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The University of Minnesota Extension Central 
Regional Sustainable Development Partnership 
(CRSDP) has been serving the region since 1997. The 
Central Regional Sustainable Development’s mission 
is to work with residents of Central Minnesota to 
create and sustain healthy ecosystems, strong local 
economies and vibrant, self-reliant communities by 
bringing together the local talent and resources of 
the University of Minnesota and creating meaningful 
collaborations between community and university 
partners. 

Region 5 Children’s Museum believes it can contribute 
to the vitality of the region by shining a bright light on 
children, their potential, and their role in strengthening 
community life.  It brings together an understanding 
of the value of play, an attention to 21st century skills, 
and a focus on children and families exploring and 
learning together in dynamic environments while 
sharing experiences that are richly layered, locally 
relevant, and open onto the wider world.

In 2008, Minnesota passed the Clean Water, Land and 
Legacy Amendment otherwise known as simply the 
Legacy Amendment. This was done in order to better 
protect, enhance, and restore drinking water sources 
as well as preserve the art and cultural heritage of the 
region.

The University of Minnesota Center for Sustainable 
Building Research’s role is “to transform the built 
environment in ways that provide for the ecological, 
economic, and social needs of the present without 
compromising those of the future.” The work of the 
center is focused in six areas, each directly linked 
to each other and to the built environment: Energy 
and climate change; the water cycle; sustainable 
materials for a healthy built environment; measurable 
regenerative design; equitable designs to provide 
sustainability for all; and the creation of regenerative 
and resilient communities. 

Partners
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Executive Summary
This planning project, of which this report was an outcome, 
was funded by the Central Regional Sustainable Development 
Partnership, Extension and led by the Design for Community 
Resilience program of Center for Sustainable Building Research, 
College of Design at the University of Minnesota. This project was 
completed in conjunction with a Legacy Grant awarded to the 
Children’s Museum to develop a regional children’s museum. Project 
goals included: 

• To further develop, record, and analyze ideas related to the Region 
5 Children’s Museum and Nature Play Institute in the 5-county 
region of Cass, Crow Wing, Todd, Wadena, and Morrison counties in 
Minnesota.
• To provide best practices and resources in planning and 
developing museum architecture, landscape, exhibit, and program 
design, ensuring all museum experiences connect visitors with 
nature.
• To document all practices and resources in a comprehensive 
planning document.

The Children’s Museum plans to welcome people of all ages, 
backgrounds, and abilities living in or visiting Region 5. To achieve its 
mission, the children’s museum will deliberately serve:

• Children 12 years and under with a high priority on children 2 
through 6 years.
• Multi-generational families and classroom field trips
• Early care and learning professionals, elementary and middle
school educators
• Children and care-givers experiencing participation barriers

Many families in the region experience barriers and a lack of access 
to early childhood resources. It is a goal of The Children’s Museum 
to identify, address, and prevent barriers so that all families are able 
to participate in both the development and the enjoyment of the 
emerging children’s museum.

Section One of this report, introduces the project and provides a
brief context and history of the area, demographic data, highlights 
of past master planning efforts and a timeline of events. Section 
Two, Research, features various sustainable building guidelines and 
design principles, as well as regional, national, and international 
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Executive Summary
project precedents relevant to the museum design. This section also 
covers topics such as regenerative design, risk management, design 
elements, transition space, and accessibility as important aspects 
of designing built environments for nature play. Section Three, 
Community Engagement, documents community participation 
and input given by community members, partners, and consulting 
experts. The process of community engagement during the phase of 
this project was significantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Section Four, design elements, identifies key design intentions, 
purposes, and several design elements for potential inclusion 
in the perspective museum. Section Five, Recommendations, 
synthesizes critical design considerations emerging from community 
engagement, research, precedents and design elements and 
provides a set of recommendations for future use. 

Recommendations:

1. Continue to draw from the Region 5 Children’s Museum strategic plan and 
goals in the future planning of the project.

2. Reconnect to the history and demographics of the North Central region of 
Minnesota and use the work of the museum to help create an equitable and 
inclusive future.

3. Continue to refine and apply lessons of prior site selection experiences to the 
future site selection.

4. Apply guidelines from the research in this report to the development of the 
museum.

5. Continue to make accessibility and intentional risk management priorities for 
the museum.

6. Identify and share environmental learning and curricular goals in the museum’s 
programming and as programming evolves.

7. Pay special attention to transitional spaces in the development of the museum 
and its spaces.

8. Make equity, diversity and inclusion a priority in all aspects of museum 
planning and implementation.

9. Apply a selection of Design Elements identified in this report to the Museum 
programming and planning design.

10. Use architecture and landscape design to encourage children and adults to 
learn about nature and environmental impacts through play.

11. Aim to create a zero energy, regenerative building and landscape design 
through regenerative and sustainability focused design principles, and use RFP 
language in consultant hiring to advance these goals.

12. Continue to create long-term ongoing cross-sector partnerships for the 
museum and its programming at the regional, statewide, and national level.
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SECTION ONE: INTRODUCTION
This section introduces the project, provides context 
as well as a brief history of the area, demographic data, 
highlights from past master planning efforts, and a timeline 
of events.
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The emerging Region 5 Children’s Museum aims to:

• Connect children, families, educators, and caregivers to the 
benefits of the natural world.

• To  bring the outdoors in, and the indoors out.

• To become a critical resource and thought leader in helping 
children play in, connect to, and care for nature.

This planning project, of which this report was an outcome, 
was funded by the Central Regional Sustainable Development 
Partnership, Extension and led by the Design for Community 

Resilience program of Center for Sustainable Building 
Research, College of Design at the University of Minnesota. 
This project was completed in conjunction with a Legacy 
Grant awarded to the Children’s Museum to develop  a 
regional children’s museum. Project goals included:

• To further develop, record, and analyze ideas related to the 
Region 5 Children’s Museum and Nature Play Institute in the 
5-county region of Cass, Crow Wing, Todd, Wadena, and 
Morrison counties in Minnesota.

• To provide best practices and resources in planning and 
developing of the new museum architecture, landscape, 
exhibit, and program design, ensuring all museum 
experiences connect visitors with nature.

• To  document all practices and resources in a 
comprehensive planning document

Region 5 Children’s Museum Planning ProjectRegion 5 Children’s Museum Planning Project



18

Museum HistoryMuseum History
The Region 5 Children’s Museum Strategic Master Plan was 
initially developed in 2018, although planning began several 
years earlier. In 2015, inspired by the Children’s Museum of 
Southern Minnesota in Mankato, several community members 
from North Central Minnesota began to envision a children’s 
museum for this area. In partnership with Sourcewell, these 
community memebers saw a clear connection with the 
many programs for children and youth offered in Cass, Crow 
Wing, Todd, Wadena, and Morrison Counties. This area is 
collectively known as Region 5. 

In 2016, a planning group began meeting regularly to explore 
the potential for a children’s museum in the five-county area. 
Peter Olson was included in this planning group to share 
insights into starting and opening a children’s museum. At 
the time, Olson was the founding Executive Director at Knock 
Knock Children’s Museum in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. Prior 
to that, Peter was the founding Executive Director at the 
Children’s Museum of Southern Minnesota.

During 2017, the planning group defined a broad vision for 
the museum, indluding its focus, audience, and guiding 
principles, . In 2018, with the help of Jeanne Vergeront of 
Vergeront Museum Planning in Minneapolis, and Jim Roe of 
Jim Roe Museum Planning in St. Paul, the planning group 
and community members developed the strategic master 
planning process.
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Museum ContextMuseum Context
Region 5 is one of 13 economic development regions in 
Minnesota and is located approximately three hours from the 
Twin Cities. According to the Region 5 Children’s Museum 
Strategic Master Plan:

“It is a rural and small-town area with deep pine forests in 
the north, rich farmland in the south, chains of lakes in the 
middle, and the Mississippi River running through it. The 
region’s population of approximately 162,000 expands by 
approximately 300,000 tourists annually.  Region 5, like any 
other area, is characterized by both promise and challenge. 
Together these attributes inspire and shape the opportunity 
the children’s museum intends to pursue in serving children, 
families, and community well. Over the last decade, regional 
population has grown and is expected to continue. Population 
is expected to grow about 8% and to be increasingly 
ethnically diverse. The region enjoys a diversifying economy. 
The Brainerd Lakes Area is viewed as being on the cusp of 
positive and transformative change with multiple development 
initiatives. Families are considered vital to the growth and 
development of the region– apparent in housing, employment, 
educational, and recreational strategies.”

Along with indicators of population and economic growth, the 
region faces challenges associated with uneven population 
growth across the region, and its population is older
than the state average. Child poverty rates in the region also 
range higher than statewide rates.

Natural resource assets of Region 5 include lakes, woodlands, 
and waterways. These are critical assets to the local economy 
and quality of life, but they are also threatened. While visitors 
and permanent residents have access to a wide range of 
outdoor and recreational opportunities, there are relatively 
few organized out-of-school learning resources, which are 
particularly needed in the area’s long winters. As the above-
mentioned Strategic Plan describes:
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“Covering a large geographic area, Region 5 holds diverse 
and varied landscapes, areas of wealth and poverty, urban 
and rural lifestyles, and a range of historical legacies. While 
these elements don’t reveal a clear regional identity, there is 
evidence of certain social habits and values shared by many 
in the region, including: a love of the outdoors, being involved 
in civic life, cherished family traditions, and shared stories 
around events and locations.”

Taking into account the above factors the Region 5 Children’s 
Museum envisions a dynamic community asset for the 
region’s children and families. The museum aims to express 
the value of children, childhood, and play, through the 
following focus areas:

• A place-based, informal learning setting that engages 
children 12 years and under, as well as their parents, 
caregivers, and teachers in making connections between 
ideas and actions,
across systems, and with others

• A dynamic attentive to 21st century skills in which children 
and families explore, learn, and understand the value of play 
through dynamic environments, experiences, and programs 
that are richly layered, locally relevant, and open onto the 
wider world.

• Hands-on, informal learning opportunities that complement 
and support school priorities and goals and that functionas a 
resource for professional development for teachers across the 
region.

The museum aims to be a year-round family destination, a 
highly valued resource for local families in the winter, as well 
as  a destination for visiting families in the summer. Longer 
term, the museum will be an asset as the region works to 
attract young families to the area, functioning as an anchor 
in the lives of children and families, deepening regional pride, 
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Museum Audiences & StakeholdersMuseum Audiences & Stakeholders
The Children’s Museum plans to welcome people of all ages, 
backgrounds, and abilities living in or visiting Region 5. To 
achieve its mission, it aims to serve:

• Children 12 years and under with a high priority on children 2 
through 6 years

• Multi-generational families and groups

• Early care and learning professionals, elementary and 
middle school educators

The Children’s Museum aims to explicitly serve the Leech 
Lake and Mille Lacs Bands of Ojibwe, immigrant families, 
children and/or families living with disabilities, LGBTQ 
families, military families, and other families potentially 
experiencing participation barriers.

