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EXPLORE! A CHILD’S NATURE BROOKFIELD ZOO, ILLINOIS
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“One visit to the Hamill Family Play Zoo affected one of my children
enough that she not only learned to love the animal (a lemur), but

believed that she could make a difference in its life!”
CHICAGO AREA PARENT

GROWING CARING CHILDREN

ROBIN MOORE

NOTHING LIKE THIS PROJECT HAD BEEN TACKLED BEFORE IN THE WORLD OF ZOOS: A ZOO
created as a place where children can connect to nature emotionally, through play.
Explore! A Child’s Nature/the Hamill Family Play Zoo and Play Gardens, part of
Brookfield Zoo, is the first children’s zoo in the country to adopt adventure play as a
core concept of its program. The mission of the Hamill Family Play Zoo and Play
Gardens embraces the assumption that children’s experiences at a zoo can make a
difference in their lives and in the world. Children role-play as animals, create animal
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The Hamill Family Play Zoo entrance announces immediately that children are here to play.

PROJECT Explore! A Child’s Nature, Hamill Family Play Zoo and Play Gardens
Brookfield Zoo, Brookfield, Illinois DATE DESIGNED 1998-99
COMPLETED June 2000 CONSTRUCTION COST $6.7 million SIZE 10 acres when
completed CLIENT Chicago Zoological Society, Brookfield Zoo DESIGN TEAM
Brookfield Zoo; MIG, Inc.; Wheeler Kearns Architects; Douglas/Gallagher ENGINEERING
Hanscomb Associates, Inc.  PROJECT MANAGEMENT McClier Corporation

LOCATION
CONSTRUCTION

EXPLORE! A CHILD’S NATURE

habitats with natural materials, search
for bugs, and participate in animal care,
feeding and grooming—exciting and
appealing ways to learn about animals
and nature.

The two primary physical components
of the zoo are:

= The Play Zoo, located in the redevel-
oped and expanded former Small
Mammal House (which dates from
the 1950s).

= The Play Gardens, surrounding the
Play Zoo building and easily accessible
from it, providing a broad range of
outdoor experiences in both pro-
grammed and non-programmed
spaces.

The Play Zoo and Gardens are the first
phase of Explore! A Child’s Nature.
When completed, the entire Children’s
Play Zoo will encompass ten acres of
diverse play settings for children and
youth.

Children can strut like peacocks.
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Adventiire Play
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When completed, the entire Children’s Play Zoo will encompass ten acres of diverse play settings for children and youth.
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Phase 1 of the Children’s Play Zoo Master Plan is the Hamill Family Play Zoo, consisting of interactive animal exhibits and play settings.

EXPLORE! A CHILD’S NATURE s
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Newspapers are used to wrap “treats” hidden by the zoo keepers for the lemurs to discover and eat, to the great delight of children.

The adventure play concept has three
essential components:

= A team of trained play workers, or as
they are called at the Hamill Family
Play Zoo, “Play Partners.” These
professionals work with children and
families in an educational role of
facilitation rather than traditional
instruction.

= An interactive, participatory environ-
ment designed to support experiences

EXPLORE! A CHILD’S NATURE

by children and families with the phys-
ical settings and features of the play
200.

= An indoor-outdoor environment
designed to offer attractive and varied
activities year round.

The zoo provides settings in which all
members of the community, of all
ages, abilities and cultures, can partici-
pate and share experiences.

The Play Zoo opened in the spring of
2001, and rapidly became a popular,
repeat visit destination for families,
schools and youth organizations from
the Chicago region. The target audience
is families with children up to 10 years
old and their siblings.

Explore! A Child’s Nature/Hamill
Family Play Zoo is located within a
private institution (Brookfield Zoo);



The exhibit design lets children sit on the
same rock as a lemur, separated by a glass
panel.

nonetheless, it provides an unmatched
opportunity for assessment within the
broader frame of reference of universal
and inclusive design.

DESIGN GOALS

The overall goal of Explore! A Child’s
Nature is to foster a love of animals and
nature by:

= Offering children and their families
year-round, hands-on, open-ended

Play Partners work with children and families in an educational role of facilitation rather
than traditional instruction; here children are pretending to be lemurs, complete with tails.

opportunities to play with, work
with, and care for animals and plants;

= Setting a context that encourages
families to experience animals and
nature in their everyday lives, wher-
ever they are; and

= Providing the materials, ideas and
experiences that help adults rediscover
the magic and importance of child-
hood, play and nature; and encourag-
ing them to integrate these elements
into their everyday lives.

