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ExecuƟ ve Summary: ExecuƟ ve Summary: 
Studying Play in AlexandriaStudying Play in Alexandria

In December of 2010 the Alexandria Childhood Obesity AcƟ on Network, in collaboraƟ on with 
Alexandria Arlington Smart Beginnings, the Partnership for a Healthier Alexandria, the City 
of Alexandria, and others, issued a call for proposals from consultants to help them “beƩ er 
understand the playspace needs of the City of Alexandria for younger children,” parƟ cularly 
ages 2-5, and to raise awareness about playspace opportuniƟ es and needs in Alexandria. This 
was part of a larger early-childhood obesity prevenƟ on iniƟ aƟ ve underway led by the Alexandria 
Childhood Obesity AcƟ on Network (A-COAN). A-COAN is commiƩ ed to making the healthy 
choice the easy choice by encouraging acƟ ve lifestyles and healthy eaƟ ng through policy, 
systems, and changes in the environment.

Specifi c goals of the study were stated as:
1. BeƩ er understand the condiƟ on of exisƟ ng indoor/outdoor 

playspaces in public/private spaces
2. Increase the understanding of residents’ access to 

playspaces and socio-cultural infl uences impacƟ ng 
playspace use

3. Be useful in a long-term master planning process
4. PrioriƟ ze future playspace locaƟ ons and funding needs

Process for the Study

The study consists of these main parts:
• An inventory of playspaces that included an evaluaƟ on of the funcƟ onality of each 

playground or playspace toward serving the needs of 2-5-year-old children.
• An analysis of the physical distribuƟ on of and access to playspaces across Alexandria and 

how this is meeƟ ng the needs of children.
• A series of focus group sessions with family day care providers, parƟ cipants in Alexandria 

playgroups, service providers, providers of play faciliƟ es, and others to determine the needs, 
values, and prioriƟ es for play relaƟ ve to 2-5-year-olds in Alexandria.

• An overall evalua  on of the gaps, opportuniƟ es, and constraints that aff ect access to play in 
Alexandria.

• A set of recommenda  ons and strategies for improving access to playspaces for 2-5-year-
olds in Alexandria and the value of the available playspaces.

A Photovoice Project, which reinforced many of the fi ndings from the focus groups, was also 
conducted in tandem by Project Play.

According to Inova Health 
System’s assessment of 
overweight and obesity 

prevalence across Northern 
Virginia, 43.5% of children 
in Alexandria, ages 2-5, are 

overweight or obese. 
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Alexandria Photovoice Project

While this play assessment was going on, Project Play launched a Photovoice Project to engage 
community members in idenƟ fying ways to improve Alexandria playgrounds. In a Photovoice 
Project, parƟ cipants are asked to share their opinion by taking photographs, sharing them with 
others, and developing narraƟ ves to go with their photos. Parents and caregivers parƟ cipaƟ ng 
in the Center for Alexandria’s Child playgroups were asked to take pictures of the best and the 
worst features of playgrounds. Over 30 parents and caregivers volunteered and photographed 
20 playgrounds. The majority of parƟ cipants did not speak English as their fi rst language.

As parƟ cipants primarily photographed the playgrounds that they took their children to, the 
majority of their photos helped to beƩ er understand what playground features were most 
important to playground users. The 10 themes that emerged were:

• Safety
• Easy and safe access
• Shade 
• Surfacing
• Fun and engaging playspaces
• Age-appropriate equipment for 

children
• Sea  ng for adults
• Ameni  es (water fountains and 

bathrooms)
• Importance of indoor and 

playgroup space

AAAAAAAAA

“We always watch our kids, and if something happens, we can go quickly. I think [that] the park also has many entrances/
exits isn’t always good, because people pass the park as a shortcut. Some  mes they throw garbage or trash. I think only 
one entrance/exit is good if the park isn’t so big. The loca  on of the park is also important. If the park is near a very busy 
street, it’s hard for us to go, and when the kids run from the playground, it causes accidents.” —Mie
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The Importance of Play

