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OPPORTUNITY SUMMARY 

The Ithaca City School District (ICSD) 'Tots and Teens' pre-kindergarten program has secured a 

$20,000 grant to build an outdoor playground at their program site at Ithaca High School.    There are 

8-10 children in the class from ethnically and socially diverse backgrounds, and all of the children 

come from families qualifying as low-income.  There are two paid classroom teachers, as well as 

dozens of teens from Ithaca High School who come at regularly scheduled times to engage with the 

children in various activities.   My daughter Alice is a student in the program, and during a recent 

parent teacher conference, the classroom teacher Mary Whiting expressed an interest in pursuing 

“natural” or “green” playground options.  She senses that without families’ participation in the design 

process, the School District will provide a standard playground, and children will lose out on the 

opportunity to get a better design. 

I aim to devise a set of visual participation strategies to collect input on preferences for 

playground / playspace design options from parents, teachers, teen classroom helpers and other 

interested community members.  Grounds staff and school administration will also be given the 

opportunity to participate in the activities which will have the added benefit of creating a sense of 

engagement and buy-in from those who will primarily responsible for maintaining the space. 

Why include children and their families in the design of the new play facility?  Done well, the 

process will enhance a sense of empowerment and investment among families and other 

stakeholders, generate new design ideas that align with the interests of children and their families, 

and lead to better places to play.  I will suggest three sets of participation strategies for parents, 

children, teachers and other stakeholders in the playground design process – one for those with low 

incomes and low technology access, another for a high income, high technology access group, and 

another for the pre-schoolers themselves. 

To guide my evaluation of which strategies might fit best for each type of participant identified 

above, I consulted the public participation Process Planner tool at PeopleandParticipation.net, along 

with the participation website of Nick Wates Associates, CommunityPlanning.net.  I also consulted the 



Public Participation Toolbox produced by the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2). 

I will assume, for the sake of this assignment that the preferences of the children and their 

parents and teachers and other participants will be incorporated into in the final playground design by 

the Ithaca City School District.  Their real level of influence and ICSD administration’s openness to a 

participatory process which actually informs the design still needs to be confirmed ICSD.  If it were 

discovered that participants in fact do not have the influence that we assume, then it would be 

important to consider NOT following through with the proposed participation schemes, and stick with 

the existing top-down model.  Setting up a process with no real hope for making an impact on the 

outcome would be worse than a waste of time.  It would create a feeling of disappointment and 

disempowerment among the children and their families. 

 

SCOPE, PURPOSE, LEVEL OF PARTICIPATION, CONTEXT 

As suggested by the Process Planner tool at the British participation website 

PeopleandParticipation.net, the first step in choosing a participation strategy is to try to understand 

whether participation should be undertaken at all.  Can anything change in this case?  Possibly…we’ve 

already discussed that; we assume for now that ICSD will allow parents, children and teachers to have 

a say in the playground design.  It is also suggested that at least three months should be set aside to 

run the participation.  That fits; we will have the time.  One area of potential concern is that resources 

for conducting a complex participatory process are really not in place.  This will be a limiting factor, but 

a simple, cheap process can still be effective and given the opportunity to make change, should be 

attempted in spite of a lack of resources.   Other issues brought up in the scoping exercise include: is it 

“of interest to intended participants” and “is this the only attempt to involve these participants around 

this issue”.  (PeopleandParticipation.net)  The issue of a new playground is exceedingly interesting to 

people whose kids will use it every day, and this will indeed be the first time that parents and children 

have been asked to participate.  

Continuing with the Process Planner, we are asked to consider what are the “main changes” 

and the “level of involvement” we are trying to achieve. (PeopleandParticipation.net)  While we will 

attempt to design a process which also helps participants learn about playground design options, in 

this case the goal should perhaps most honestly be described as to “gather pre-existing opinions” 

(PeopleandParticipation.net) since resource limitations are likely to limit the depth of the process.  

That being said, we are aiming for slightly higher-level involvement than merely “informing”.  In this 



exercise, I will seek to “consult” students, parents and teachers in choosing a playground design, 

meaning I will be “obtaining public feedback on analysis, alternatives and/or decisions”. 

(PeopleandParticipation.net)   Higher-order participation – such as involving, collaborating or 

empowering - would require more investment of time and money than currently appears to be 

available.   

