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Kids need nature-based play spaces


By Mav Pardee and Pat Nelson
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Concord is blessed with an abundance of nature. With so many wild and near wild places — beautiful woods, fields, bogs, streams and ponds — one might assume that Concord’s children have ample contact with nature and the natural world. But even in our nature-rich community, children often spend more time indoors, in front of screens and in structured activities than they spend outdoors in free play. Family lives are generally busy and scheduled. Good parents want to protect their children from ticks, from too much sun, and to keep them close and supervised. As a result “free range” childhood has all but disappeared, and as educators, parents and grandparents, we’re concerned.


Communities around the country have joined a growing movement to create playspaces that provide opportunities for children to play in natural settings. These nature-based playgrounds allow for the experience of nature-based play within the context of our 21st century lives. Concord Children’s Center has plans to develop a fully accessible nature-based play area serving the community and the early childhood programs at the Ripley school, in the open space near the Ripley School administration building. The center has embarked on this project because of its strong belief that children need the experiences gained from unstructured play in natural environments. 


 When children play in nature, collecting leaves, moving rocks to build forts, or twigs to make fairy houses (look for them ringing Gowing’s Swamp), they are developing their brains, physical abilities and self-confidence. Play with what is called “loose parts” — sticks, tree stumps, pine needles, and rocks — helps children develop multiple aspects of their intelligence. Working cooperatively to create, change and enhance their play space promotes the social development that is key to their growth. Balancing on a log, climbing a hill or hopping from rock to rock develops physical strength, balance and motor planning.  As children explore uneven, rocky surfaces, observe the changing seasons and discover the creatures that share their outdoor environment, they are accumulating important experiences, and sharpening their senses.


Play in nature is inherently unpredictable. Each time a child climbs a tree or builds a dam across a stream, the experience is different. Adjusting to the unpredictable nature of this play fosters the development of creative thinking and problem solving.


Play in green natural spaces helps children cope with stress. Parents whose children have difficulty sitting still or paying attention report that play in nature provides a calming and restorative experience for their active children. Many pediatricians have begun to prescribe more time outdoors for young patients at risk of obesity or depression — two health conditions afflicting growing numbers of young children. The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) says free and unstructured play is healthy and essential for children’s development.


Concord Children’s Center invites the community to learn more about the importance of connecting children to nature and the movement to provide nature based play spaces for young children by attending a lecture, by educator and author, David Sobel, director of the Center for Place Based Education at Antioch University. This lecture, “Why 21st Century Children Need Nature,” will take place on Thursday, Dec. 9, at the Concord Children’s Center’s West Concord campus, 1300 Main St. The center will share its concept plan for a nature based playground at Ripley and solicit ideas from attendees. This lecture is free and open to the public. Advance notice of attendance is appreciated. Please call us at 978-369-3747 or e-mail us at Ripley@concordchildrenscenter.org. For more information about Concord Children’s Center please visit our website at www.concordchildrenscenter.org.








Mav Pardee is director of Children’s Investment Fund an advocate and funder for natural play spaces in urban neighborhoods. Pat Nelson is executive director of the Concord Children’s Center. 
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