������

����

����

���������

��������

Minnesota’s Region Five Counties
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The Children’s Museum aims to serve an audience of children 
12 years and under, their parents, grandparents, caregivers, 
and educators living in and visiting the five-county region. 
Children’s museums are typically distinguished by a focus 
on people rather than on topics or objects, as in museums of 
science, art, or history. They are for children and those people, 
including parents, caregivers, friends, and educators who care 
for and about children. 

Children love to learn, and they accomplish tremendous 
learning very early in life leading the museum to emphasize 
learning as occurring throughout life. However, learning is a 
lifelong experience. The museum’s audience can therefore 
be identified as learners. As  learners, children, youth, and 
adults share characteristics that are salient to the museum’s 
view of learning and to its preparation and delivery of learning 
experiences. When learners visit the museum, explore 
exhibits, meet friends, and participate in programs, they 
should be able to:

• Social: Visitors should be able to engage with others, 
collaborate, help, and learn from and with them

• Active: Visitors should be able to touch, turn, lift, move, 
and carry, make choices, learn from climbing, crawling, and 
pushing

• Curious and inquisitive: Visitors should be able to ask 
questions, follow their interests, gather information, and seek 
answers.

Learners can also be expected to be tired or distracted at 
times which may interfere with learning and enjoyment. 
Architecture and wayfinding, amenities such as seating and 
food service, exhibit maintenance, and staff preparation and 
customer service can help. Thoughtfully considered, learner’s 
needs and expectations can be addressed in proactive, 
positive ways.
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Regional HistoryRegional History
The regions complex and multi-layered history is relevant 
for museum development. There are many potential 
opportunities to integrate regional history into the planning of 
museum programming and curriculum of the museum. 

The history of the central Minnesota region is a sub-story 
of the history of the state of Minnesota. It was primarily 
shaped by its original Native American residents, followed 
by European exploration and settlement, expansion of 
political boundaries of the United States and the emergence 
of industries made possible by the state’s abundant natural 
resources. Minnesota achieved prominence through fur 
trading, logging, and farming, and later through railroads, 
and iron mining. The earliest known settlers followed herds 
of large game to the region during the last glacial period. 
They preceded the Anishinaabe, the Dakota, and other 
Native American inhabitants. Fur traders from France arrived 
during the 17th century. Europeans moving west during the 
19th century, drove out most of the Native Americans. Fort 
Snelling, southeast of Minnesota’s central region, was built 
to protect territorial interests and brought early settlers to 
the area. Early settlers also used Saint Anthony Falls, also to 
the southeast, for powering sawmills in the area that  would 
become Minneapolis, Others settlers settled downriver in the 
area that would became Saint Paul.

The history of the central region of Minnesota is ancient. For 
example, according to the Minnesota Historical Society’s 
Archaeological Collection: “Archaeologists working at 
the Bradbury Brook site near Mille Lacs Lake in central 
Minnesota found more than 125,000 artifacts, including 
stone tools, dating to 9220 BP (Before Present), making it the 
earliest dated excavated site in Minnesota.”

In her 1928 book,  “The History of Central Minnesota: A 
Survey of Unpublished Sources,” Mary E. Wheelhouse 
describes the early history of central Minnesota through 
unpublished letters, manuscripts, diaries, and account books 
left scattered throughout the region. These unpublished 
sources document the years before settlers came to 
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Regional HistoryRegional History
central Minnesota when mostly white men, fur traders 
and voyageurs, padded across the lakes and up and down 
the rivers, plodding over difficult trails through the mostly 
unexplored wilderness. Among the manuscripts left behind, 
was “Indian Trade and Its Progress,” probably left behind 
around the time of the discovery of the St. Lawrence River. it 
was written by Allan Morrison, one of the earliest traders in 
the central part of the state. 

This manuscript vividly describes trade amongst the 
Chippewas, as well as various trading posts and names of 
individual traders and their routes, the system of credits 
used with Native Americans, and articles used for trading. 
Morrison also shares his accounts of trading with the Native 
Americans, until farming overtook trading in the region. 
Morrison eventually became a representative in the first 
territorial legislature and Morrison County, one of the Region 
5 Counties, was named for him and for his brother William, 
also a trader. In addition to its trading history, the history 
of the central region included several serious conflicts, 
especially around the 1850s, between traders and the Native 
Americans, and between the Dakota and Ojibwe Indian tribes. 
At this time, missionaries also played a central role. Records 
show that in 1852 an Episcopal mission , called St. Columba, 
was established at Gull Lake by the Reverend James Lloyd 
Breck. Lydia B. Funk, a teacher at St. Columba in 1856, 
described the mission buildings in an account written some 
years later. 

As a result of the complex history of central Minnesota, the 
ethnic makeup of central Minnesota is largely representative 
of the first settlers who came to the region. People of German 
and Scandinavian heritage are the majority of the region’s 
residents. There is also a sizable Native American population. 
Two of the state’s largest reservations, the Leech Lake 
Indian Reservation and the White Earth Indian Reservation, 
are in central Minnesota, as is the small Mille Lacs Indian 
Reservation, along the southern shore of Mille Lacs Lake.
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Central Minnesota’s history also includes the development 
of its economy, which, like the United States as a whole, has 
shifted away from agriculture and mining and toward industry 
and service. Agriculture is still important in the region, 
especially the southern and western parts, where the land 
and soil are conducive to crops such as corn and soybeans. 
Dairy farms are present though their numbers have dwindled 
significantly in recent years. Paper companies own expansive 
amounts of land in the region’s heavily forested eastern and 
northern parts but logging activity once very prominent has 
long since peaked. 

In the last few decades, tourism has become an important 
industry in the region, fueled largely by regional lakes. 
Many of the region’s cities see their populations swell in the 
summer, when people from the larger metropolitan areas 
of Minneapolis/St. Paul, Duluth, Fargo, and Grand Forks 
come to enjoy fishing and other outdoor activities on the 
region’s lakes. The cluster of lakes around Brainerd known as 
the Brainerd Lakes Area are well-known due to Minnesota 
residents, particularly from the Twin Cities who own cabins 
or land on or near the area’s biggest lakes. There are several 
resorts on Gull Lake and other lakes in the Chain of Lakes in 
the region which also lead to seasonal movements of tourists 
and labor.

Image: Minnesota Historical Society
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Demographic DataDemographic Data
Population
The population of Region 5 is relatively evenly distributed 
with a significant concentration in the Brainerd Lakes Area. 
Downtown Brainerd has high density and a ring of moderate 
density centered on the 371/210 highway intersection. This 
area also houses the largest seasonal spike in population. 
The reservation areas and centers of rural industry have 
the highest diversity index. The Brainerd Lakes Area and 
its surroundings have a significantly large concentration of 
students. The urban areas have proportionally high levels 
of poverty and population density, while the northern and 
western areas of Region 5 have high proportional levels 
of poverty but low density. These assumptions are further 
justified when looking at the number of students who receive 
free and reduced lunch by population. Brainerd/Baxter Area 
also has the largest concentration of free and reduced lunch 
eligible students while Leech Lake, Mill Lacs, and Alexandria 
have the highest percentage of students eligible for free 
and reduced lunch in the region. The population of small 
children, ages 0-4, are more evenly distributed, although still 
concentrated around Brainerd while the population of youth is 
generally clustered in cities and along main arterial roads.

Demographic maps property of Region 5 Children’s Museum.
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Regional AnalysisRegional Analysis
The following considerations shaped the development and 
site selection for the Children’s Museum:

Local Context + Site Considerations
The local context is, vital because it determines the museums 
regular local users, and structures their access and the 
benefits they gain from the museum. Local context and site 
considerations also determine the site’s capacity to support 
and enhance the proposed program.

Development Considerations
It’s important to determine what sites will produce the best 
partnership and project outcome. Ownership, financing 
and public support for the project are its most mutable 
and negotiable aspects, but they are also critical to project 
success. Region 5 Children’s Museum and its partners 
envision a more vibrant and connected region because all 
children will be able to enjoy the supportive relationships, 
expanded opportunities, and well-being they need to thrive. 
The children’s museum  can bring together the region’s 
children and families in shared experiences that are locally 
grounded and that open onto the wider world. Dynamic, 
material-rich environments, exhibits, events, and programs 
engage children in the joy of play and the wonder of learning.

Site Suitability Criteria
1. Access
2. Utilities/ Infrastructure
3. Visibility
4. Developability
5. Context
6. Topography
7. Water
8. Soils
9. Vegetation
10. Experience
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Aerial Photo of Potlatch Site

Option A Site Master Plan
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Schematic drawings property of WSN Architects.

Considered Sites: Potlatch SiteConsidered Sites: Potlatch Site
Located just north of the Mississippi River, this 35 acre site 
owned by Potlatch was found to have many positive qualities 
when initially surveyed, including access from and visibility to 
the 371 corridor.  The site was previous a pine plantation and 
utilities have been run to the north end of the property.   The 
area has a sandy loam soil content with second generation 
tree growth.  It’s proximity to Forestview Middle School and 
its planetarium, the new Baxter Elementary School, the school 
district forest, and a proposed senior living complex by Knute 
Nelson, increases this area’s likelihood for family-focused 
development.

This site provides a “blank state” opportunity for site planning 
and has ample room to re-introduce natural elements to 
the area landscape.  Working closely with the area’s other 
property owners and stakeholders could increase the ability 
of this site to connect museum visitors to nature.
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Aerial Photo of Lum Park Site

Option A Site Master Plan
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Considered Sites: Lum Park Considered Sites: Lum Park 
From July 2020 to November 2020 the Region 5 Children’s
Museum was part of a site master planning process with 
partners. Lum Park, located on the eastern end of Brainerd 
and wedged between Rice Lake and Minnesota’s Highway 
210 was identified as a possible museum site. It possessed 
various natural land features and was already somewhat 
developed, well known, centrally located, walkable from parts 
of Brainerd, and conducive to fostering nature play programs 
because of its magnetic- like connection to Rice Lake.

While programmatically, Lum Park is an ideal site, it required 
some modification. Early design iterations tried to find 
creative means of traversing the site while maintaining a 
low-profile park-like feel throughout. This included adding 
additional parking, given the anticipated additional number 
of cars on site. It also called for creating more accessible 
sidewalks to connect areas across the site, as well as possibly 
expanding the existing beach, installing a new pavilion for 
events and, gatherings and a boardwalk along the low-lying 
area closer to the roadway.