Similarly, on Arnstein’s ladder of participation, our proposed process would be considered as a 

degree of tokenism, and while her article makes an argument for increasing citizen power to enhance 

the functioning of democracy .  (Arnstein, 1969, p 217), it is probably most valuable in this case to help 

parents, children and teachers use the power that they actually do have rather than attempt to create 

new power where the challenge of doing so may outweigh the benefit. 

The Process Planner tool then goes on to ask about what role participants should play, how 

many people will be involved, which special groups may be involved, what topics will be covered and 

how many times and for how long the group is likely willing to commit to the process.  

(PeopleandParticipation.net).  Clearly, children and low-income / ethnically diverse people will take 

part, and answers to each of these questions presumably helps identify the best potential methods.  I 

found this tool may be most useful in helping think through all of the factors for deciding on an 

appropriate participatory process given a set of specific circumstances.  Where it was less useful for 

me was in choosing the actual method. 

Based on the information entered in the online form (see above), the methods suggested by 

the Process Planner are Open Space - “a meeting framework that allows unlimited numbers of 

participants to form their own discussions around a central theme” - and World Café, which “makes 

use of an informal cafe for participants to explore an issue by discussing in small table group and 

where discussion is held in multiple rounds of 20-30 minutes and the event is concluded with a 

plenary”. 

(www.peopleandparticipation.net/display/Methods/List+of+methods+with+brief+descriptions)  

While both of these activities are affordable and easy to implement and are good at generating 

new ideas, there are important drawbacks to using these with the proposed groups.  First, given the 

diversity of the target participants, we will have varying levels of experience and comfort speaking in 

groups.  Another challenge with either is that most parents likely DO have a latent interest in 

playground design, but perhaps not enough to bring them out to a special meeting.  The participation 

process that we employ must have the following traits:  



• Easy to implement and low participation threshold (it should be fun to do!) 

• A process that people can engage with in more than one venue (flexible!) 

• A process that can be effectively altered for use with 3 separate groups – 1) parents and 

teachers who can engage in person with the process, 2) parents and others who have 

high-incomes and high technology access but for whom an in person process doesn’t 

work due to busy lives, etc, and 3) pre-kindergarteners. 

• Inexpensive 

 

EXERCISE DESCRIPTION IN DEPTH 

Coming up with a process which would work well for both adults with varying degrees of 

technology access and wide-ranging incomes and for four-year olds is a significant challenge.  It will 

need to be modified it into three separate exercises with common elements.  To achieve the goals 

outline above, I will employ a modified Table Scheme Display activity described at 

CommunityPlanning.net. As described, “Table Scheme Displays allow large numbers of people to 

understand and make an input into development proposals, with or without engaging with others.  

They can be used as part of an exhibition or open house event.” (CommunityPlanning.net)  

Participants use colored dots to identify preferences – green for “like”, red for “dislike” and “yellow” 

for neutral.  They can also use post-it notes for more detailed feedback.  

(www.communityplanning.net/methods/table_scheme_display.php) 

Let me describe in a step by step fashion how this would be modified to work with the three 

different types of participants I have identified.   

The exercise as modified for a low-income/low-technology access audience would share 

similarities with a visual preference survey by employing photos of various playground and playspace 

types.  The photos would show elemental features of playgrounds, both natural and manmade - rocks, 

logs, sand, wood, metal, plastic, cedar chips, tires, mounds, ditches, bushes and water – along with 

typical playground images.  8-12 would be the ideal range for the number of photos to use in the 

exercise – enough to get a variety, but not so many as to make the task feel overwhelming to the 

participant.  In order to avoid bias, some thought should go into the selection of images.  For example, 

they should be of similar angle and scale.  They should also show a wide range of types.  The images 

should likely not have children playing in them, so that participants respond to the playground 

elements, not the images of the children.  Also, ideally, the images should all have blue sky and be free 



of any other obvious environmental differences which are not directly related to the playground 

design – such as backgrounds of trees, houses, cars, other.   

So, we will be asking for people to identify preferences based on viewing photos, but this 

would be facilitated more like a Table Scheme Display in that people would come up to the table or 

easel during a previously scheduled event (a school open house, a school dinner, or even a regular 

class day – for teen teacher assistants and teachers) and share their preferences via the dots at their 

leisure.  No writing or speaking would be required, although the opportunity to write would be 

offered through post-it notes.  Also someone would be present when possible to write down the 

content of conversations / comments.   Another idea proposed by CommunityPlanning.net which I 

would use is to “have a spare table with a blank (design) for those wanting to draw up their own ideas 

in more detail”.  (www.communityplanning.net/methods/table_scheme_display.php) 

