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Introduction

/oFDted on the shores of Hoffler Creek, Hoffler Creek Wildlife 
Preserve (HCWP) is the last viable wilderness area in Portsmouth, 
Virginia. As a 142-acre sanctuary for urban wildlife, it contains four 
distinFt hDEitDts� D tidDl Freek Dnd e[SDnsive sDlt mDrsh, D riSDr-
iDn forest of Sines Dnd hDrdZoods, D meDdoZ of nDtive ZildfloZ-
ers Dnd JrDsses, Dnd D mDnmDde ErDFkish ³lDke´� 7he Sreserve 
provides food and cover for an unusually diverse population of 
wildlife, including deer, foxes, river otters, crabs, oysters, and over 
200 species of birds. Interpretive trails winding through each of the 
habitats introduce visitors to the ecological, economic, and social 
value of the plants and animals living at the mouth of the historic 
-Dmes 5iver Dnd ChesDSeDke %D\�

7he not�for�Sro¿t Hoffler Creek Wildlife )oundDtion �HCW)� mDn-
ages the preserve and focuses on restoration, conservation, 
preservation, habitat management, research and education. The 
HCW) stDff identi¿ed vDrious oSSortunities the Sreserve Fould offer 
to urban families as well as other formal and informal education 
JrouSs� )rom these FonsiderDtions JreZ the ideD of the ³Kids in the 
Woods´ SroMeFt� 

“The mission of Kids in the Woods is to foster the physical, 
mental, and spiritual health of children through interaction 
with nature in a safe and stimulating outdoor environment.”

7o Dssist Zith this tDsk, the 1DturDl /eDrninJ ,nitiDtive Zorked di-
rectly with the HCWF to develop the design program and translate 
the program requirements into a conceptual design. The aim of the 
SroMeFt ZDs to Zork Zith the stDff, EoDrd memEers of the 
foundation, and the larger Portsmouth community in a participatory 
process to create opportunities for children ages 2-12 for free play, 
exploration, and discovery in nature.

Drawings by students of Christopher Academy show children’s perceptions of 
nature, including trees and animals.
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User Groups

'urinJ the stDkeholder ZorkshoS, SDrtiFiSDnts revieZed D rDnJe 
of Furrent users of Hoffler Creek Wildlife Preserve Dnd disFussed 
DdditionDl user JrouSs thDt Zill Ee DttrDFted E\ the SroSosed ³Kids 
in the Woods´ SroMeFt�

• Families
• Youth facilities and schools (YMCA, preschools, elementary 

schools, middle schools, home schools, etc.)
• Scout troops and other youth groups
• Educators
• Mentoring groups
• Youth rehabilitation groups
• Communit\ volunteers of vDrious DJes Dnd skills

Project Goals

7he folloZinJ SroMeFt JoDls Zere estDElished EDsed on inSut from 
HCW)¶s stDff Dnd EoDrd memEers inSut Dnd Fommunit\ stDkehold-
ers:

• Create opportunities for free play for children, ages 2-12, in 
Portsmouth.

• Offer tools and settings that encourage learning, explora-
tion, imagination, and creativity through interaction with natural 
resources.

• Enrich the development of education and medical profession-
Dls seekinJ insiJhts into natural learning as a function of 
healthy child development.

• Provide opportunities for community service by enlisting 
community volunteers to help build, interpret, and maintain the 
trails and facilities.

Stakeholder Workshop

A stDkeholder ZorkshoS ZDs held on 1ovemEer �, ����, Dttended 
by a cross-section of interests and organizations as well as HCWF 
stDff �listed under AFknoZledJements�� 

Stakeholder workshop
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Design Program Objectives

%Dsed on 1/,¶s e[SerienFe Dnd e[istinJ site Fonditions, stDkehold-
ers¶ Dnd Fommunit\ inSut, the folloZinJ desiJn SroJrDm oEMeFtives 
were established:

• Encourage exploration and discovery by children at play 
SoFkets feDturinJ DFtivities thDt reTuire little or no Ddult suServi-
sion.

• Incorporate natural art and music into SlD\ SoFkets�

• Build structures that prompt physical exertion and agility.

• Host special programs for children that interpret wildlife and 
impacts of human behavior on the environment.