New trail head facilities among the trees and brooks were 
envisioned, possibly dovetailing with the highly anticipated 
expansion of the Cuyuna State Trail. There is a designated 
frisbee golf park along the south western end of the park. 
While developing amenities was important, preserving some 
aspects of the disc golf park or existing campground was 
crucial for the park’s identity. 

In November 2020 the Region 5 Children Museum Board and 
partners mutually agreed that Lum Park was not a feasible 
site option due to various factors. At the time of the writing of 
this report, the search for a new potential site for
the museum is underway.

Schematic drawings property of WSN Architects.
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TimelineTimeline
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This section introduces various sustainable building 
guidelines, design principles, describes regional, 
national, international project precedents that are 
relevant for the museum design. Research inquiries 
that informed the research phase were discussed by 
the planning team for applicability. This section covers 
topics such as risk management, design elements, 
transition space, and accessibility.

SECTION TWO: RESEARCHSECTION TWO: RESEARCH
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The guidelines presented in this section can 
powerfully guide alternative sustainable benchmarks 
implementable by the Regioin 5 Children’s Museum. 
Throughout the reserarch process, we analyzed the 
building in the context of its short- and long-term 
functions, ensuring guidelines meet present and future 
needs, as well as stakeholder requirements.

GuidelinesGuidelines
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B3 GuidelinesB3 Guidelines
The B3 (Buildings, Benchmarks & Beyond) Guidelines and 
B3 Benchmarking programs are funded and administered 
through the Minnesota Department of Commerce. The 
SB 2030 program is funded and administered through the 
Minnesota Departments of Administration and Commerce. 
Designed to help make buildings more energy efficient and 
sustainable, the B3 programs have been developed for and 
are required on state funded projects in Minnesota however 
they are easily applied to any project. The B3 Guidelines and 
the SB 2030 Energy Standard can be applied to new and 
renovated buildings during design.

The B3 Case Studies Database provides design and 
performance information on projects using the B3 Guidelines 
and the SB 2030 Energy Standard. Each project case study 
includes a scorecard with several performance metrics 
including energy, carbon, water, storm water, and waste. 
The case study also includes an SB 2030 label indicating 
a projects energy use intensity (EUI) during design and 
performance.

The B3 Guidelines are relevant to the building construction 
and performance aspects of the Region 5 Children’s Museum 
and will be required if the museum receives state funding.

Images: Minnesota B3 Guidelines

GuidelinesGuidelines

Performance Management

Site & Water 

Energy & Atmosphere

Indoor Environmental Quality

Materials & Waste
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Image: United Nations

GuidelinesGuidelines
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted by 
all United Nations Member States in 2015, provides a shared 
blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, 
now and into the future. At its heart are the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), which constitute an urgent call 
for action by all countries developed and developing in a 
global partnership. The SDGs recognize that ending poverty 
and other deprivations must go hand-in-hand with strategies 
that improve health and education, reduce inequality, and 
spur economic growth all while tackling climate change and 
working to preserve our oceans and forests.

The Goals:The Goals:
 1. No Poverty
 2. Zero Hunger
 3. Good Health and Well-Being
 4. Quality Education
 5. Gender Equality
 6. Clean Water and Sanitation
 7. Affordable and Clean Energy
 8. Decent Work and Economic Growth
 9. Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure
 10. Reduced Inequality
 11. Sustainable Consumption and Production
 12. Responsible Consumption and Production
 13. Climate Action
 14. Life Below Water
 15. Life on Land
 16. Peace, Justice, and Strong Institution
 17. Partnerships to Achieve Goals

While these goals are intended to address global issues, they 
have local application for Minnesota and offer an emphasis on 
both climate change and equity issues to be addressed in the 
development of the Region 5Children’s Museum.

GuidelinesGuidelines

UN Sustainable Development GoalsUN Sustainable Development Goals
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The Living Building Challenge is a philosophy, certification, 
and advocacy tool for projects to move beyond a goal of “less 
bad” and towards a goal of truely regeneration. It is an ever-
evolving program shaped by the experiences of project teams 
as they continually break new ground. Over time, feedback 
from a diverse array of stakeholders actively using the 
challenge helps refine and improve the program for maximum 
impact. The Petals of the Living Building Challenge are Place, 
Water, Energy, Health + Happiness, Materials, Equity, Beauty. 
The following constitute the two core principles of the Living 
Building Challenge: 

Living Building Challenge compliance is based on actual, 
rather than modeled or anticipated, performance. Therefore, 
projects must be operational for at least twelve consecutive 
months prior to an audit to verify imperative compliance.

All Living Building Challenge projects must be holistic—
addressing aspects of all seven petals through the core 
imperatives.

The Living Building Challenge is relevant to the building 
construction and performance aspects of the Region 5 
Children’s Museum.

Living Building ChallengeLiving Building Challenge

GuidelinesGuidelines
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Leadership in Energy and Environmental DesignLeadership in Energy and Environmental Design

GuidelinesGuidelines

Available for virtually all building types, LEED, a 
widely used green building rating system developed 
by the US Green Building Council (USGBC), provides 
a framework for healthy, highly efficient, and cost 
saving green buildings. LEED certification is a globally 
recognized symbol of sustainability achievement and 
leadership. Projects pursuing LEED certification earn 
points for various green building strategies across 
several categories. Based on the number of points 
achieved, a project earns one of four LEED rating 
levels: Certified, Silver, Gold or Platinum.

This rating system is designed for projects 
that construct new buildings or take on major 
renovations of existing buildings (including major 
HVAC improvements, significant building envelope 
modifications and major interior rehabilitation). LEED 
BD+C: New Construction and Major Renovations is 
flexible and can be applied to a variety of building 
types and uses. For buildings trying to increase 
actions to lessen the impact of buildings on the 
environment, USGBC has added to its framework 
for high performance buildings and spaces, and 
reduced greenhouse gas emissions through strategies 
impacting land, energy, transportation, water, 
waste and materials. Building on that work, USGBC 
developed LEED Zero, a complement to LEED that 
verifies the achievement of net zero goals.

The LEED BD+C and LEED Zero system could be 
relevant to the building construction and performance 
aspects of the Region 5 Children’s Museum.
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21st Century Development, launched in 2018, is a model 
created and supported by a partnership of American Institute 
of Architects (AIA) Minnesota, the Center for Sustainable 
Building Research, Colloqate Design, and the McKnight 
Foundation. It assists in the creation of regenerative 
communities that strive to provide a healthy environment for 
all people and living systems now and in a dynamic future. 
The ideal development, as defined for the 21st century, 
is resilient, regenerative and is focused on utilizing and 
replenishing materials and resources, and on impacting 
quality of life through health, beauty, and equity. The program 
proposes that by promoting development that enhances 
people’s lives and continuously operating on renewable 
sources of materials, water, energy, and other materials, we 
can create resilient, regenerative, 21st century communities. 
Through education, outreach, and advocacy, the 21st Century 
Development program challenges and inspires professionals, 
policymakers, and community members to re-imagine the 
practice of development through the implementation of good, 
better, living and regenerative strategies. The 21st Century 
Development Matrix is a visualization of five degrees of 
performance across seven performance areas. The degrees 
begin with today’s standard performance level, and progress 
to regenerative ideals. Each step in between results in 
positive change toward building regenerative communities.

The place category, based on the place petal from the Living 
Building Challenge, helps realign how people understand and 
relate to the natural environment that sustains humans. The 
human-built environment can reconnect us with the deep 
story of place so that the story can be honored, protected, 
and enhanced. 

This program could be useful to guiding the holistic 
development of the Region 5 Children’s Museum.

GuidelinesGuidelines

Twenty-First Century DevelopmentTwenty-First Century Development
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Images: Twenty-First Century Development

Factors for the Place CategoriesFactors for the Place Categories

1. Limits to Growth (Goal to understand 
and embrace the ecological area of the 
development)

2. Food (goal to help determine ways to 
integrate food production into developments)

3. Habitat (goal to protect habitat for wildlife 
within the development area)

4. Transportation (Goal to help developers 
aspire to human-powered transportation 
models and communities designed to support 
them)

GuidelinesGuidelines
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David Sobel, an American educator and academic is 
well known for advancing the philosophy of place-based 
education. His work addresses eco-phobia, the feeling of 
powerlessness to prevent cataclysmic environmental change 
induced by increasing societal anxiety due to climate change. 
Sobel’s extensive writing and work on the topic seeks sought 
to reconnect people, especially children, to nature The seven 
principles, described in David Sobel’s book, Childhood, and 
Nature: Design Principles for Education are designed to 
capture and amplify the patterns of play and exploration to 
teachby fostering a love of nature and an understanding of 
the complexity and seriousness of environmental and climate 
change issues. 

PrinciplesPrinciples
 1. Adventure
 2. Fantasy & Imagination
 3. Animal Allies
 4. Maps & Paths
 5. Special Places
 6. Small Worlds
 7. Hunting & Gathering

These principles and David Sobel’s larger work could be used 
to guide the content of the Region 5 Children’s Museum as 
well as its programming.

Nature Play Design PrinciplesNature Play Design Principles

Image: David Sobel

GuidelinesGuidelines
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Precedents are an important component to any built 
project. They provide key insights into what has been 
done in the past, as well as what could be done in the 
future. Throughout the research process, we chose to 
look at projects at three different zones: local, regional, 
and international. The local precedent projects helped 
further define the current area. Regional precedent 
projects allowed us to explore a wider variety of design 
elements, and further identify the impact climate 
can have on a museum. The international precedent 
projects allowed us to look beyond the conventions 
found in the United States, offerings a new much 
broader vision for this children’s museum offerings in 
terms of program and form.

PrecedentsPrecedents
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The Tashjian Bee and Pollinator Discovery Center is a multi-
functional public education facility. It provides learning 
opportunities for both children and adults about the lives of 
bees and other pollinators, as well as the agricultural and 
ecological importance they play in our daily lives.

The Minnesota Bee Discovery Center also serves as a point 
of outreach and research for the University of Minnesota’s 
Bee and Pollinator Research Lab. This new 6,700 square-foot 
center contains a wide variety of programing; this includes 
exhibit space, a multi-purpose learning lab, a demonstration 
apiary, and a honey extraction room. 

The overall design of the facility connects each interior piece 
of the program with a custom-built demonstration pollinator 
garden, beehives or future food production plot.

This project has many parallels with the Region 5 Children’s 
Museum in terms of programming, intention, missions of 
environmental education, and expression.