To illustrate how this may work in practice, two sample photos are displayed below.  Prompts 

for dot placement on the background paper to the side of each of the photos might revolve around 

prominent or archetypal elements (bridge, play surface, plants, structure, etc).  Careful thought will 

need to be given these prompts to try to avoid bias, too.  Finally, the results from the dots, and verbal, 

drawn and written input from the post-it notes will be compiled after everyone who wants to 

contribute has participated or at the end of a pre-established time period, whichever were to come 

first.  Then, results will be shared through a newsletter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



It is important to note that the process described above would work well for a high-income / 

high technology adult audience as well.  However, one of the limitations of requiring people’s physical 

presence to participate is that we might lose out on the opportunity to receive input from a higher-

income person who cannot come to meetings and events but who may also have good internet 

access.  In order to reach this audience through our playground design participation process, the 

following changes would be made to the process proposed above: 

• Modify into an online survey via a free service like Zoomerang or Surveymonkey 

• Use the same photos and ask people to respond to the same prompts on the same scale – like 

dislike, neutral (this will allow the results to be compiled across processes) 

• Provide open-ended questions for additional input. 

 

A similar process as described for low-income / low technology-access adults could be modified 

into an exercise for 4 and 5 year olds.  The same photos would be used (although perhaps fewer), but 

instead of one large board on which everyone would give their feedback, each child would be given his 

or her own full-page photo one at a time and asked to place stickers or draw with crayons where they 

would like to play.  The teachers could ask the children their reasons for choosing those locations and 

recorders could summarize the children’s statements about the different playground elements. 

 

Selected Reflections  

There are a number of advantages and drawbacks to this type of visual exercise.  I have 

mentioned some, including the danger of inserting the biases of the designer into the process.  If not 

diligent to remain unbiased, I can see how it could also be even used to manipulate people into 

supporting the type of design that the designer already has in mind.  Carmona et al warn us of this 

type of designer bias by pointing out that “simply by creating the process the first speaker has the 

power of initiation and agenda-setting”.   (Carmona et al, 2003, p 484) 

Another risk of the process that I have proposed – and this is pulling in the opposite direction - 

is that in trying to create an accessible, easy to manage, affordable process I am giving up an ability to 

educate people about innovations in playground design, environmental or health reasons why certain 

designs are preferable from an expert perspective.  One compromise might be to have the display 

incorporate more information aside from the actual preference exercises, such as binders for people 

to look at who are interested in going deeper.   



Higher level visual processes where participants are empowered to actually make the decision 

or at least working in partnership with the deciding entity to arrive at the designs might get over some 

of the bias concerns, but those take time and require an informed, engaged group of participants.  I 

can see that in order to avoid creating false expectations, parameters for the design should be clearly 

identified in advance – budgetary, legal/administrative, site/location requirements – and caution 

should be taken to choose photos, activities, etc which fit within those parameters.   

Again, the decision-maker really needs to buy in to the process ahead of time.    A significant 

risk would be that the input not be taken into account for the final design.  Regardless of the level of 

power over the final decision, it is important that those who are asked to engage in these exercises are 

made aware of how their impact will decision will be made in the end.  Engaging very young children 

poses a particular risk here, and we need to be particularly sensitive to their vulnerability.  There is 

also an important realization that while a well-designed visual process such as I propose here can 

achieve certain goals of generating good ideas, ideally other types of involvement should occur 

throughout the rest of the design and implementation process as well.  As another British 

participation organization suggests about playground design, “the process is most effective and 

meaningful if children and young people are engaged across the whole design cycle: Prepare, Design, 

Construct, Use, Maintain and Review.”  (Participation Works, 2009, p 13) 

Sensitivity to cost can limit the types of processes that may be employed, but for certain types 

of goals, it might actually help to think of low-cost options first, as these may also be those with lower 

entry barriers to participation.  Sensitivity to participation fatigue is also an important limitation to 

consider, and can’t help but think that in some circumstances, one may be able to address all of these 

potential limitations at once through devising creative strategies to engage with people where they 

play or where they are already and to try to make it fun and interesting, not long, mundane, jargon-

laden and otherwise inaccessible.  The bottom line is that much of the determination about whether 

visual participation strategies are potentially misleading, and essential vs. just nice to do sometimes, 

has to do with how well the particular activity fits the context.  That’s why the Process Planner at 

Peopleandparticipation.net (and others like it) is such a great tool.  It helps us to figure out when 

visual participation processes are likely to help and which strategies specifically are best suited to 

which contexts.Top 
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