Design of natural settings can take 
many forms to encourage exploration 
and discovery and incorporation of art 
objects.
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4. Tunnels
5. Earth play
6. ³AnimDl ,nn´ deFomSosinJ, e[SlorDtion loJs

Off in the Woods
The furthest location from the entrance or exit, this area invites 
children to be explorers in an undiscovered land.

Featured animals: deer, owl, raccoon

Activities
• Building forts out of natural materials
• Daydreaming in the tree house
• 7estinJ \our FDmouflDJe DEilit\ in the tree Sosts
• Climbing, crawling or balancing on logs, stumps, and roots in 

the treenasium
• Gathering and sharing at the amphitheater

Play and Learning Pockets
1. Treenasium climbing logs
2. 1DturDl FonstruFtion
3. Tree posts
4. Amphitheater
5. Tree house

Up in the air
From this perspective, children can experience the glory of trees 
and forest-layers.

Featured animals: sTuirrel, eDJle, EDt, ZoodSeFker

Activities
• Climbing into an eagle’s nest
• Swinging on a rope
• Clambering up to the canopy platform
• Observing life in the treetops through telescopes
• Scaling the spider web
• Balancing on the rope bridges
• HDnJinJ out Dnd oEservinJ the sk\ from D hDmmoFk

Play and Learning Pockets
1. Spider web of ropes
2. Low ropes course
3. /ookout SlDtforms in tree FDnoSies
4. HDmmoFks
5. Birds’ nest

Common Settings
• Ephemeral art
• Animal sculptures
• Musical play
• Seating
• Poetry
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Pathways

A hierDrFh\ of SDthZD\s Zill Ee FreDted Ds SDrt of Kids in the 
Woods, to FonneFt D series of SlD\ SoFkets� 7he mDin SDthZD\ is D 
EroDd, floZinJ looSed SDth DlonJ ZhiFh mDin SlD\ SoFket settinJs 
are located. Secondary pathways intersect the main path creating 
smaller loops.  

Character
• 1DturDl, Zild�
• AnimDl trDFks DlonJ the route�
• Diversity of textures, colors and fragrances.
• Dappled shade.

Objectives
• Provide DFFess to Dll SlD\ SoFkets�
• Engage children in exploring the woodland.
• Offer a comfortable environment for strolling, listening, and 

watching.

Down on the Ground

Pathways can take many forms.

Tunnels

7unnels FonstruFted Zith nDturDl mDteriDls like stiFks, vines, Dnd 
hollow logs provide opportunities for prospect and refuge. Espe-
cially for young children, tunnels provide an adventurous experi-
ence of being separated from parents, yet able to see them close 
by. 

Character
• Custom�mDde Zith reDdil\ DvDilDEle nDturDl mDteriDls like 

vines, stiFks Dnd ZiFker�
 
Objectives
• Provide prospect and refuge experience.
• ,ntriJue \ounJ Fhildren E\ SrovidinJ e[SerienFes of ZDlkinJ 

under, ZDlkinJ throuJh, etF�, indeSendent of SDrents�

Tunnels can be “made” (left) or “formed” (right).
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Earth play

(Drth SlD\ is D sSeFi¿F DreD desiJned for diJJinJ Dnd SlD\inJ Zith 
soil, stones, Dnd stiFks� 7he diJJinJ DreD is eTuiSSed Zith SlD\ 
SroSs suFh Ds shovels, EuFkets, Dnd rDkes�

Character
• 5ustiF Dnd nDturDli]ed, FreDted Zith mDteriDls like Eoulders, 

roFks, Dnd D Jood soil mi[�

Objectives
• Affords ¿ne motor skills for \ounJ Fhildren like diJJinJ, mold-

ing, scooping, and using simple tools.
• Provides  opportunities for imagination and creativity.
• Encourages children to become comfortable outdoors.

Earth play

“Animal Inn” decomposing, exploration logs

Piles of fallen trees and branches provide opportunities for ex-
ploration of forest processes in which leaves, twings, branches, 
and limbs fall to create a forest layer on the ground as a habitat 
for EuJs, funJi, Dnd DnimDls� ³AnimDl ,nn´ foFuses on the vDlue 
of dead, decaying and hollow trees and its importance for wild-
life (http://www.fs.fed.us/r6/nr/wildlife/animalinn/animalinn.htm). A 
desiJnDted DreD is Srovided in the ³'oZn on the *round´ ]one for 
children to explore the ecology of decomposing vegetation.