Minnesota Bee Discovery CenterMinnesota Bee Discovery Center
Chanhassen, MinnesotaChanhassen, Minnesota

Image: Architecture Magazine

PrecedentsPrecedents
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Image: Children’s Museum of Southern Minnesota

Children’s Museum of Southern MinnesotaChildren’s Museum of Southern Minnesota
Mankato, MinnesotaMankato, Minnesota

The focus of the Children’s Museum of Southern Minnesota is 
to provide a safe and inviting place for children to learn, and 
grow through play. The museum actively engages STEAM-
based play (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, and 
Math) in three different thematic areas, Agriculture, Arts, and 
Local Heritage.

Thanks to a group of very supportive and generous 
individuals, businesses, local civic organizations, and families, 
the Children’s Museum of Southern Minnesota found a 
permanent home in the City of Mankato’s former Mass Transit 
Building.

This new site features place-based exhibits and a range of 
dynamic hands-on programming, each designed to stimulate 
inquiry, spark curiosity, and reveal the wonders of agriculture, 
and arts, through , STEAM-based play, while also calling 
attention to Southern Minnesota heritage and Dakota culture.

The Children’s Museum of Southern Minnesota in Mankato 
is an excellent example of how a well organized group of 
community members can use their power to establish and 
maintain a public museum.

PrecedentsPrecedents
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The Minnesota Children’s Museum is a non-profit community 
organization located in Saint Paul, Minnesota. The goal of 
the museum is to “provide children with a fun, hands-on and 
stimulating environment to explore and discover.” 

The Museum itself has a rich history. It initially opened in 
1981, and was founded on the following core concepts: Early 
learning is the foundation for lifelong learning; Families are 
children’s first teachers; All children deserve a time and place 
to be children; Diverse perspectives enrich children’s lives; 
Play is learning.

While the Minnesota Children’s Museum is primarily an 
indoor play facility, much can be learned in how it presents 
itself to the community through its programming and equal 
opportunity initiatives. 

Minnesota Children’s MuseumMinnesota Children’s Museum
Saint Paul, MinnesotaSaint Paul, Minnesota

Image: Minnesota Children’s Museum

PrecedentsPrecedents
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The Indianapolis Children’s Museum was founded in 1925 as 
a non-profit institution committed to creating extraordinary 
family learning experiences with the goal of positively 
transforming the lives of children those who visit.

Its current facility features a 481,000 square-foot building 
situated on 30 acres of property, making it the worlds largest 
children’s museum. Both children and adults are prompted 
to learn about sustainability as they traverse the building. 
Visitors can to explore the physical and natural sciences, 
history, world cultures, the arts, and see how dinosaurs lived 
65 million years ago. 

The Indianapolis Children’s Museum is often credited as 
the gold standard for a modern-day children’s. in term of 
its continuous efforts to enhance sustainability, equity, and 
general experience. Every component of the museum is 
carefully crafted  with the idea of play in mind.

Indianapolis Children’s MuseumIndianapolis Children’s Museum
Indianapolis, IndianaIndianapolis, Indiana

Image: Indianapolis Children’s Museum

PrecedentsPrecedents
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The Betty Brinn Children’s Museum opened its doors on April 
4, 1995, thanks to the grassroots effort of three Milwaukee 
women determined to create a place where families in 
southeastern Wisconsin could learn and play together. 

Therese Binder, Susie Gruenberg and Julie Sattler-Rosene 
rallied community support to secure a location for the 
museum, as well as raise the necessary funds to continue 
their efforts. After six long years of persistence and hard 
work, their hope for a children’s museum finally came to 
fruition. The Museum has become a Milwaukee landmark 
and treasured educational organization for locals and visitors 
alike.

The Betty Brinn Children’s Museum is stellar regional 
example of a children’s museum founded through a 
grassroots effort by the community for the community. 
Because the museum has had to adapt rapidly as the need for 
the museum has grown, its grassroots origins will continue to 
impact continued development.

Betty Brinn Children’s MuseumBetty Brinn Children’s Museum
Milwaukee, WisconsinMilwaukee, Wisconsin

Image: Betty Brinn Children’s Museum

PrecedentsPrecedents
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The University of Minnesota Duluth Campus wanted a simple 
learning center that could be shared by eight departments 
within their ecology curriculum. The university responded 
by commissioning a building with exemplary environmental 
performance and conserving a 55-acre nature preserve. 

Stakeholders sought to minimize the building footprint 
to better preserve the site, all while creating an indoor 
classroom that opened to the outdoors. The project has since 
been awarded the 2012 COTE  Top-Ten Award and is a LEED 
Platinum Certified Building, meeting and even surpassing 
the environmental performance and design goals originally 
established.

The University of Minnesota Bagley Outdoor Classroom while 
not necessarily a children’s  museum, provides some insight 
on what a modern-day nature education space looks like. One 
that incorporates various passive and active sustainability 
strategies.

UMUMN Bagley Outdoor ClassroomN Bagley Outdoor Classroom
Duluth, MinnesotaDuluth, Minnesota

Image: Peter Bastianelli-Kerze

PrecedentsPrecedents
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The goal for theLeech Lake Early Childhood Development’ 
was to develop an outdoor classroom that not only catered to 
the curriculum set forth by the Leech Lake Early Childhood 
Development, but also took into strong consideration the 
research presented in Jessie Austin’s report of The Benefits of 
Nature-Based Learning and Play for Young Children’s Health, 
Development and Well-Being (Austin, 2019). 

A report was compiled, produced, and presented in the spring 
of 2019 with the intention of offering a framework for the 
outdoor learning space’s design. 

This project shares many similarities with the Region 5 
Children’s Museum in terms of programming and scope. 
What makes this project stand out from others in this report 
is its active engagement of a minority community for a 
minority community.

Leech Lake Early Childhood Development’s Leech Lake Early Childhood Development’s 
Megwayaak ProjectMegwayaak Project
Cass Lake, MinnesotaCass Lake, Minnesota

2019   By: Jordan Hedlund, Research Assistant

Leech Lake Early Childhood Development’s
MEGWAYAAK Project

Aabinoojii Oshkii Bimadiziiwin Center: Cass Lake, Minnesota

CONSTRUCTION

Photo: Claire Chase (2018)Image: Leech Lake Early Childhood Development

PrecedentsPrecedents
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The Ellen Hopkins Elementary School Nature-Based play 
space was developed by the University of Minnesota’s Center 
for Sustainable Building Research within the College of 
Design. 

This effort could not have been executed without the 
partnership with the University of Minnesota Extension; 
Northwest Regional Sustainable Development Partnerships 
(NWRSDP), Center for Urban and Regional Affairs, 
Community Assistance Program (CAP), Ellen Hopkins 
Elementary School (EHES), Ellen Hopkins Parent Teacher 
Advisory Council (PTAC), River Keepers, Institute on the 
Environment, and Full Spring Studio. 

The project included a number of important design 
considerations, in addition to a final master plan for the area. 
The master plan features a large playground expansion at 
the school which integrates nature-based play, and a new 
playground, fully accessible to students of all abilities.

CSBR Ellen Hopkins Elementary SchoolCSBR Ellen Hopkins Elementary School
Moorhead, MinnesotaMoorhead, Minnesota

1

Ellen Hopkins Elementary School
Nature Based Play Space

Final Report
June 30th, 2016

Image:  CSBR EHES Nature-Based Play Space Project

PrecedentsPrecedents
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Westwood Hills Nature Center (WHNC) was founded with 
the purpose and vision of connecting people to nature. 
The center is currently located on a 160-acre nature park 
featuring a wide range of ecosystems includeing prairie, 
forest and marsh areas. Because of its unique location 
WHNC naturalists are able to conduct year-round programs 
and activities that increase visitors understanding and 
appreciation for the natural world.

The WHNC is again a stellar example of a regional nature 
center with the sole purpose of connecting people with 
nature. What makes this project stand out amongst similar 
concepts, are its striking material and spatial qualities, which 
should be emulated at the Region 5 Children’s Museum.

WestwoodWestwood Hills Nature Center Hills Nature Center
St. Louis Park, MinnesotaSt. Louis Park, Minnesota

Image:  HGA Architects + Engineers

PrecedentsPrecedents
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The Bay Area Discovery Museum was founded in 1984, by a 
group of four parents who wanted to create a premier cultural 
institution focused on the vitally important early years of life. 

Before the current Fort Baker site became a possibility in 
1991, the Bay Area Discovery Museum opened a pilot site 
in Corte Madera in April of 1987. Although only a small 
storefront space, its popularity convinced the museum’s 
board that there was a need for a major children’s museum 
in the Bay Area. Broad community support fueled the 1991 
award-winning conversion of a series of abandoned Army 
buildings in historic Fort Baker. It is now a one-of-a-kind 
indoor and outdoor facility under the Golden Gate Bridge that 
emphasizes learning through play,.

While being disproportionate in scale when compared to 
the efforts of the Region 5 Children’s Museum, the Bay Area 
Museum is still an excellent example of how a project doesn’t 
have to start with a building: It can grow organically overtime.

Bay AreaBay Area Discovery Museum Discovery Museum
Fort Baker, CaliforniaFort Baker, California

Image:  Bay Area Discovery Museum

PrecedentsPrecedents
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The Kidspace Children’s Museum was founded in 1979 by 
members of the Caltech community and the Junior League of 
Pasadena. It was envisioned as a space for families to engage 
with tactile, interdisciplinary experiences that bridge the arts, 
humanities, and sciences. 

The museum was initially launched at Caltech with a 
pilot exhibit called “Making Senses” It then graduated to 
Rosemont Pavilion with additional elements provided by 
Art Center and JPL. Today, Kidspace features exhibits, 
programs, and outdoor play opportunities that inspire kid-
driven learning and shared family experiences. The Kidspace 
Children’s Museum is an excellent example of how a museum 
can in a way grow with a community. 

KidspaceKidspace Children’s Museum Children’s Museum
Pasadena, CaliforniaPasadena, California

Image: Kidspace Children’s Museum
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The Gathering Place: Tulsa Riverfront Park offers amazing 
attractions and world-class programming for all ages with no 
entry fee. Gathering Place aims to serve as a cornerstone for 
a vibrant community while improving social, economic and 
environmental sustainability in Tulsa. The park’s goal is for all 
Tulsan’s to enjoy the space, while reflecting the unique culture 
and spirit of the city. 

Again, while the individual scale of the Tulsa Riverfront Park is 
disproportionate to the efforts being proposed for the Region 
5 Children’s Museum, this precedent can be seen as an 
example of how big this project type can get.

