
Enter at Your Own Risk: Creating Authentic 
Children’s Gardens in a Built World



8/27/2018 "Enter at Your Own Risk" 2018 APGA Annual Conference 2

Panel members:

• Susan Pell, Nick Nelson, United 
States Botanic Garden, 
Washington, District of 
Columbia

• Shari Edelson, The Arboretum 
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• Jeri Deneen, Jon Powell 
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Risk and Children’s Play: What the Research Tells Us

All photos: The Arboretum at Penn State, unless otherwise noted
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Agenda:

• The benefits of risky play

• Parental perceptions of risk and safety

• The costs of engineering risk and free 
play out of children’s experience

• Where children’s gardens fit in
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The Benefits of Risky Play

• Distinguishing risk from hazard

• Risky play: Play that “combine[s] the joy of freedom with just the right measure of fear to 
produce the exhilarating blend known as thrill” (Gray, 2014.)

• Hazard: “A source of harm that is not obvious to the child, such that the potential for injury 
is hidden” (Wallach, 1992.)
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The Benefits of Risky Play

• Types of risky play (Sandseter, 2011.)

• Great heights!

• Rapid speeds!

• Dangerous tools!

• Dangerous elements!

• Rough and tumble!

• Disappearing!

• What do all of these have in common?

• Why might this be important?
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The Benefits of Risky Play

• An evolutionary perspective:
The anti-phobic effects of thrilling 
experiences (Sandseter, 2011.)

• A developmental perspective: 
Learning resilience and developing 
competence (Brussoni et al., 2012.)
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Parental Perceptions of Risk and Safety

• Parental safety concerns are the 
largest influence on children’s access 
to independent play (Valentine and 
McKendrick, 1997.)

• 43% of UK parents in a 2006 survey 
thought children under 14 should not be 
allowed outside unsupervised; 22% 
believed this to be true of children up to 
age 16! (Living Streets, 2009.)

• Cultural norms influence parental 
behavior (Thomas et al, 2016.)

• Our current parenting norm: constant 
direct adult supervision of children

• Consequences of violating this norm 
range from harsh criticism to legal action
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The Costs of Engineering Risk and Free Play out of Children’s 
Experience

• Impacts to physical health and well-being

• The childhood obesity epidemic

• Growing sense of disconnection with the natural world

• Team sports as a replacement for free play in many school and leisure settings

• Rules are set by adults, who also adjudicate all disputes

• 3.5 million children under age 14, or 1 out of 7 children engaged in youth sports, receive 
medical treatment for sports injuries per year (Gray, 2014.)

• Intensively-parented children develop anxiety and depression in adolescence
• The overly-constrained children of today are the anxious, depressed, and dependent young 

adults of tomorrow (Estroff Marano, 2004.)
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Where Children’s Gardens Fit In

• Facilitating children’s engagement 
with natural environments

• “Pushing the envelope” with design

• Reflecting and amplifying 
organizational mission
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A Place to connect to the 
Natural Environment
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Nature Play Challenges

through

under

over
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How to avoid compaction or loosing the plant collection
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Not a dog park with bare ground
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Not a playground with no plants
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Overall considerations: 
sight lines and circulation
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Build discovery and channel flows with raised landforms + plants
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Raised Beds to 
expose plants
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Balance between social spaces for interaction and energy dispersion, 
versus compressed moments for discovery and spaces for plants.
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Elevate plants for multi-sensorial experience and protection
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Provide pockets of open space for activities within dense planting
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Structures for vines
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Nestle social spaces within backdrops of planting
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Provide planned cut-through framed by resilient planting
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Create nooks and pockets for plants
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Topography as edges or barrier to channel flows
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Use landscape elements as edges for plants
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Adapt pathways when needed, but extending overall character



8/27/2018 "Enter at Your Own Risk" 2018 APGA Annual Conference 36

Weaving plants and children’s flow lines and energy
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USBG Children’s 
Garden circa 2005
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Establishing a need for 
change
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Phase A, Constructed 2015

Briefing Date

Raised Planters

Tool Shed Trellis

Mist Poles
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Phase A Water Features
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Phase A Raised Beds
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Watering Can Fill Station
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Phase B, Constructed 2017

Platform Discovery Structure

Dandelion Sculptures

Briefing Date
Digging Area

Kiwi Tunnel

Leaf Trellis and Watering Can Seats

Toadstool Seats

Grass Maze
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Platform Discovery Structure
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Platform Discovery Structure



8/27/2018 "Enter at Your Own Risk" 2018 APGA Annual Conference 46

Leaf Shades
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Dandelion Sculptures
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Children learn to think creatively 
through their interactions
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Prepare for battle

“In preparing for battle I have always found that plans are 

useless, but planning is indispensable.”

Dwight D. Eisenhower
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“You may be a city kid when, shoveling is a total delight.”
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It’s all worth it!!!
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Sanitization of 
Play
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© Ocean View Window Cleaning

Sanitization of 
Play
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Sanitization of 
Play

“Dig in: eating dirt and 
playing in the mud are 
thought to confer 
protection from 
allergies and asthma” 
and inflammatory 
diseases.
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Sanitization of 
Play

An 8-year old’s 
handprint on a 
petri dish after 
playing outside.
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Distractions
Briefing Date

A recent British 
survey found that 
kids spend half as 
much time (4 hours 
per week!) playing 
outside as their 
parent’s generation 
did.
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Urbanization

According to the 
2010 census, just 
over 80% of 
Americans live in 
urban areas.
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Michael Potyomin
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Structured Programs and Informal Learning Opportunities

U.S. Botanic Garden
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Structured Programs and Informal Learning Opportunities

U.S. National Arboretum

U.S. Botanic Garden
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Play-based Learning

Shaw Nature Reserve, 
Missouri Botanical Garden
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Play-based Learning

Missouri Botanical Garden



8/27/2018 "Enter at Your Own Risk" 2018 APGA Annual Conference 110

Play-based Learning

U.S. Botanic Garden
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Play-based Learning
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Encouraging Discovery

Brooklyn Botanic Garden
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Encouraging Discovery

U.S. Botanic Garden
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Teaching / Taking Risks
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Teaching / Taking Risks

U.S. Botanic Garden The Huntington
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Teaching / Taking Risks

Chicago Botanic Garden
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• spell@aoc.gov
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• Emmanuel Didier, Didier Design Studio LLC
• ed@didierdesignstudio.com

• Jeri Deneen, Jon Powell Deneen Powell Atelier, Inc.
• jeri@dpadesign.com
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