The growing absence of acƟ ve outdoor play from children’s lives is a naƟ onwide concern. Many 
factors contribute to this, but a primary one is the lack of places to play that are easy to get 
to and that off er the variety of experiences needed for a child’s healthy development. One 
consequence of this is an increasing disconnect between children and their environment. An 
even more alarming one is the eff ect on mental and physical health. Rates of obesity among 
children have grown to the point where in 2007, over 40 percent of children between the ages 
of 2-5 in Alexandria were overweight or obese. Geƫ  ng children engaged in acƟ ve play is one 
way to reverse this trend.

“Los colompios no estan calientes porque el parque esta cubierto.” 
[The children are not hot because the park is covered.]
 —Eliana (Lee Center)

“The fl oor is no good for 
strollers.”  —Adriana (William 

Ramsay Playground) 
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Play in Alexandria

This study looked at two main areas of focus regarding play in Alexandria:

1. Physical infrastructure of play
2. Overall percep  on and understanding of play among residents

All of the public and semi-public playgrounds throughout 
the city were idenƟ fi ed and located on a map. Each of 
them was visited by experts on child development and 
playground design. Because play is more than just using 
prefabricated equipment, the area around each playground 
was evaluated as well. The playground and its surrounding 
area was collecƟ vely called a playspace. 

In addiƟ on, each playspace was evaluated on a set of 
characterisƟ cs and ameniƟ es that aff ect its play value. 
These included things such as ease of access, perceived 
safety, and pleasant surroundings. They also included 
physical aƩ ributes like the availability of restrooms, shade, 
drinking water, and seaƟ ng for caregivers.

The characterisƟ cs recorded for each playspace were 
plugged into a formula that yielded a numeric score for the playspace. The numeric scores were 
used to compare playspaces to one another in terms of their relaƟ ve value. They were also used 
to establish norms and standards against which all playspaces could be evaluated.

AŌ er review and consideraƟ on, a total of 86 playspaces in Alexandria were found to be 
relevant to the scope of this study. These were further broken out into playspaces that are 
appropriate for children between the ages of 2-5 and those that are not. Of the 86 playspaces, 
67 were iden  fi ed as appropriate for ages 2-5. Of those, 15 are located at schools and 
are not available to the public during school hours, which means that a total of 54 playspaces 
available throughout the day and suitable for 2-5 year olds were idenƟ fi ed.

An “ideal” playspace for 2-5 year olds would have all of the elements and meet all of the 
condiƟ ons assessed during the evaluaƟ on. While no such ideal playspace was found, one 
playspace was idenƟ fi ed as providing all of the components of play at full value. This was 
John Adams Elementary School. However, because it is located at a school, it is not available 
full Ɵ me. It also does not provide restrooms, drinking water, and some of the other physical 
aƩ ributes necessary to form an ideal playspace. A more detailed discussion of the evaluaƟ on 
results for all playspaces can be found in this report.

The playspaces were also used collecƟ vely to evaluate how and where play is made available 
throughout the city. In parƟ cular, access to playspaces within a walkable distance was evaluated. 
Two parameters were evaluated. The fi rst was to idenƟ fy which parts of the city lie within a 
walkable distance of a playspace and which do not. The second parameter was to determine 

Each playspace was evaluated 
on how well it serves fi ve 
components of healthy play:

• Physical acƟ vity
• Intellectual acƟ vity
• Social interacƟ on
• Contact with nature
• Unstructured free play
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the total value (according to the assessed value of each playspace) of all playspaces that are 
within walking distance of any given locaƟ on. These results were compared with demographic 
mapping to show where playspaces exist relaƟ ve to where children live, and the relaƟ ve value 
of those playspaces. Through this process, areas with gaps in service were mapped. The results 
show signifi cant gaps in the western part of Alexandria. These gaps tend to occur in areas with 
high and/or dense populaƟ ons of children, parƟ cularly children under 5-years-old.