GathGathering Place Tulsa Riverfront Parkering Place Tulsa Riverfront Park
Tulsa, OklahomaTulsa, Oklahoma

Image: Gathering Place Tulsa Riverfront Park
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The Portland Children’s Museum is very different from a 
traditional museum because it doesn’t act like a museum.

Identifying children as its main audience, the museum does 
not invest in and expensive objects, but instead uses familiar 
materials to craft priceless opportunities for children to learn 
through play. This approach is inspired by the early childhood 
schools of Reggio Emilia in Italy, which are built on the 
notion of inquiry-based learning strategies, and influenced 
by a strong image of children as intelligent, creative, and 
resourceful beings. 

The Portland Children’s Museum is a wonderful example 
precedent that isn’t focused on nature play, but on developing 
already present skills possessed by children.

Portland Children’s MuseumPortland Children’s Museum
Portland, OregonPortland, Oregon

Image: Western Museum Association

PrecedentsPrecedents



63

The Children’s Museum of Denver first opened in 1973, 
primarily operating out of a converted school bus. As its 
popularity grew so did its need for a more permanent 
location.  Eventually a location was evaluated and chosen a 
renovated building on Bannock Street. Within months, the 
Museum was already drawing record numbers of visitors, and 
efforts got underway to  plan for an even larger facility. 

In 1984, the museum opened a new building in its present 
location along the west bank of the Platte River. There, it 
would continue to develop and inspire children’s creativity. In 
2015, the museum recieved a $16.1 million expansion, which 
created a 9-acre campus and doubled the exhibit space.

Although funding is always an issue when building the 
Children’s Museum of Denver offers an example of what 
might be possible with patience and adequate planning. 

Children’Children’s Museum of Denvers Museum of Denver
Denver, ColoradoDenver, Colorado

Image: The Denver Post
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The Battelle Darby Creek Metro Park Nature Center is a 
14,000 square-foot visitors’ center located in the center of  
Battelle Darby Creek Metro Park. The Nature Center serves 
as an educational and interpretive building for visitors to 
cultivate their knowledge of the park’s diverse ecosystems. 

Its main education features is a 53-foot long living stream 
that reproduces the riparian habitats found within the park. 
The museum also offers interactive exhibits,  as well, to 
encourage visitors’ engagement with the nature, and help 
build their empathy for the natural world.

While slightly different in scale, many parallels can be drawn 
between this and the Region 5 Children’s Museum in terms of 
educational programming.

Battelle Battelle Darby Creek Metro Park Nature CenterDarby Creek Metro Park Nature Center
Galloway, OhioGalloway, Ohio

Images: ArchDaily
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The Harpers Playground concept has partnered with the City 
of Vancouver with the goal of building more inclusive, truly 
accessible playgrounds. Initially, the partnership sought to 
replace current structures in Marshall Park which are mostly 
inaccessible and nearing the end of their usability

The playground will consist of universally accessible features 
as well as open and communal spaces. Playground elements 
will include accessible slides and swings, a sand area, nature-
scapes, musical instruments, and the signature Harper’s 
Playground Hill. This park concept creates a more equal 
playing field while addressing issues of equity and inclusion.

Harpers PlayHarpers Playground: Marshall Parkground: Marshall Park
Vancouver, WashingtonVancouver, Washington

Images:  Harpers Playground
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The Brixton Windmill Education & Community Center was 
completed in July 2020.  This new facility not only allows 
Friends of Wind Generation (FoWG) to generate funds 
to continue their work preserving the heritage of Brixton 
Windmill, but italso supports the expansion of the social 
enterprise, which mills flour using traditional techniques. 

Conceived as a simple and beautiful timber-framed space, 
the building is designed to serve a variety of users – including 
school groups, adult education initiatives, community groups 
and local residents – and act as a platform for FoWG to 
showcase the historic mill and host open days and festivals.

The Brixton Windmill Education & Community Center is 
another great international project incorporating educational 
and community-based programming in a single elegant 
facility. 

Brixton WindBrixton Windmill Education & Community Centermill Education & Community Center
London, United KingdomLondon, United Kingdom

Image: ArchDaily
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The Atelier is an international example of a building model 
that is not an everlasting building but a dynamic interior that 
can be changed as needs change, and can be upgraded as 
money becomes availible. Exploratory learning is encouraged 
through the interior’s permeable design , which includes - 
walls of varying heights enclosing curvilinear classrooms and 
common spaces under a skylight-dotted roof.

The Atelier is a striking international example of a children’s 
play space. It incorporates nature-like elements into built 
architectural , taking  advantage of its very regular plan and 
introducing a new sustainable partition wall system.

The AteThe Atelierlier
Bengaluru, IndiaBengaluru, India

Image: ArchDaily
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The Nature Center at Amager Beach in Copenhagen is 
designed as a flexible and inspiring framework for learning 
and sports activities related to the surrounding beach and 
sea. 

The facility’ s overall program includes  sports and learning 
activities for both children and adults. The buildings 
are designed with a high degree of flexibility to better 
accommodate different age groups with different needs and 
interests, and to provide space for peace and contemplation. 
It also provides space for high activity, with room for large 
gatherings, aand can be divided into smaller and larger units 
as required.

The Nature Center Amager Beach is another international 
example of a nature center that takes advantage of its unique 
location to help illustrate the importance of environmental 
conservation.

Nature CenNature Center Amager Beachter Amager Beach
Øbenhavn, DenmarkØbenhavn, Denmark

Image: ArchDaily
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The Nature & Environment Learning Centre is an 
international example of an energy neutral building. 

What makes the energy management of the NME interesting 
is that its sustainability is visible, tangible, and easily 
perceptible to even the most casual observer.  For example, 
the seemingly eccentric shape of the building turns out to be 
a completely functional one, dictated by a desire to achieve 
optimal orientation of the roof toward the sun, thereby 
maximizing the efficiency of the building’s solar collectors.  

The building also features other sustainable elements, 
such as large concrete slabs, or Trombe Walls, at the front 
of the building, which heat up fresh air before it enters the 
classrooms, thus placing less demand on the heating system. 
The NME makes sustainability accessible and visible to any 
visitor.

Nature play can and should take any form presented in a 
given context. In the example of the Nature and Environment 
Learning Centre, the building form is developed based on its 
unique location.

Nature & EnviroNature & Environment Learning Centrenment Learning Centre
Amsterdam, NetherlandsAmsterdam, Netherlands

Image: ArchDaily
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The research section is a culmination of past and 
ongoing research inquiries. Topic areas include 
regenerative design, sustainability, risk management, 
transition space, and accessibility. Each topic area is 
a major point of interest for the Region 5 Children’s 
Museum.

ResearchResearch
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Regenerative Design + SustainabilityRegenerative Design + Sustainability  
“Regenerative design” has emerged as a phrase representing 
the next evolution in the pursuit of “sustainable“ design. It
has grown out of the ecologically focused, green building
movement. However, it is a fundamentally different approach
to and mindset for the design of the built environment,
especially as it applies to recreational environments. While
green design is directed at reducing degenerative impacts,
this is insufficient for an ecologically sustainable future and
is therefore also an insufficient aspiration to motivate design
professionals.

Regenerative design holds instead that every act of design,
every effort to make a building or trail system, is inherently an
act to benefit people’s lives and all the life that exists in the 
place where the design is created. Regenerative design is 
as much a belief as practice, and has the potential to be 
translated into every practice. In addition, regenerative design 
is rooted in place and commits to engaging stakeholders in 
the design process to build “ecoliteracy” and the capacity 
to add value to the living systems of a place over time. It 
therefore has tremendous potential to co-create learning 
environments as teaching tools in a place based education 
curriculum. Schools can help make invisible systems visible 
and add value to the education experience.

The concept of regenerative design emerged in the writing
of Gregory Bateson, John Tillman Lyle, Donella Meadows,
Bill McKibben, Fritjof Capra and others. Although often
considered as such, regenerative design is not an evolution of
green design: It, is a different way of thinking. Whole system,
living design has always been a part of the design fields.
In architecture, one of the founders of regenerative design
thinking was the Austrian architect, Rudolf Steiner. In 1924,
a group of farmers concerned about their farms’ degrading
health and reduced productivity requested Steiner’s advice.
After analyzing the farms and investigating their processes
he developed an approach called “bio-dynamic farming. “ In 
this approach, the farm is considered an organism and is
subsequently approached as a self-sustaining system where
waste becomes fertilizer and food for other processes on the
farm.  As with farming, the design and implementation of a 
children’s museum based on nature play is served well by 
regenerative design principles.

ResearchResearch
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Risk management and safety is an important concern that 
often deters communities from creating nature play spaces. 
However risk management should consider the benefits of 
nature play as well. Helpful resources such as The Managing 
Risk in Play Provision: Implementation Guide, “shows how 
those responsible for play provision can develop an approach 
to risk management that takes into account the benefits the 
provision offers to children and young people as well as the 
risks. It aims to help providers achieve two objectives that are 
fundamental in any play provision: to offer children and young 
people challenging, exciting, engaging play opportunities, 
while ensuring that they are not exposed to unacceptable risk 
of harm.”

For example, Nature Play Guidelines from Tualatin Hills 
Park & Recreation District in Oregon offers the following 
suggestions regarding maintenance for their park:

Risk Management & MaintenanceRisk Management & Maintenance

Planted and in situ vegetation should be kept in a 
relatively ‘wild’ state. Aggressive non-natives should 
be removed, but plants should generally be allowed to 
grow as they will.

 Depending on the design of the site, certain grassy 
areas will require mowing and others will be allowed 
to grow as part of the play-scape. These areas must be 
clearly communicated to maintenance staff.

Fill surfacing will require occasional raking and 
replacement in order to maintain the depth necessary 
for fall safety. Rocks, leaves, branches, cones, and 
other natural debris that would usually be considered 
undesirable in play areas should be left in nature play 
areas, except for when it poses a contamination risk to 
fall surfacing material.

Staff should not trim or prune lower branches of trees 
in play areas, except for dead branches that may pose 
a safety risk. Although fall surfacing is not necessary 
beneath possible climbing trees, the area should be 
inspected for possible hazards.

ResearchResearch
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DefinitionDefinition
Accessibility refers to the ability for everyone, regardless of 
disability or special needs, to access, use and benefit from 
everything within their environment. The degree to which 
a product, device, service, or environment is available to 
as many people as possible, is the degree to which it is 
accessible. Accessibility includes but is not limited to: physical 
locations / built environments, web, digital, mobile and other 
technologies, transportation & mobility, communication & 
customer service.

Planning for AccessibilityPlanning for Accessibility
Accessibility is best implemented when features are 
developed as an integral part of the design and development 
process (rather than implemented as as an afterthought 
requiring retrofiting or adaption to ensure general 
compliance).

