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A round-table discussion

12 November 2013, 9:00 – 11:00 am
Coffee and light breakfast provided. 
Discussion begins promptly at 9:30 am. 

CUNY Graduate Center
365 Fifth Avenue at 34th Street
New York, NY 10016 
Telephone: 212.817.1905

In recent decades, growing concerns about 
children’s safety have led to heightened 
restrictions on children’s play and move-
ment. These changes in societal attitudes 
have affected the design of  playgrounds, 
which serve as most children’s primary 
outdoor environments for free play. Gen-
eralized fears about potential injuries 
have led to playground designs that prize 
children’s safety over effective challenge 
and play value. Research shows, however, 
that protecting children from risks may 
have serious consequences for their physi-
cal and mental health—with repercussions 
for society at large. How can we balance 
the desire to protect children while at the 
same time offering them the freedom to 
take risks? What is the potential for moving 
policy and public perception to a more  
balanced approach?

The session is scheduled to take advantage 
of  the visit to the USA by Julian Richter, 
Managing Director, Richter Spielgeräte 
GmbH, playground equipment manufac-
turer and former chair of  the technical 
committee for European safety standards, 
who is well known for his approach to man-
aged risk taking in play. 

Moderators:

Jane Clark Chermayeff, President, Architectural 
Playground Equipment, Inc., planner and 
recreation consultant

Roger Hart, Director, Children’s Environments 
Research Group, CUNY Graduate Center

Risk-Benefit:

 
Contact info@archplayequipment.com

Balancing Creativity and Concern in Playground Design

We wish to invite you to a round-table discussion organized by The Children’s Environments Research Group of 
CUNY Graduate Center and Architectural Playground Equipment, Inc. This is an invitation-only event for a select 
number of  participants, and your prompt response would be appreciated. 
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Contacts

1 Jeffrey Sandgrund

Tittle: Director of Operations, Brooklyn Bridge Park

e-mail: jsandgrund@bbpnyc.org

2 Christopher Nolan

Tittle: VP for Planning, Design and Construction Central           
       Park Conservancy

e-mail: CNolan@centralparknyc.org 

3 Marie Warsh

Tittle: Director of Preservation Planning, Central Park         
       Conservancy

e-mail: mwarsh@centralparknyc.org

4 Elaine Gangel

Tittle: Specialist in professional liability and construction   
       and design law, Byrne & O'Neill, LLP

e-mail: ecg@gogick.com

5 Hanna Rosin

Tittle: Founding Editor, Slate's DoubleX

e-mail: hanna.rosin@gmail.com

6 Roger Hart

Tittle: Director, Center for Human Environments and
       Children's Environments Research Group, CUNY   
       Graduate Center

e-mail: rhart@gc.cuny.com

7 Nadine Levick

Tittle: Emergency Medicine physician, clinician, academic   
        and researcher

e-mail: nlevick@attglobal.net

8 Edward Miller

Tittle: Vice-President, Corby Associates, Inc.

e-mail: ed@corbyassociates.com

9 Julian Richter

Tittle: Managing Director, Richter Spielgeräte GmbH

e-mail: 

10 Julia Rousakis

Tittle: Project Supervisor, Architectural Playground    
       Equipment

e-mail: jrousakis@jcca-nyc.com

12 Jane Clark Chermayeff

Tittle: President, Architectural Playground Equipment

e-mail: jcc@jcca-nyc.com

13 Chelsea Hoffman

Tittle: Project Supervisor, Architectural Playground    
       Equipment

e-mail: choffman@archplayequipment.com

14 Paige Johnson

Tittle: Editor, Playscapes blog

e-mail: arcady@cox.net

15 Eleanor Luken

Tittle: Doctoral Student, Environmental Psychology    
       Research Assistant, CUNY Graduate Center