The percepƟ ons and overall understanding of play among residents came primarily from a series 
of focus groups and the Photovoice Project. The input from these indicates that, in general, 
people feel that playspaces are not adequately distributed throughout Alexandria and that the 
available playspaces do not adequately meet the needs of children ages 2-5. ParƟ cular concerns 
included the lack of playspaces within walking distance of home and the overall safety and 
security of playspaces. People felt that maintenance of playspaces could be beƩ er. They also 
wanted to see surfacing in playspaces that is beƩ er suited to younger children. Overall, there 
was a feeling that playspaces needed more equipment and ameniƟ es suited to the needs of 
2-5-year-olds.

There was also a concern among the focus group parƟ cipants that informaƟ on about where 
playspaces are located and what they off er is diffi  cult to fi nd, especially for people who are new 
to the area and those who do not speak English. At the same Ɵ me, it was expressed that people 
in these categories gain a lot of social and emoƟ onal value through the connecƟ ons they make 
through the play of their children. Joining play groups and meeƟ ng people at playspaces does a 
great deal to help people connect with one another and their community.

Recommenda  ons

Three primary ac  ons were idenƟ fi ed as ways to expand and enhance access to play in 
Alexandria. These include:
Specifi c playspaces to improve were idenƟ fi ed, and areas needing new or improved playspaces 
were discussed. The importance of providing a full range of play experiences within a 

reasonable proximity of where children live was highlighted. While improvements are needed 
throughout the city, the westernmost part of Alexandria was idenƟ fi ed as a priority due to 
its high density of children ages 2-5 and the overall lack of access to appropriate playspaces. 
RecommendaƟ ons for this area include expanding access to school playgrounds, working with 
private owners to improve playspaces at residenƟ al developments, and providing temporary 
and mobile play opportuniƟ es.

The area in northern Alexandria known as Arlandria was also idenƟ fi ed as an area of priority 
due to its high number of children and lack of playspaces. RecommendaƟ ons for this area 

• Improve the quality of playspaces
• Increase the quan  ty of playspaces and assure that they are well distributed
• Improve awareness of the importance of play and the general 

understanding of where to take children to play and how they can gain the 
most benefi t from playing
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include adding and improving playspaces within it and making sure that people living there 
know how to safely get to playspaces in adjacent neighborhoods. Those adjacent playspaces 
should be improved to assure that they can accommodate the spillover from this neighborhood 
and meet the full needs of all children.

The concept of DesƟ naƟ on Playgrounds was also discussed. These are places that moƟ vate 
people to make an eff ort to bring their children to a place where their full range of play needs 
can be met and that encourage them to stay longer. In the process, parents may also meet 
fellow ciƟ zens, get to know one another, and build a beƩ er community for themselves as well as 
their children.



The Story of PlayThe Story of Play
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It’s not all fun and games…

At the end of the 1800s, children were living in squalor in the industrialized ciƟ es of America. 
Poor health, crime, and juvenile delinquency were prevalent, and places to play were woefully 
missing. A movement was started to improve the lives of urban children, and creaƟ ng places to 
play was a signifi cant part of that eff ort.

Now, over 100 years later, there is a new movement to again improve children’s lives and rescue 
them from their environment. This Ɵ me it is obesity, isolaƟ on, and the complexiƟ es of modern 
lifestyles that threaten children’s lives, but play is once again seen as an important anƟ dote.

In the laƩ er part of the 20th century, play began to disappear from children’s lives. Concerns 
about the safety of children and risks of abducƟ on, traffi  c accidents, and injury or abuse 
prompted parents to stop allowing children to leave the house on their own, let alone play 
unsupervised. And today only one in fi ve children live within walking distance (a half-mile) of 
a park or playground, according to a 2010 report by the federal Centers for Disease Control, 
making children even less inclined to play outdoors. 

