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Stakeholder planning meeting 
Parents and community partners discuss the project and the process to follow 
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Design	  Workshop	  	  
	  	  

Each	  group	  develops	  a	  design	  program	  for	  their	  ideal	  outdoor	  space	  with	  
the	  guidance	  of	  the	  NLI	  design	  team.	  

The	  Natural	  Learning	  Ini>a>ve	  •	  College	  of	  	  Design	  •	  NC	  State	  University	  	  



Transla'ng	  construc'on	  paper	  to	  	  
schema'c	  design	  

The	  Natural	  Learning	  Ini>a>ve	  •	  College	  of	  	  Design	  •	  NC	  State	  University	  	  



Keys to success for OLE development	


• Community	  par'cipa'on	  
• Stakeholder	  iden'fica'on	  and	  engagement	  
• Teacher	  engagement	  and	  training	  

	  …	  and	  more	  training	  
• Train	  the	  trainers	  to	  become	  peer	  leaders	  
• Incremental	  development	  linked	  to	  fund-‐raising	  
• Master	  plan	  as	  guiding	  light	  and	  fund-‐raising	  lever	  
• Technical	  backup	  and	  hand-‐holding	  
• Defuse	  regulatory	  myths	  
• Get	  regulators	  on	  board	  



Creating a Supportive Network, 2011  
NC Division of Child Development and Early Education (DCDEE) 
Licensing Consultants and Environmental Assessors 
 

205 participants 
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Design Program 

• Describes proposed outdoor settings  
• Guides the current and future site development 



Programming Workshop 
Ask: 

Who will the users be? 
Include ages and number of users 



Programming Workshop 
Ask: 

What will the primary 
activities be? 

 
•  Generally these are verbs and 

end in –ing 

•  There are no right or wrong 
answers 



Programming Workshop 
Ask: 

What designed settings will 
be required to support  these 
activities? 
 

•   Again, there are no right    
   or wrong answers 



Sand 
play 

From Workshop to Program to Settings 
Stakeholder Input Program Document 

Setting Images 

Pouring 
Crawling 
Scooping 
Sifting 
Building 

Examining 
Carrying 

Creating 

Squatting 



Learning 
Garden 

From Workshop to Program to Settings 
Stakeholder Input Program Document 

Picking 
Tasting 

Raking 

Growing 
Tending 

Hoping 



Learning 
Garden 

From Workshop to Program to Settings 
Stakeholder Input Program Document 

Setting Images 

Picking 
Tasting 

Raking 

Growing 
Tending 

Hoping 



Group work 
 
1.  Group identifies outdoor activities for infants, toddlers, 

and two years old children. Be innovative! 

2.  Use one post-it note per activity. A color per age group. 

3.  Cluster activities (moving post-its on larger sheet of 
paper). 

4.  Define the type of space necessary to carry out two or 
three activities per age group. 

5.  List them. 

6.  Share! 
Please nominate a note taker. 



The Bog area contains a full 
range of native aquatic plants 
and is easily accessible from 
the proposed building.  
 
A boardwalk crosses the 
setting, affording children a 
close-up view of the riparian 
habitat.  

Teacher- “I would like a bog 
with turtles and frogs.” 

Director -“We definitely 
want an outdoor classroom 
and amphitheatre.” 

The Outdoor Classroom provides 
a semi-sheltered outdoor space 
usable year round.  
 
Storage is provided for everyday 
outdoor materials, tools, and 
equipment.  
 
Recommended construction is 
timber with a deck floor. 

From Workshop to Program to Settings 

Bog Garden 

Outdoor Classroom 

Group Input Program 
  Description 

Setting Image 



Design Process 

1.   Design programming 

2.   Action plan 

3.   Installation 

4.   Sustainability plan 
Community engagement 
Fundraising 



Sell your idea…! 
 
Work collaboratively to create a strategy 
to implement the project 



Opportunities                        Challenges 



 
 

Working collaboratively 
 
•  NC Division of Child Development and Early Learning 
•  NC Rated License Assessment Project 
•  Children’s Environment Health Branch – DHHS 
•  Outdoor Learning Environment Advocates 

Tomatoes in child care centers? 
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NC OLE Alliance Position Statement “Digging in the Dirt”: 
There is tremendous value in having youngsters experience, work and play with dirt. In stating this, we are not 
suggesting activities using the dirt that you find at the edge of your parking lot that may contain car oil run-off or 
animal feces. Rather we are alluding to the rich soil that exists in your school or home garden or in your woods. The 
friable feeling of dirt, the fragrance of it and the different types of soil youngsters can discover and learn about all 
contribute to a rich sensory experience for children.  
 