Universal DesignUniversal Design
Universal Design is a design approach that relates sets of 
design principles that share a common goal to create an 
inclusive society for people with physical, mobility, visual, 
auditory or cognitive disabilities. Its aims to ensure equal 
access for everyone to perceive, understand, engage, 
navigate and interact with all elements of the physical and 
digital world. Led by the late Ronald Mace in the North 
Carolina State University, the 7 principles of Universal Design 
were developed by a group of architects, product designers, 
engineers and environmental design researchers in 1997. The 
principles is to guide the design of environments, products 
and communications; evaluate existing designs; guide the 
design process; and educate both designers and consumers 
about the characteristics of more usable products and 
environments.

PrinciplesPrinciples
Equitable use, flexibility in use, simple and intuitive use, 
perceptible information, tolerance for error, low physical effort, 
size and space for approach and use.

AccessibilityAccessibility

ResearchResearch
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Relevant Standards and Legislation: The Department 
of Justice’s revised regulations for Titles II and III of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) were 
published in the Federal Register on September 15, 2010. 
These regulations adopted revised, enforceable accessibility 
standards called the 2010 ADA Standards for Accessible 
Design, “2010 Standards.” A guidance document developed 
by the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) in 2001 
Designing Sidewalks and Trails for Access, Part II of II: Best 
Practices Design Guide, is also relevant. It elaborates on the 
value of making sidewalks and trails accessible:

Access to sidewalks and trails must not be denied to people 
with disabilities. Unfortunately, accessibility is often seen as 
a “you have to,” rather than a desirable component of the 
planning, project development, design, and construction 
processes. This attitude is limiting and does not consider 
the many human and economic benefits that accessible 
environments bring to a community. When the environment 
meets the needs of the most vulnerable users, the system 
is better for everyone. In addition to people with disabilities, 
many other people benefit from accessible sidewalks and 
trails. 

For Example:

Relevant Standards and LegislationRelevant Standards and Legislation

Pedestrians have an easier time pushing or pulling 
shopping carts, luggage, and other wheeled devices;

All pedestrians are able to choose trail experiences that 
best suit their needs, skill level, and desired experience;

Parents are able to more easily push children in 
strollers on sidewalks and trails with accessible 
surfaces;

Young children can use curb ramps when riding their 
bicycles;

Children, parents, and school systems benefit from 
sidewalk networks with visible pedestrian crossings 
and other safety features;

ResearchResearch
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Connection to WaterConnection to Water
The space between land and water is very attractive to 
children. This was one of the most outstanding benefits of the 
Brainerd Lum Park site. However, a water feature can be built 
on a site without a natural water feature. It is timely, costly, 
and most importantly, it is manufactured. But what would 
it look like to condense some of the essential aspects of a 
transitional shoreline into a constructed play space?

Inside & OutInside & Out
The future children’s museum project should have a direct 
physical, visual, and auditory connection with nature. How 
this is manifested depends on the architect, but ideally it 
should look and feel natural and seamless so children can 
better focus on learning through play. How can this natural 
seamlessness be ensured?

Other SpacesOther Spaces
The children in the Region 5 Children’s Museum focused 
on the transition between land and water. This might be 
because , at Lum Park, this was the biggest and most obvious 
transitional space. However, there are hundreds of other 
significant transitional spaces all around us  Consider the 
transitional spaces between shade to sun, tree to grass, 
bottom of tree to top of tree, land to air, topsoil to hole, winter 
to spring, morning to afternoon, and hundreds of others. 
Are there ways to make those transitional spaces, which 
are a bit more subtle than a lake shore, just as obvious and 
exciting as the lake shore? How can those unseen spaces be 
highlighted?

Transitional SpacesTransitional Spaces

ResearchResearch
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This section documents community participation and input given This section documents community participation and input given 
by community members, partners, and consulting experts. This by community members, partners, and consulting experts. This 
process was significantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic.process was significantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic.

SECTION THREE: COMMUNITYSECTION THREE: COMMUNITY                        
ENGAGEMENTENGAGEMENT
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1. Connector, networking around a shared interest. 
Linking people, ideas, and organizations with related 
expertise and shared interests;

2. Container, as a venue for programs and events. 
Providing physical space for individuals and 
community groups to serve the museum, its audience, 
or the region; 

3. Convener, bringing multiple parties together 
around a shared issue. Bringing children, families, and 
groups to explore, learn, create, and celebrate;  

4. Collaborator, helping others to create something 
new together. Contributing expertise, resources, and 
good will, often working with multiple partners, to 
address larger, more complex problems, challenges, 
and ideas;

5. Catalyst, activating change. Building awareness, 
inviting new perspectives, or mobilizing for action on 
a relevant topic or current issue.

The Region 5 Children’s Museum Strategic Plan Document 
outlined the goals for partner and stakeholder engagement. 
Essentially, the goals indicate prioritizing work with a wide 
range of partners and players from organizations, school 
districts, and businesses in towns and cities across the 
region to advance the museum’s mission, extend its reach, 
and deepen its impact.  According to the plan, museum 
assume various roles including: 

Future Partner + Stakeholder Engagement Future Partner + Stakeholder Engagement 
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One of the most basic tenets upon which the Region 5 
Children’s Museum is founded is that each child can grow 
up in an environment that is supportive, safe, full of play and 
wonder, and includes time in nature. In order to accomplish 
this, the museum strives to anticipate, understand and 
address barriers that could prevent the full participation 
of children, families, and caregivers. These barriers could 
include (but are not limited to) language, geographic location, 
income level, disabilities, and/or being a member of a 
historically excluded or disenfranchised population in this 
area. 

Regional CommunitiesRegional Communities
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Essential ExperiencesEssential Experiences
All pedagogy and programming withing the Children’s 
Museum is founded on the idea that there are certain 
experiences that every child deserves to have. In developing, 
designing, and selecting exhibits, programs, activities, and 
environments, the museum intentionally incorporates these 
building-block experiences into its exhibits, environments, 
and programs, fostering:  

• Feeling welcome and accepted.
• Noticing, wondering, and exploring the world.  
• A growing sense of competence.  
• Supportive relationships.  
• Understanding feelings, ideas, and perspectives. 
• Being open to an expanding world. 

Experience ApproachesExperience Approaches 
Children who thrive and feel successful across a range of life 
settings and situations benefit from a variety of experiences 
and interactions with peers and adults. For some children, 
these experiences provide the foundation for a good start in 
life. For other children, these experiences serve as protective 
factors against multiple challenges and risks. But all children, 
regardless of their age, ability, or background, benefit 
from engaging with new friends and supportive adults, in 
interesting spaces, and with activities, objects, materials and 
tools, exploring ideas and possibilities, their own and others. 
These experiences resonate throughout the museum by 
helping it to focus the opportunities it creates, build internal 
capacity, and distinguish itself from other organizations 
or agencies that serve a similar audience. Important for 
the museum is its role on the regional learning landscape, 
the Essential Experiences also connect with STEM, arts, 
global awareness, literacy and language, early childhood, 
and well-being in the school curriculum. these areas point 
towards areas of impact where the museum hopes to make a 
difference. 
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ExperiencesExperiences
As defined by the Region 5 Children’s Museum, a learning 
experience framework consolidates a museum’s ideas 
about learning and learners and the ways in which it 
intends to deliver learning value for its visitors in its setting. 
This foundational set of ideas focuses and sets priorities 
and begins the process of translating its understanding 
of learning into museum experiences. The framework is 
also a guide, a resource, and a tool. It informs exhibit and 
experience planning and communication about the museum’s 
learning interests to partners and stakeholders. It serves as 
a guide in developing, assessing, and updating programs. 
It is also a resource for growing internal capacity, framing 
research questions, and enhancing its learning value for 
itself and the community. Grounded in its vision, mission, 
and values, the framework is an expression of a museum’s 
long-term learning interests and serves the entire museum. 
A learning experience framework for a hands-on interactive 
museum for children and families is not explicitly tied to 
school curriculum or state standards. It is, however, full 
of learning that complements and supplements school 
priorities. 

View of LearningView of Learning
A shared view of learning guides the museum in creating and 
assessing experiences for its learners regardless of age or 
background. In developing its own exhibits, programs, and 
environments or in weighing opportunities with partners, 
the museum should be asking questions such as, How is this 
experience directed by the learner? How are the learners’ 
senses, previous experiences, and feelings engaged? What 
meaningful connections are learners inclined to make? What 
changes in understanding do we believe this experience 
encourages? 

Based on an understanding of learning and its own 
aspirations, the museum views learning as: an active, lifelong 
process directed by the learner. Motivated by curiosity and 
interests, learning engages the senses, emotions, and mind. 
Learning takes place over time through interactions with 
others and the physical environment, builds on experience, 
and creates new meaning. 
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In creating learning experiences, the museum uses 
approaches associated with exploration, learning, and 
discovery in informal learning settings—social, object 
centered, and active. These strategies support the museum’s 
view of learning and can engage a wide range of audiences 
in varied ways and settings, from exhibits, to programs, to 
studio spaces, to mobile units.  
• Play
• Conversation
• Materials exploration
• Place-based contexts
• Digital Media

Learning Experience Platforms Learning Experience Platforms 
The Museum has identified seven platforms with which it will 
engage it’s audiences and facilitate essential experiences.  

• The Center for Play and Interactive Learning 
• Exhibits and Experiences 
• Initiatives 
• Mobile Unit 
• Parent and Caregiver Resources 
• Programs and Events 
• Studio/Maker Space

This report primarily focuses on the design implications 
of two of those aforementioned platforms: Exhibits, and 
Experiences and Programs and Events.

Engagement StrategiesEngagement Strategies
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Of the seven Learning Experience Platforms identified for 
Region 5 Children’s Museum, Exhibits and Environments will 
undoubtedly play the greatest role in engaging visitors and 
delivering learning value for children, parents and caregivers, 
and educators. In virtually every children’s museum, exhibits 
and environments are at the heart of the experience and what 
distinguishing it from other settings that serve children and 
families, from schools, to libraries, to parks and recreation. 
The concepts that shape exhibits shape the museum and its 
identity. Even when exhibits are refreshed and upgraded over 
the years, there is, inevitably, something in the first round of 
exhibits remembered and cherished, and that serves younger 
siblings and visitors. The following exhibit and program 
concepts were drawn from ideas and directions generated 
by the planning group. They begin—from the inside out—to 
paint a picture of the future museum experience and can 
help guide further development and design. Currently, the 
concepts are organized around six focus areas. In some ways, 
these areas represent specific places within the museum. 
In other ways, they will thread through many places and 
activities in the overall museum experience.  

