trend is greater consideralion towards oge
groups and childhood development when it comes to ploy spoces.

Todoy's architects and designers cre designing spoced with the
developmental needs of specific age groups in mind. With very young
children, for example, desterity and mabilify are imperiont, o is engaging
the senses in ways thot are conducive fo early childhood development,”
he remarked, “Wa're croffing ployground spoces so that they'ne mare
integral with the londscape, rather than just selecfing something
off the shelf, We wont to crecte snvironments that feel more
nature-based and mare organic "

Recent Wight & Company design efforts in this
aren include a pair of projects in lllineis —
the Sunset Ridge School in Morthfield
ond the Jane L ‘Westerhold
Eorly leorning Canter in
Das Ploines.
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Spaces Spur Creativity and Development
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