Our state has such a broad variety of soils. We have the clays of the Piedmont, the stony soils of the Mountains, the sandy and peaty soils of 
the Coastal Plain. Each type of soil allows children to experience an array of textures and encourages them to explore and to make 
discoveries. Here are some suggested activities to get you started: 
 

x Investigate what kind of soil you have in your play yard – under the trees, by the garden – in the different places that make up your 
outdoor learning environment.  

x Have children bring in a baggie of soil from their own backyard and encourage them to compare them.  
x Bring in different types of soil for children to explore; rich mulches, topsoils, silts, sands and clay.  
x Make your own soil using leaves, sand and soil from the ground and explore a range of soil recipes.  
x Investigate the creatures who live in the soil; earthworms, insects and rolly pollies. Look for pebbles and other natural matter in the 

soil.  
x When it rains allow children to discover how the soil turns into mud and malleable clay.  
x Provide opportunities for children to turn that rain soaked soil into mud pies and pots and to sculpt soil when it’s wet.   
x Use your existing flower beds and raised beds for digging and discovery.  
x Shake soil form the school yard in a jar and discover what floats, what remains suspended and what settles to the bottom of the jar.  

 

The possibilities that explorations with soil/dirt provide for learning and sensory experiences for children are endless!  So, start digging!  
 

1. Is it really ok to have a dirt pile for the children to dig in on your playground?  If so is a cover needed?  (One suggestion 
is to have a large round “swimming pool tub” to put the dirt in, or a type of sand table that can be covered. However, can 
a dirt area be created that has borders with a cover similar to a sand pit play area?) 
 

NCRLAP - Yes, dirt is fine as an alternative to 
sand play. To earn credit, there must be evidence 
that providing dirt play is intentional; meaning 
that there is enough to dig in, scoop, pour, 
experiment with and additionally there should be 
materials or tools provided for children to use 
such as shovels, etc. Higher levels of quality 
require more variety in materials and also 
increased frequency of sensory play experiences. 
When infants and toddlers are enrolled a cover is 

DCD - Dirt pile would be acceptable but would 
need to be maintained.  
 

CEHB - Handwashing is required after outdoor 
activity. Sandboxes are required to allow for 
proper drainage, covered when not in use and 
kept clean. Similar recommendations would be 
made for a “dirt area”. In addition, the history and 
source of the soil would be important information. 
Where was the dirt obtained? The concern is 
potential contaminants such as lead or pesticides. 
 



Working collaboratively 

 
 

NC OLE Alliance Position Statement on “Growing Tomatoes” in preschool gardens: 

There is tremendous value in gardening with children.  Tomatoes can bring much learning, day by day wonder as fruit grows, flare and 

yes . . . delicious fruit to eat!  There has been some controversy over growing tomatoes in licensed child care centers because the leaves 

and stems of tomato plants have mild toxicity. Our state leaders have engaged in research and case studies and have determined that the 

toxicity levels of the leaves and stem are very low. Ingesting them would be problematic only in large quantities, and there is no evidence 

or cases to indicate that tomatoes should be prohibited from the outdoor learning environment for children 3 years of age or older.  

Tomato plants are not recommended for infants and toddler areas because children of this developmental stage enjoy exploring their 

environment with their mouths. 

 

Why should we grow tomatoes? There are many reasons to grow tomatoes. One is that they grow in abundance in North Carolina and 

provide nutritious and delicious fruit for meals and snacks. From a seed or young plant, children learn firsthand that tomatoes come from 

our garden, not just the food shelf. Children learn the concepts of smaller and larger as the fruit grows. They learn colors and shapes as the 

fruit ripens. Different kinds of tomatoes offer the opportunity to compare and contrast their size, color, firmness, and taste. Some varieties 

ripen in late spring and some extend into the autumn. Children can count how many tomatoes are on the vine, how many are ready to pick 

today and how much today’s harvest weighs.  How many tomatoes will one plant produce? How can we prepare tomatoes?  What does it 

look like inside? Which kind is my favorite?  Imagine all the graphing, documentation, art, celebration and learning that can occur.  

 

You don’t have a garden? We all have different skills and abilities when it comes to growing plants.  Some of us have “green thumbs” 

and some have never tried.  The tomato just might be your first successful gardening adventure.  If you have never gardened, you might 

try a few container plants of tomatoes.  Place them in the sun and give them good soil and water them often. You may find yourself and 

the children in your class growing more fruits and vegetables after this success! 

 

You are an experienced gardener? You have probably experienced success with tomatoes at home or in the gardens “outside your 

fence”.  Now, you can grow tomatoes and offer preschool children an “up close and personal” experience with the life cycle of a tomato! 

Enjoy!  
 

 

NCRLAP - Yes, growing tomatoes in your garden is 

fine. Gardening is viewed as an intentional planned 

activity when there are enough tools and supplies for 

children (such as gardening spades, gloves, watering 

cans, wheel barrows). Handwashing is required when 

children return indoors after gardening. Growing 

tomatoes in infant and toddler play areas is not 

recommended.  

DCD - Yes, growing tomatoes inside your 

licensed child care outdoor learning 

environment is fine for children age 3 years 

of age or older.  Gardens are acceptable but 

would need to be maintained. 

Growing tomato plants in infant and toddler 

play areas (children 2 years of age or 

younger) is not allowed. 

CEHB - Handwashing is required after 

outdoor activity including gardening. It is 

important to harvest the ripened fruit to 

prevent it from falling to the ground and 

attracting vermin.  The use of pesticides is 

not recommended for gardens in licensed 

child care programs. 

 

http://naturalearning.org/tomatoes-and-childcare-north-carolina 



Resources 



www.naturalearning.org 

http://naturalearning.org/sensory-gardens 





www.naturalearning.org 