e-mail: eleanor.luken@gmail.com

16 Richard Dattner

Tittle: Architect,  Dattner Architects

e-mail: rdattner@dattner.com

17 William Weisz

Tittle: Playground Design Consultant

e-mail: wweisz@optonline.net

18 Nyunny Kim

Tittle: Senior Associate, MVVA

e-mail: nkim@mvvainc.com

19 Jen Pindyck

Tittle: Landscape Architect, MVVA

e-mail: jpindyck@mvvainc.com

20 Tyler Krob

Tittle: Landscape Architect, MVVA

e-mail: tkrob@mvvainc.com

21 Melissa Potter Ix

Tittle: Principal, Siteworks Landscape Architecture

e-mail: mpotterix@siteworkscm.com

11 Peter Heuken

Tittle: Director of Projects, Richter Spielgeräte GmbH

e-mail: Management@richter-spielgeraete.de

22 Donna Walkavage

Tittle: Landscape Architect, Stantec

e-mail: Donna.Walcavage@stantec.com
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Summary

Moving Forward

A number of  small, feasible ideas were identified over 
the course of  the conversation: 

1. Think about language used to talk to parents: Fo-
cus on the benefits, find  language that resonates 
(ex: “challenge” is a better choice than “risk”)

2. Think about how risk is evaluated and communicat-
ed on playgrounds

3.  Acknowledge the concerns of  a diverse group of  
design allies, including maintenance staff

4. Develop creative design solutions that respond the 
layers of  standards playgrounds must adhere to 
(ASTM/CPSC + ADA)

5. Find a way to align concerns about play value with 
growing public concern about the competitiveness 
of  education and the erosion of  play opportunities

6. For POLICY MAKERS: Bring a child development 
perspective to bear on play-related policy

What We Heard

A collection of  design recommendations and key quotes 
from the discussion:

• Create play environments that minimize children’s 
anxiety and frustration

• Design risks such that children can see, understand, 
and explore them

• Design for the behavior you want to see in children 
as well as adults (ex: hills slow children down

• Think carefully about enclosures: where needed, 
what type, how high, how much space they enclose

5

The morning began with an introduction by Jane Clark Chermayeff  that explored today’s diminished 
state of  play and the juxtaposition of  our increasingly risk-averse society with current research into the 
role of  risk in healthy child development. Julian Richter, Sr. then discussed the importance of  play value 
and risk management, from both the German legal perspective and his personal vision for improving 
the state of  childhood for the future. Roger Hart initiated a wide-ranging discussion of  play in America 
that touched on issues as diverse as child development, legal procedures, and the power of  custodians 
to veto design plans. In the end, the group arrived at the consensus that what is needed is both revised 
policy and stan dards and new cultural norms. It was acknowledged that this conversation, in various 
forms, has already been going on for a number of  decades but has not yet created significant change. To 
make a difference, we will need to adopt a broader perspective that looks at challenges to child develop-
ment overall and brings together a truly interdisciplinary coalition of  advocates and experts.

“We must think about risk perception and risk aware-
ness.” –Nadine Levick

“PLaygrounds are spaces that bring together people of  
all ages and abilities.” –Christopher Nolan

“Kids don’t understand the repercussions of  risk be-
cause they don’t have experience with risk.”  
–Elaine Gangel

“Are we entering a POST-PLAYGROUND ERA?”
–Paige Johnson



a
p

eArchitectural Playground Equipment, Inc.
www.archplayequipment.com

References and Bibliography

6

Child Development
Brussoni, Mariana, Lise Olsen, Ian Pike, and David Sleet. “Risky 
Play and Children’s Safety:  Balancing Priorities for Opti-
mal Child Development.” International Journal of Environmental  
Research and Public Health. (2012): 3134-3148.

Copeland, MD, Kristen, Susan Sherman, DPA, Cassandra Kend-
eigh, BA, Heidi Kalkwarf, PhD, and Brian Saelens, PhD. “Societal 
Values and Policies May Curtail Preschool Children’s Physical 
Activity in Child Care Centers.” Pediatrics. No. 2 (2012).

Marano, Hara Estroff. “A Nation of  Wimps.” Psychology Today, 
November/December 20004.

Nicholson, Simon. “The Theory of  Loose Parts, An important 
principle for design methodology.” Studies in Design Education 
Craft & Technology. No. 2 (1972). 

Newson, John, and Elizabeth Newson. Four Years Old in an Urban 
Community. Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co., 1968.