The busy lives of two-income families leave liƩ le Ɵ me for parents to take their children to a 
playground or other place to play. As a result, the presence of tradiƟ onal, free outdoor play has 
rapidly declined in the United States. It is being replaced with cyber-play and organized sports. 
Children spend ever-larger porƟ ons of their Ɵ me in front of televisions and computers and 
relaƟ vely liƩ le Ɵ me outdoors.

Over the past three decades, the childhood obesity rate has more than doubled for preschool 
children ages 2-5 years and adolescents ages 12-19 years, and it has more than tripled for 
children ages 6-11 years. At present, approximately nine million children over 6 years of age are 
considered obese. The prevalence is even greater among low-income preschoolers, with nearly 
a third of low-income children ages 2-5 being obese or overweight. NaƟ onally, one out of every 
seven low-income, preschool-age children is obese.

Severe Health Consequences

Being overweight or obese puts children at the risk of many 
serious health problems, now and throughout their lives. 
Cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and mental health 
condiƟ ons such as anxiety and depression are typical threats. 
Preschoolers who are overweight/obese face an increased 
risk of obesity and its related health risks in young adulthood. 
Obese children and adolescents have a greater risk of social 
and psychological problems, such as discriminaƟ on and poor 
self-esteem, which can conƟ nue into adulthood.

The Story of PlayThe Story of Play

In Alexandria, the 
obesity epidemic is 
parƟ cularly disturbing. 
A 2007 study on 
obesity in Northern 
Virginia found that 
43.5 percent of 
Alexandria’s children 
between the ages of 
2-5 were overweight 
or obese!
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Play and Developmental Benefi ts

We are born to move. It’s one of the fi rst things a child discovers and learns to do. It’s not 
just a human trait but is found in many species. It has a purpose.

Quality movement experiences are an essenƟ al part of a child’s development and are just 
as important for newborns as for older children. Moving and physical acƟ vity assist with 
the healthy growth of a child’s brain and body—and have an impact on a child’s social, 
emoƟ onal, physiological, cogniƟ ve, and physical abiliƟ es and behavior. 

For small children, playing is learning. Play has proven to be a criƟ cal element in a child’s 
future success. Play helps kids develop muscle strength and coordinaƟ on, language, 
cogniƟ ve thinking, reasoning, and social abiliƟ es. 

Play also teaches children how to interact and cooperate with others, laying foundaƟ ons 
for social skills that are carried into adulthood. The problem solving that occurs in play may 
promote execuƟ ve funcƟ oning—a higher-level skill that integrates aƩ enƟ on and other 
cogniƟ ve funcƟ ons such as planning, organizing, sequencing, and decision making. ExecuƟ ve 
funcƟ oning is required not only for later academic success but also for success in those tasks 
of daily living that all children must master to gain full independence, such as managing 
their belongings and traveling to unfamiliar places.

Now, according to a 2007 Stanford University study, inac  vity among children may result in this 
genera  on being the fi rst in American history to have a shorter life span than their parents. 
Physical educa  on, recess at school, and outdoor play at home are essen  al to healthy child 
development. 

6 EssenƟ al Elements in Playground Designs

Spinning
Overhead 
Climbing Swinging

Sliding

Balance Climbing
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Play encourages autonomous thinking, provides opportuniƟ es to pracƟ ce new skills and 
funcƟ ons, promotes fl exibility in problem solving, and develops creaƟ ve and aestheƟ c 
appreciaƟ on—all in a context of minimum risks and penalƟ es for mistakes.   

The Importance of Being Outdoors

Children’s declining access to nature, and the resulƟ ng impacts on their development and 
well-being, point to a criƟ cal need to restore nature to the fabric of children’s everyday lives. 
Research has discovered that physical and mental health benefi ts occur when young children 
are connected to nature. 