Character
Fallen tree logs and branches in various stages of decomposition 
arranged in a space that affords a range of conditions such as 
sunny spots, shady spots, a dry area, and a moist area.

Objectives
• Explore various forest processes.
• Study habitats supported by decomposing vegetation.
• Investigate the reasons behind falling vegetation.
• /eDrn DEout ³SroduFer, Fonsumer, Dnd deFomSoser´ sSeFies 

using science tools.

Forest processes exploration Life under a decomposing log
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Treenasium climbing logs

7reenDsium is D SlD\ SoFket Zith fDllen tree loJs, tree stumSs, Dnd 
large exposed rootballs. Children use the treenasium as a place 
for free SlD\, MumSinJ, hoSSinJ, Dnd EDlDnFinJ on loJs Dnd tree 
stumSs, or Must Ds D SlDFe to hDnJ out� 1DturDll\ fDllen trees Zith 
interesting root ball composition provide an exciting opportunity to 
learn about forest processes, while cut stumps and logs provide 
struFture� CDre should Ee tDken to DnFhor Dn\ loose ErDnFhes Ds 
a safety precaution. Regular maintainance and replacement is 
recommended.

Character
• Readily available loose parts in the woods arranged to form a 

de¿ned SlD\ SoFket DreD�
• Real trees fallen as a result of aging or natural disasters. 
• Cut stumps to provide structure.

Objectives
• Incorporating natural materials for free play and to encourage 

Jross motor skills�
• Explore tree structures and forest processes including life cycle 

of a tree, soils, forest succession, decomposition, and habitat 
processes. 

Off in the Woods

Large tree trunk sections and 
stumps have multiple uses.
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Natural construction

1DturDl FonstruFtion Srovides oSSortunities for FreDtivit\, imDJinD-
tion and discovery in a natural setting. Readily available natural 
loose parts are used by children for construction. 

Character
• Cleared open space in the woods, abundant with natural loose 

materials suitable for construction.

Objectives
• Encourage creativity by providing opportunities for 
      construction.
• (nFourDJe JrouS SlD\ Dnd soFiDl develoSment DmonJ kids�
• Create programmed activities during summer camps, with local 

artists and sculptors.

Natural construction using 
combinations of “natural loose 
parts.”
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Tree posts

A series of vertical tree posts set in the ground in a regular or 
rDndom DrrDnJement mDkes Dn interestinJ den or SlD\ sSDFe for 
games. The posts can be set at an angle, carved, have horizontal 
Sosts introduFed or hDve toSs DnJled for vDriDtion �8K )orestr\ 
Commission Report, http://www.forestry.gov.uk/)

Character
• Rustic, custom-made, blend with the surrounding woods.

Objectives
• Provide oSSortunit\ for Fhildren to FDmouflDJe themselves�
• Affords Dn interestinJ SlD\ sSDFe to SlD\ JDmes like tDJ Dnd 

hide Dnd Jo seek�

Playing in “the poles”

Amphitheater

A rustic, naturalized amphitheater for about thirty people to gather 
for special events and performances. An easily accessible stor-
age space for materials and play props is provided. A variety of 
educational programming and animal presentations are held in this 
space.

Character
Shady, informal seating in a natural setting to accommodate vari-
ous group sizes. 

Objectives
• Opportunity for children to gather, socialize and hang out.
• Designated space for special events, including annual fundrais-

ing events.
• Facilitate dramatic play, and expressive activities by visitors.

Naturalized, small amphitheater in the woods
,mDJe Credit� 8K )orestr\ Commission, httS���ZZZ�forestr\�Jov�uk�
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Bird’s nest

7he lDrJe sFDle Eird¶s nest is FonstruFted from stiFks Dnd EendDEle 
vines� CDre should Ee tDken to Euild it stronJ enouJh for D feZ Fhil-
dren to SlD\ toJether inside� %uilt Zith stiFks, the nest is D seDsonDl 
SlD\ SoFket� (DFh \eDr, FonstruFtion FDn Ee D SroJrDmmed DFtivit\ 
with children.

Character
Rustic, made with readily available loose parts.

Objectives
• Incorporating sculpture opportunities constructed with natural 

loose materials.
• 2SSortunit\ for kids to Ee ³inside´ D Eird¶s Zorld to enFourDJe 

imagination and pretend play.