Newson, John, and Elizabeth Newson. Seven Years Old in the 
Home Environment. Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England: Pen-
guin Books, 1968.

Gill, Tim. No Fear: Growing Up in a Risk-Averse Society. London: 
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, 2007.

http://rethinkingchildhood.com/

History
Clements, Rhonda. “An Investigation of  the Status of  Outdoor 
Play.” Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood. No. 5 (2004): 68-
80.

Derbyshire, David. “How Children Lost the Right to Roam in Four 
Generations.” Daily Mail, June 15, 2007.

Frost, Joe. A History of Children’s Play and Play Environments: 
Toward a Contemporary Child-Saving Movement. New York: Rout-
ledge, 2010.

Legal/Policy Perspectives
Andrews, Edmund. “When Bad Things Happen to German 
People; Where a Lawsuit Can’t Get Any Respect.” The New York 
Times, March 15, 1998.

Ball, D. J. “Policy issues and risk-benefit trade-offs of  ‘safer sur-
facing’ for children’s playgrounds.” Accident Analysis and Preven-
tion. No. 36 (2004):  661–670.

Howard, Philip. “The Freedom to Take Risks,” in Life Without Law-
yers, 34-48. New York: W. W.  Norton and Company, 2010. 

Play Safety Forum. Managing Risk in Play Provision: A Position 
Statement. London: Children’s Play Council, 2002. http://www.
playengland.org.uk/resources/managing-risk-in-play-provision- 
a-position-statement.aspx

Common Good, legal reform non-profit: www.commongood.org

Risk-Benefit
Almon, Joan. Adventure: The Value of Risk in Children’s Play. An-
napolis, MD: Alliance for Childhood, 2013.

Ball, D.J. Playgrounds—Risks, benefits and choices, Contract Re-
search Report No. 426/2002. Sudbury: HSE Books, 2002. 

Harbottle, Harry. “Are Playgrounds Too Safe?” Interview with 
Jian Ghomeshi. Q. CBC radio. November 28, 2012. http://www.
cbc.ca/q/blog/2012/11/28/are-playgrounds-too-safe/

Health and Safety Executive. Children’s Play and Leisure—Pro-
moting a Balanced Approach.(2012).http://www.hse.gov.uk/en-
tertainment/childs-play-statement.htm

Reddy, Sumathi. “Playing It Too Safe?.” The Wall Street Journal, 
November 19, 2012.

Tierney, John. “Can a Playground Be Too Safe?.” The New York 
Times, July 18, 2011.

Injury statistics from CPSC: http://www.cpsc.gov/en/Research--
Statistics/NEISS-Injury Data/standards

Standards and Guidelines 
ASTM (American Society for Testing and Materials)
CPSC (Consumer Product Safety Commission)
ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act)
EN-1176 (European Standards for Playground Equipment)

Ball, D.J., Gill, T, and Spiegal, B. Managing Risk in Play Provision: 
Implementation Guide. London: Play  England, Depart-
ment for Children, Schools and Families; and Department for 
Culture,  Media and Sport. (2008).

Noteworthy Playgrounds and Play Advocates
Beauvoir Outdoors
Official site: http://www.beauvoirschool.org/beauvoiroutdoors
APE photos: http://archplayequipment.com/richter/beauvoir-
outdoors.html

Brooklyn Bridge Park
Official site: http://www.brooklynbridgepark.org/events/recre-
ation-facilities/playgrounds 
APE photos: http://archplayequipment.com/richter/brooklyn-
bridge-park.html

Prospect Park – Donald & Barbara Zucker Natural Exploration 
Area
Official site: http://www.prospectpark.org/about/community-
news-updates-post/zucker-natural-exploration-area 

Blogger photos: http://mommypoppins.com/prospect-park-
playground-donald-barbara-zucker-natural-exploration-area

10 Adventure Playgrounds in the UK
http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/article-1356402625938/

UK Play Advocacy Groups: 
www.playengland.org.uk, 
www.playwales.org.uk
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Life without a swing is a misunderstanding!
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–Hugo Kukelhaus