The philosophy embodied in this last
goal focuses on allowing children to
playfully explore their environment and
to make their own discoveries. This
approach assumes that the environment
can be designed to stimulate children’s
intrinsic motivation to explore and
learn about their surroundings through
play. The philosophy also recognizes the
practical reality of an environment that
can attract thousands of visitors on a
midsummer’s weekend. With such high
levels of use, the environment must be
appropriately prepared and managed for
sustainability, while at the same time

EXPLORE! A CHILD’S NATURE
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engaging users of all ages and abilities to
play and learn.

USER GROUPS

= Families with children 10 years old
and under

= Older accompanying siblings
= School-aged children on field visits
and their teachers

= Children from preschool centers

= Children with special needs from
specialized programs

= Children enrolled in summer or
vacation programs and accompanying
staff

= Children’s birthday groups
= College students conducting research

DESIGN PROCESS

A key to the success of the Play Zoo was
the preparatory work the zoo staff proj-
ect team completed before the design
consultants were hired. For two years,
the Brookfield Zoo Southeast Section
Planning Team (SES) organized a series
of seminars and workshops with a broad

The zoo provides relaxing time-out settings for parents, such as this parent resource space in the Zoo-At-Home area.

EXPLORE! A CHILD’S NATURE
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Children’s ideas are integrated into many aspects of the zoo’s design and programming.

variety of consultants and stakeholders
to pin down the core purpose of the
project. The final outcome of this
process was the decision to base the
Play Zoo on children’s play as a vehicle
for emotional development in relation
to animals and nature.

In this regard, Brookfield Zoo was a
“perfect client,” meaning that a fully

articulated mission and purpose for the
new children’s zoo was used as the basis
for hiring a design consultant aligned
with these core values. For this reason,
the match between client and consultant
worked well.

The design process engaged a project
team composed of selected members
from the original SES planning team

along with other zoo staff and the
design consultants. Together, this group
participated in the design process for
OVer one year.

The design team included representa-
tion of all major functions of the zoo
pertaining to the new project, including
exhibit design and fabrication, veteri-
nary science, groundskeeping, water
quality, docent and volunteer program-
ming, education, safety, development,
operations, communications and animal
curatorship.

A series of design workshops carried the
design team from general considerations
of alternative site development concepts
to detailed layout, materials selection,
lighting, acoustics, air conditioning and
plant materials.

The concept of behavior or activity set-
ting was used throughout the design
process as the common framework for
investigating alternative programmatic
themes, functional requirements,
detailed features of the space, and the
match with user needs.

EXPLORE! A CHILD’S NATURE
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Activity Setting Structure of the Play Zoo and Play Gardens

Indoor Settings: Play Zoo

Z0O0-WITHIN-A-ZOO Z00-AT-HOME INDOOR SUPPORT FACILITIES

120

Animal Exhibits

Lemur Exhibits
Reptile Run

Bird Exhibit/Aviary
The Mountain

Zoo Director’s Office
Animal Hospital
Workshop

Indoor Garden Play

Family Room
m  Small Pet Display
= Contact
m Habitat-Making Area

Living Room
= Grooming
= Demo

Dramatic Play Area

Study

Information

Resource Area Stories
Pet Memories Area
Nature Crafts

Cat Room/Storage

Bath Room

Dog Bathing

= Grooming

m Fish and Aquaria

m Demonstration Area

Child’'s Room
= Swap Shop

Stages

Adult Resource Station
Parent Trees

Quiet Alcoves
Restrooms

Base Office

Real Food Preparation
Basement

Carts
m Visitors Services Cart
m Life Safety Cart
m Research Cart

Outdoor Settings: Play Gardens

MAIN ENTRY PLAZA
SOUTH ENTRY PLAZA

INSECT WALK
Willow Tunnel
Insect Exhibits
Dress Up
Storage

ANIMAL HOMES ADVENTURE PLAY

Building Material Storage

EXPLORE! A CHILD’S NATURE

BACKYARD

Patio

Animal Homes Play Garden
Woody Knoll

Earth Play Garden

Pet Play Garden

Pond/Stream Play Garden
m Forest Maze
m Demonstration Lawn
= Family Gardens
m Parent Resource Area

CIRCULATION

Primary Pathways
Secondary Pathways
Secret Pathways

Maintenance Pathways

Ambulance and Fire Dept. Access

OUTDOOR SUPPORT FACILITIES

Niches

Cart Pads and Vending Carts