Playing in environments that incorporate natural elements is important because nature is 
essenƟ al to both children’s and adults’ psychological and social health. It has been found 
to have an apparent benefi cial eff ect on blood pressure, heart rate, mood, day-to-day 
eff ecƟ veness, social behavior, cogniƟ ve funcƟ oning, and work performance.

Research conducted at child care centers in Sweden where children were outdoors in all 
weather condiƟ ons found that children were sick less of the Ɵ me, motor development was 
more advanced, power of concentraƟ on was heightened, and play acƟ viƟ es were more diverse, 
especially in the aff ecƟ ve, imaginaƟ ve, and social domains. 

An added benefi t of connecƟ ng children to nature is that it insƟ lls an affi  nity and appreciaƟ on of 
the value of nature and builds future stewards, so that the children of today’s kids will have the 
opportunity to enjoy valuable connecƟ ons to nature.

PLAY promotes:
• cogniƟ ve, social, and language development
• physical fi tness and health
• learning and coping skills
• general health and well-being
• creaƟ vity 
• working in groups
• dealing with challenge
• exploraƟ on 
• engaging in childhood passion, imaginaƟ on, and brain development

So what is the importance of play?
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What Is Play?

To understand play in Alexandria, we need to defi ne 
what we mean by PLAY. The word has a wide range of 
meanings and can be used as either a noun or verb. 
The Oxford English DicƟ onary devotes more than a 
page and a half to defi ning play. For the purposes of 
this study, some useful defi niƟ ons include:

The Need for Playspaces

Play has the potenƟ al to improve all aspects of children’s well-being: physical, emoƟ onal, social, 
and cogniƟ ve. Lack of access to appropriate places to play is therefore a serious concern.

Preschool children seem to have highest physical acƟ vity levels while engaged in play outdoors. 
The outdoors is where free play and gross motor acƟ vity in young children are most likely to 
occur. For this reason, a primary focus is placed in this study on the availability and quality of 
suitable outdoor playspaces for children between the ages of 2-5.

Play /noun

AcƟ ve bodily exercise; brisk and vigorous 
acƟ on of the body or limbs… 

exercise or acƟ on by way of recreaƟ on or 
amusement... especially as a spontaneous 

acƟ vity of children or young animals… 
(a source of) enjoyment or pleasure; a joy, 

a delight.

W
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Free 
and spontaneous 

acƟ vity of children 
associated with moƟ on of 

the body and acƟ on of the mind 
for the purposes of pleasure, 
delight, growth, health, and 

development.

Our Defi ni  on of Play

For our purposes, let us consider play as used in this report to refer to the: 

Components of Play

Researchers agree that when evaluaƟ ng children’s environments the best approach is to look at 
the environment’s ability to support the development of the whole child. Physically acƟ ve play 
is the direct link to healthy growth, but play has the innate potenƟ al to improve all aspects of 
children’s well-being: physical, emoƟ onal, social, and cogniƟ ve. It is important for each of these 
“domains” to be addressed in the places where children play. This requires a play environment 
with a good mix of acƟ viƟ es and features that support children’s intellectual, social, and physical 
development, as well as exposure to nature. These components provide a great plaƞ orm for 
enhancing children’s health and learning, along with their connectedness to nature and to other 
children and adults. 

Individual play acƟ viƟ es on a playground can support one or more developmental domains, 
depending on the quality of the play structure or the natural features found in the environment. 
For the purposes of this study, a focus was placed on the play environment specifi cally aimed at 
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Physical Domain
The playspace should off er opportuniƟ es for physical acƟ vity appropriate for young 
children. AcƟ ve physical play has a posiƟ ve eff ect on children’s physical development and 
coordinaƟ on and helps prevent obesity. Examples include climbing, crawling, walking, 
running, sliding, climbing through, throwing, skipping, hopping, jumping on/off , liŌ ing, 
and balancing. VesƟ bular sƟ mulaƟ on that trains the sense of balance is experienced in 
acƟ viƟ es like rolling, swinging, rocking, sliding, twisƟ ng, turning, and swaying. Pathways 
and wheeled toys off er opportuniƟ es to move at diff erent speeds. Play structures off er 
the opportunity to climb up, down, through, and over and to experiment with large 
motor skills.