Bird’s nest

Hammocks

/oZ hDnJinJ hDmmoFks Dre SlDFed in the Zoods, susSended Ee-
tween trees, along the sub-loops of the main trail. 

Character
Peaceful and calming experience in close contact with nature.

Objectives
• Provide an opportunity for users to relax and experience na-

ture.
• Teenagers hanging out in space.

Hammocks



Kids in the Woods • Hoffler Creek Wildlife Preserve, Portsmouth, VA 15

Ephemeral art

7he Kids in the Woods SroMeFt Srovides Dn e[FeStionDl oSSortunit\ 
for Portsmouth Drtists to e[Slore uniTue environmentDl Drt SroMeFts 
with children. Ephemeral art offers a regular programmed activity 
for memEers of Hoffler Creek 1Dture Preserve Dnd D uniTue fund�
raising opportunity. 

Character
Unique environmental art as a temporary installation, interactive 
and exploratory for children. 

Objectives
• Provide an opportunity for children to learn about environmen-

tal art, transiency, and life cycle of natural materials.
• Quiet exploration for children.
• Discovery and repose.

Common Settings

A multitude of ephemeral art projects can be 
implemented.
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Animal sculptures

Animals from each zone are featured as life-size and over-sized 
sculptures. Local sculptors and artists can be involved in creating 
these interDFtive SieFes� AdMDFent SlD\ SroSs enFourDJe Sretend 
play. 

Character
Suitable material that can withstand extreme weather conditions, 
permanently anchored in ground and safe for children to climb on.

Objectives
• Investigate and learn about various animals and their habitat.
• Use as play settings.

Animal sculptures

Musical play

0usiFDl instruments Dre loFDted throuJhout Kids in the Woods 
as interactive play settings and opportunities for art expression. 
Drums, xylophones, and large scale chimes are incorporated as 
SDrt of SlD\ Dnd leDrninJ SoFkets Dnd SroduFe D EeDutiful ³sound 
sFDSe�´ 6truFtured SroJrDms FDn Ee DrrDnJed for outdoor musiF 
lessons. 

Character
Unique interactive art that promotes exploration of various instru-
ments, their notes, and acoustic qualities.

Objectives
• Provide an opportunity for children to explore music outdoors.

Examples of music play 
,mDJe Credit� *rounds for PlD\, httS���ZZZ�JroundsforSlD\�Fom�Fontent�
music-curricula
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Seating

Seating opportunities using natural materials are provided through-
out the site DlonJ the mDin SDthZD\ DdMDFent to eDFh SlD\ Dnd 
leDrninJ SoFket� 7he seDtinJ is of vDrious si]es to DFFommodDte 
individuals and groups. 

Character
Rustic, custom-made benches, tree stumps arranged in a circle for 
group activity.

Objectives
• Provide an opportunity for resting and social interaction for 

children and adults.

Programmed activities

Various structured programs are arranged for groups of children 
to learn more about forests, wildlife habitats, bird watching, nature 
e[SlorDtion, Drts, musiF, Dnd Soetr\� /oFDl e[Serts in vDrious ¿elds 
Dre enFourDJed to sSend time Zith kids Ds SDrt of SroJrDmmed 
activity.

Character
Open-ended activities that use one or more play and learning 
SoFkets to helS Fhildren e[Slore nDture to the fullest� 

Objectives
• Provide an opportunity for children to interact with and learn 

from experts.
• Help children explore their interests. 

Examples of natural seating
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Summary

7his desiJn SroJrDm suSSlements the Kids in the Woods FonFeS-
tuDl desiJn� 7he SlD\ Dnd leDrninJ SoFkets shoZn in the FonFeStuDl 
desiJn Dre desFriEed in detDil� 7he SlD\ SoFkets suSSort struFtured 
and non-structured play and encourage exploration and discovery 
by children in a naturalized setting. Opportunities for interactive 
natural art and music are created throughout the site. In summary, 
the Kids in the Woods SroMeFt offers diverse oSSortunities for user 
groups to interact with nature, stimulates children’s sense of won-
der, and promotes stewardship of the land.

1e[t steSs for the SroMeFt inFlude D Jround surve\ of the site Dnd 
creation of detailed designs to guide the implementation of the 
SroMeFt� 
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