• Water on the Move 
• From Field to Fork  
• Into the Woods  
• On the Road  
• Open for Possibilities  
• In the Great Outdoors 
• Creepers, Crawlers, and Cruisers 
• Art Studio
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The learning Experience Platforms covered in this report play 
an important role in creating a rich, dynamic experience for 
the museum’s audience, children, newborns through 12 years, 
their parents, caregivers, and teachers.  

These experiences are facilitated by staff and volunteers 
prepared to engage children and adults in active programs 
bring people together, supplement exhibits, expand topics, 
highlight seasonal events, and connect with community 
partners. Simply put highly interactive, program presenters 
engage learners. They listen and answer questions, follow 
interests, and share special materials, and tools. They also 
highlight local partners, artists, and community interests.    

Programs offer relatively flexible experiences in different 
formats and schedules and serve a number of functions for 
a museum. They add variety and choice to each visit; serve 
specific audience groups based on age or interest; and 
focus on topics of interest and deeper exploration of content. 
Program fees, when charged, contribute to a museum’s 
earned revenue. They are generally a valued benefit for 
members. 

One of the current programs that has influenced the work 
contained within this report is called Playful Explorations, and 
is funded by the Minnesota Legacy Project. The goal of the 
Region 5 Children’s Museum Playful Explorations encounters 
is to create, develop, and distribute play packets to children 
and families in the Region 5 area that create connections 
through art, culture, and heritage. The development and 
programming process will utilize four distinct and interlacing 
strands  

Programs & EventsPrograms & Events
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Image: “From the Garden” by Ed Mooney

Image: “In the Woods” by Ed Mooney

Image: “At the Lake” by Ed Mooney
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Project Diagram: Peter Olson
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The goal of Phase II of the Region 5 Children’s Museum 
Playful Explorations encounters is to create, develop, and 
distribute play packets to children and families in the Region 
5 area that create connections through art, culture, and 
heritage. The development and programming process will 
utilize four distinct and interlacing strands

Inquiry-Based EngagementInquiry-Based Engagement
The museum uses inquiry-based engagement to learn with 
and from children and families to inform the process of 
creating Play Packets and developing experiences. 

Arts, Culture, and HeritageArts, Culture, and Heritage
The Play Packets will utilize arts, culture, and heritage 
as mediums by which individuals and groups express 
themselves.

Culturally Representative Relevant ProgrammingCulturally Representative Relevant Programming
The project strives to create flexible programming relevant to 
different cultures experiencing barriers to participation. These 
barriers may be location, income, or other. We recognize that 
a “one-size-fits-all” model of play and learning does not fit the 
wide range of humanity in Region 5, and strive to be inclusive 
of all. 

Experience Development and DesignExperience Development and Design
The content created via the play packets can be used to 
inform facility and experience development and design in the 
future brick and mortar Region 5 Children’s Museum.

Project StrandsProject Strands
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Brainerd Lum Park Open House

Brainerd Lum Park Site Values

Brainerd Lum Park Question and Answer Session
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During the Playful Explorations Open House event that 
took place July 28, 2020, invited guests and community 
members were asked a series of questions about the four 
main themes informing a possible children’s museum at Lum 
Park. Participants were encouraged to offer their thoughts by 
placing a sticky notes on one of four whiteboards. This data 
was later synthesized into a series of visuals, presented on 
the following page.

Brainerd Lum Park Brainerd Lum Park Open House Open House EventEvent

Brainerd Lum Park Site Features

Brainerd Lum Park Open House
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Comment Popularity by Board

Comment Categories by Board

Comment Board Raw Data
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Sorted Comment Categories by Board

The sticky notes alone didn’t provide new knowledge. 
It wasn’t until these findings were diagrammed that we began 
to understand which topic areas were most popular and why. 
This exercise, while brief, did lead to a new understanding of 
the questions at hand. Across the board, guests seemed most 
interested in nature, followed by issues of access, recreation, 
and, lastly history.

Board QuestionsBoard Questions
What views from the outdoors should children be able to 
enjoy from the museum?

What features from the park’s past need to be kept? Why?

What features do you currently value about the park? Why?

What makes Lum Park a good location for a children’s 
museum in north central Minnesota? Why?

Synopsis:Synopsis:
Board 3, which included questions about the features, was 
by far the most popular, and recieved a total of 36 comments.
The largest category across all boards by far was nature, 
followed by a close second in access, then history, and, lastly 
recreation.

Brainerd Lum Park Open House DataBrainerd Lum Park Open House Data
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Brainerd Lum Park Playful Explorations Day 1

Brainerd Lum Park Playful Explorations Day 1

Brainerd Lum Park Playful Explorations Day 2
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The Playful Explorations at Lum Park took place August 4, 
2020 and again October 15, 2020. The first day consisted of 
two smaller sessions, a morning and an afternoon session, 
each roughly 75 minutes long with a total of 20 children 
present. Ages ranged from 5 to 9 years old. The sessions 
focused on inviting children to play with materials (man made 
in the morning, mostly nature-made in the afternoon) in a 
natural environment. The sessions mostly took place on a 
nice flat area of Lum Park.

The first day consisted of a roughly 75-minute session with 
10 children. Upon arrival to the playful exploration session, 
children were greeted by Chris McEachron from the Region 5 
Children’s Museum given a guided sensory exploration, and 
set up for what was termed free explore. Following this, Chris 
conducted a mapping activity focused on additions to the site 
and rationale. This session concluded with a brief question 
and answer discussion with the children who attended.

The second day consisted of one 60-minute session with 
10 children some of whom had participated in the previous 
session. The main focus of this session was exploration, 
mapping exploration and imagining what mapped things 
(tree, lake, etc.) might dream about.  This session was located 
closer to Rice Lake, which proved to be a rather nerve-
wracking location, and this perhaps contributed to its shorter 
timeframe. 

These events were a significant point in the project 
development process as it initiated the next phase of 
understanding children’s play. This consisted of using 
audio, visual means to further develop the kinds of program 
experiences in and around the museum. 

Playful Explorations: Playful Explorations: Brainerd Brainerd Lum ParkLum Park
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Mail-In Packet in Action

Mail-In Mapping

Mail-In Results
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In an effort to continue to develop the inquiry into Playful 
Explorations during the pandemic, museum representatives 
met with staff from the Region 5 Development Commission to 
create rough drafts of remote programming activities. 

After modifying the programs based on feedback from 
various constituents, prototype kits were delivered to several 
regional artists and museum board members. Based on the 
information returned, the kits were enhanced for a larger 
audience. 

At the time of this writing, the new and improved play 
packets will soon be delivered to a larger prototype audience 
consisting of 15 to 20 families from around the region. after 
their experiences, the play packets will enter their final 
incarnation and be made available for any family in the region 
who would like one.

AnalysisAnalysis
This exercise is still in progress, and we will begin to know 
more as we start to receive and distribute newer copies of the 
playful explorations play packets.

Playful Explorations: Mail-In Playful Explorations: Mail-In Play PacketsPlay Packets
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SECTION FOUR: DESIGNSECTION FOUR: DESIGN
This section identifies key design intentions and proposes This section identifies key design intentions and proposes 
several unique design elements for potential inclusion in several unique design elements for potential inclusion in 
the future museum. The Planning Team considered and the future museum. The Planning Team considered and 
discussed the design precedents and their relevance to discussed the design precedents and their relevance to 
the Region 5 Museum  as part of the planning process.the Region 5 Museum  as part of the planning process.
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

01. River Path01. River Path

02. Climbing Curve02. Climbing Curve

03. Sand & Stumps03. Sand & Stumps

04. Hobbit Hole04. Hobbit Hole

05. Stone Pit05. Stone Pit

06. Art Installation06. Art Installation

07. Rain Garden07. Rain Garden

08. Outdoor Classroom08. Outdoor Classroom

09. Community Garden09. Community Garden

10. Labyrinth10. Labyrinth

11. Mud Kitchen11. Mud Kitchen

12. Climbing Wall12. Climbing Wall

13. Forest13. Forest

14. Poetry Rocks14. Poetry Rocks

15. Entry Marker15. Entry Marker

16. Tunnels16. Tunnels

17. Moving Classroom17. Moving Classroom

18. Signage18. Signage

19. Fringe Space19. Fringe Space

20. Columns20. Columns

21. Gathering Space21. Gathering Space

The indoor and outdoor design elements were compiled in 
this section with the ultimate goal of providing a menu-like 
catalog for the Region 5 Children’s Museum to consider, 
mixing and matching elements as they see fit.
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River Path
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Design ElementsDesign Elements
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01. River Path01. River Path
A river path element ensures procession through nature play 
space has a has a spine that provides some structure. 

ApplicationApplication
A river path design element opens up the possibility for     
another form of way-finding. For example, by introducing 
color children might be able to find their way back or identify 
their position.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Kidspace Children’s Museum 

02. Climbing Curve02. Climbing Curve
A climbing curve offers a play structure composed of several 
sturdy logs arranged on top of each other, providing a unique 
environment for children to explore. Logs also promote 
development of balance and coordination. 

ApplicationApplication
A climbing curve design element can function as a built piece 
allowing children to adjust their vantage point. Consequently, 
their effort should be rewarded with carefully curated views 
overlooking other interesting interactions.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Gathering Place Tulsa Riverfront Park

Design ElementsDesign Elements

Design ElementsDesign Elements
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Sand & Stumps

Hobbit Hole
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03. Sand & Stumps03. Sand & Stumps
Sand and stumps work to create a unique environment where 
children can walk across stumps or play within an enclosed 
sand pit. Not only does a circular pit encourage community, 
but it also serves as a place for digging, burying and building. 
This element is typically easy to source, and can come from 
donated sources, and is likely to provide hours of enjoyment 
for children of all ages.

ApplicationApplication
A sand and stumps element is no different than any other 
gathering-type of design element, though it provides children 
the unique opportunity to talk in a more intimate sort of 
setting.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Portland Children’s Museum

04. Hobbit Hole04. Hobbit Hole
A hobbit hole element was introduced by many students in 
a previous project. (EHES) Children wanted to enter a space 
of darkness and to experience a change in elevation within 
the space. A hobbit hole typically has multiple entrances and 
exits.  

ApplicationApplication
Contrary to climbing curve element, a hobbit hole offers 
children a safe yet secluded place to rest and recollect. This 
space is not only highly desired, by many children, but it is 
also needed for some children.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Portland Children’s Museum

Design ElementsDesign Elements

Design ElementsDesign Elements



108

Design ElementsDesign Elements

Stone Pit

Art Installation
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05. Stone Pit05. Stone Pit
A stone pit acts as another play area where children can 
climb freely on very large natural surfaces. These types of 
spaces have been proven to be successful in many other 
nature play parks. Rocks can act as seats or benches for 
supervising parents and can typically be inexpensively 
acquired through local farmers or builders. 

ApplicationApplication
A stone pit element alone isn’t too exciting, but in 
combination with one or more design elements could prove a 
very educational and rewarding interaction.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Harpers Playground: Marshall Park

06. Art Installation06. Art Installation
These areas within the design afford the luxury of expanding 
future play spaces or local artist installations to engage 
students and community. They could be made up of materials 
from the surrounding area, or visual artifacts that could help 
identify a location.

ApplicationApplication
Incorporating art is crucial to the healthy development of 
children. This design element is a great opportunity for 
collaboration, allowing children to make art or continually 
update art.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Indianapolis Children’s Museum

Design ElementsDesign Elements

Design ElementsDesign Elements
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Rain Garden

Outdoor Classroom
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Design ElementsDesign Elements

07. Rain Garden07. Rain Garden
A rain garden has many inherent benefits in nature play. 
During the early spring months the site is saturated with 
melting snow. Not only does a rain garden help with water 
drainage, but it provides an educational opportunity to learn 
about rain gardens and environmental engagement of storm 
water. 

ApplicationApplication
A rain garden can be seen as a great disrupter, in that it 
can take up a lot of space. However, if well-maintained and 
carefully selected, a rain garden offers a world of knowledge 
for children of all ages.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples

Portland Children’s Museum

08. Outdoor Classroom08. Outdoor Classroom
Outdoor classrooms function somewhat similarly to gathering 
spaces, but act as a school’s outdoor teaching rooms. 
Children are able to study insects and other science related 
topics in these spaces. However, the rooms are not limited 
to science and could be used for reading or simply being 
outside on a beautiful day. 

ApplicationApplication
An outdoor classroom element provides a flexible place to 
meet and direct groups of various sizes.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Westwood Hills Nature Center
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Community Garden & Garden Prep 

Labyrinth
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Design ElementsDesign Elements

09. Community Garden09. Community Garden
A community garden should be integrated in a phased 
approach. Phase 1 typically consists of a pilot program to 
observe community respons. If and when the community 
shows interest,  phase 2 should commence, and a plot of land 
should be opened to accommodate expanding demand for 
gardening space. In both phase, growing techniques should 
be introduced and taught, and the garden should  expand to 
accommodate future demand. To create accessible gardening 
options for people of all abilities, raised U-shaped beds cn 
be implemented. These types of raised beds allow persons in 
wheelchairs to remain seated while working in the gardens. 

Application Application 
This is an excellent major design feature, as it is a great way 
to strengthen community support all while teaching about 
nature and conservation.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples

Minnesota Bee Discovery Center

10. Labyrinth10. Labyrinth
This outdoor element consists of an at-grade labyrinth. The 
labyrinth at grade accommodates accessibility for all abilities. 
Additionally, because of its flat surface the area can be 
used as a multi purpose space for houses small meetings or 
community gatherings.  

ApplicationApplication
A labyrinth element caters to those on the upper age 
spectrum, and as such, should not be overlooked.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
N/a
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Mud Kitchen

Climbing Wall
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Design ElementsDesign Elements

11. Mud Kitchen11. Mud Kitchen
A mud kitchen offers children the opportunity to get nice 
and muddy. Children already like playing in puddles and 
small patches of mud, and a mud kitchen is an extension 
of this desire. It allows children to play and explore unique 
combinations using new or found objects. 

ApplicationApplication
A mud kitchen is typically a highly requested design element. 
It functions at the intersection of a multitude of systems or 
playful explorations where children are allowed to intermingle, 
manipulate found objects, and explore relationships. 

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
N/a

12. Climbing Wall12. Climbing Wall
A climbing wall is very similar to a climbing curve play 
structure, but a climbing wall focuses mainly on the use of 
plainer surfaces to compose a play structure. 

ApplicationApplication
Although possibly one of the most dangerous design 
elements, a climbing wall is arguably the most rewarding. For 
this very reason this element is important to include as either 
a main attraction or a built-in.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Kidspace Children’s Museum



116

Design ElementsDesign Elements

Forest

Poetry Rocks
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Design ElementsDesign Elements

13. Forest13. Forest
Including a forest means executing a planting strategy to 
create a forest-like escape within the landscape. By carefully 
curating a forest-like area, where children can learn about the 
evolution of space and how plants grow and change through 
the years. This offers insights into cycles of time and change 
over the seasons in daily life.

ApplicationApplication
A forest element may introduce some uncertainty, but it 
emphasizes allowing children to freely roam. As long as they 
are able to be kept safe while doing so.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
UMN Bagley Outdoor Classroom

14. Poetry Rocks14. Poetry Rocks
The poetry rocks element emerged from an effort in a 
previous project, to better integrate art into the design 
process. In this element small, medium and large stones 
contain words that children are able to arrange into short 
or long phrased poems or phrases. Poetry rocks combines 
hands on techniques and expressive thinking, allowing 
children to make art and meaning while interacting with 
nature.

ApplicationApplication
Unlike some of the other design elements, poetry rocks allow 
children to leave their mark at the museum, what ever that 
mark might be.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
N/a
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Entry Marker

Tunnels
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

15. Entry Marker15. Entry Marker
The entry to a nature play space is very important, as it is 
not only offers a first impression, but it serves as an indicator 
of the community. For Example, sculptures and bike racks 
are often used because they promote a specific type of 
transportation, and add character to the entry. 

ApplicationApplication
A large and effective entry market either facing the street 
or  at the entrance lets people know they are about to 
transition to a different place and serves as a great marketing 
technique.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Indianapolis Children’s Museum

16. Tunnels16. Tunnels
A tunnel element allows children to explore their natural 
environment by interacting with a linear built structure. It 
shares many of the same characteristics as a hobbit hole and 
climbing curve in that children can climb, duck, stoop, and 
seclude themselves. 

ApplicationApplication
Even though a tunnels shares a lot of the same 
characteristics as other design features, it can still be used as 
a good transition piece, either through or in fringe spaces.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Gathering Place Tulsa Riverfront Park

Design ElementsDesign Elements
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Moving Classroom

Signage
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

17. Moving Classroom17. Moving Classroom
A moving classroom element provides a highly accessible 
means of educating through exploration. 

ApplicationApplication
The premise of a mobile classroom has been brought up on 
multiple occasions especially now, given how frequently local 
policy changes. In post-COVID times, this design element 
could be used to serve other needs.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Children’s Museum of Denver

18. Signage18. Signage
Signage within and around the children’s museum should 
cater to children and to adults. Too often, children are left out 
of the conversation about signage. Instead, they should be 
included and their needs seen as a learning opportunity. 

ApplicationApplication
To involve children, signage might consist of placing text at 
an adequate height. It might also consist of child-friendly 
character color, font, and text size.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Betty Brinn Children’s Museum

Design ElementsDesign Elements
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Fringe Space

Columns
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Design ElementsDesign Elements

19. Fringe Space19. Fringe Space
Fringe space exists everywhere, often where we least 
expect it. These small interstitial spaces provide a wonderful 
opportunity for moments of play. Mirror walls, color rooms, 
textured furniture are all viable options for fringe space. 

ApplicationApplication
As iscussed above, these spaces are hard to plan, but are 
immediately recognizable once you step into or past one.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Minnesota Bee Discovery Center

20. Columns20. Columns
The outdoor space should use vertical elements such as 
columns to shape space. Children can interact with and 
around pillars made from vertical elements. Such elements 
can also function as an outdoor classroom or educational 
space to learn about , for example, the effects of  geological 
processes different on materials.

ApplicationApplication
These types of spaces are just as important for adults, as it 
provides a place of reflection.

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Harpers Playground: Marshall Park
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Design ElementsDesign Elements

Gathering Space
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21. Gathering Space21. Gathering Space
Gathering spaces should be set up throughout the nature 
play space to create areas for children and grownups alike to 
relax between activities. These spaces may also be used by 
staff of the school as outdoor classrooms.  

ApplicationApplication
When designing or implementing gathering spaced elements, 
it’s important to allocate a large enough space that is both 
flexible and intimate enough to be a safe to share and discuss 
what has been learned. 

Precedent ExamplesPrecedent Examples
Children’s Museum of Denver

Design ElementsDesign Elements

Design ElementsDesign Elements
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SECTION SEVEN: RECOMMENDATIONSSECTION SEVEN: RECOMMENDATIONS
This section synthesizes critical considerations emerging from This section synthesizes critical considerations emerging from 
community engagement, research, and project precedents, and provides community engagement, research, and project precedents, and provides 
a set of recommendations for future use.a set of recommendations for future use.
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RecommendationsRecommendations
1. Continue to draw from the Region 5 Children’s Museum 
strategic plan and goals in the future planning of the project. 

2. Reconnect to the history and demographics of the North 
Central region of Minnesota, and use the work of the museum 
to help create an equitable and inclusive future. 

3. Continue to refine and apply lessons of prior site selection 
experiences to the future site selection. 

4. Apply guidelines from the research in this report to the 
development of the museum. 

5. Continue to make accessibility and intentional risk 
management priorities for the museum. 

6. Identify and share environmental learning and curricular 
goals in the museum’s programming and as programming 
evolves. 

7. Pay special attention to transitional spaces in the 
development of the museum and its spaces. 

8. Make equity, diversity, and inclusion a priority in all aspects 
of museum planning and implementation. 

8. Apply a selection of the design elements identified in this 
report to museum programming and planning design. 

10. Use architecture and landscape design to encourage 
children and adults to learn about nature and environmental 
impacts through play. 

11. Aim to create a zero-energy, regenerative building and 
landscape design through regenerative and sustainability 
focused design principles, and use RFP language in 
consultant hiring to advance these goals. 

12. Continue to create long-term ongoing cross-sector 
partnerships for the museum and its programming at the 
regional, statewide, and national level.

RecommendationsRecommendations
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“Children who thrive and feel 
successful across a range of life 
settings and situations benefit 
from a variety of experiences 
and interactions with peers 
and adults. For some children, 
these experiences provide the 
foundation for a good start in 
life. For other children, these 
experiences serve as protective 
factors against multiple 
challenges and risks. But all 
children, regardless of their 
age, ability, or background, 
benefit from engaging with new 
friends and supportive adults, 
in interesting spaces, and with 
activities, objects, materials 
and tools, exploring ideas and 
possibilities, their own and 
others.”  
      -Region 5 Children’s Museum