Intellectual Domain
The playspace should off er appropriate opportuniƟ es for intellectual development, 
including language skills, problem solving, perspecƟ ve taking, memory, and creaƟ vity. 
Loose materials, moveable objects, and props sƟ mulate imaginaƟ on, discovery, and 
imaginaƟ ve play. A sand play area is great for construcƟ ve play. NavigaƟ ng a climbing 
structure or exploring the topography of a mulƟ purpose, open grassy area develops 
spaƟ al understanding. Age-appropriate risk and challenge are important elements in an 
intellectually sƟ mulaƟ ng environment for young children. 

Social Domain
Play has shown to contribute to the development of social skills such as taking turns, 
collaboraƟ ng, and following rules, as well as empathy, self-regulaƟ on, impulse control, 
and moƟ vaƟ on. Outdoor environments designed with social acƟ viƟ es in mind for child-
child interacƟ ons and adult-child interacƟ ons include quiet spaces for both solitary 
and parallel play. Small-group play and larger-group play can occur on decks, stages, 
and siƫ  ng and gathering places. Pretend play features include playhouses and other 
imaginaƟ ve props or natural objects.

Natural Domain
Including elements from the Natural Domain provides opportuniƟ es for children to be in 
physical contact with the natural environment. Nontoxic garden plants, hedges, bushes, 
enclosures, raised-bed gardens and planters, ground covers, mulƟ purpose lawns, hills, 
and natural objects like logs, leaves, sƟ cks, water, and sand all contribute to this domain.

Free Play
A Free Play area consists of an open space that off er opportuniƟ es for lots of movements 
and social interacƟ on in unstructured play acƟ viƟ es, i.e., open areas with appropriate 
surfacing for larger group play, running, games, and dramaƟ c play.

2-5-year-olds. An environment for 2-5-year-olds has to be able to accommodate both toddlers 
and sophisƟ cated older preschoolers. Five criƟ cal components of play for 2-5-year-olds were 
defi ned and evaluated at each individual playspace in Alexandria. The fi ve components are as 
follows:



ExisƟ ng Playspaces in AlexandriaExisƟ ng Playspaces in Alexandria
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ExisƟ ng Playspaces in AlexandriaExisƟ ng Playspaces in Alexandria

Defi ni  on of Playspace

For the purposes of this study, a playspace is considered to be a playground, facility, or locaƟ on 
where elements specifi cally intended for children’s play are located. The goal of the inventory 
was to idenƟ fy all of the playspaces in Alexandria that were public or semi-public, indoor or 
outdoor. By this, it is meant places that are open to the general public at least some of the 
Ɵ me, even if they are located on private property. This included playspaces at public parks and 
schools and some private schools, churches, and other faciliƟ es that were open to the public 
on at least a parƟ al basis. Playspaces at apartment complexes, housing developments, or 
other locaƟ ons run by homeowners’ associaƟ ons or other enƟ Ɵ es were included if they were 
generally open to residents on a drop-in basis. None of the playspaces in the inventory charge a 
fee for use, except two indoor playspaces located in recreaƟ on centers. FaciliƟ es such as private 
day care operaƟ ons, church yards closed to general use, and other areas that were open only to 
members or a select group were not included.

Evalua  ng Playspaces

The fi eld inventory and evaluaƟ on of playspaces were conducted by playground experts in 
April of 2011. An aƩ empt was made to idenƟ fy and locate all of the public and semi-public 
playspaces within the city limits. Any playspace that met the above criteria was evaluated, 
whether or not it was intended to serve children ages 2-5. However, since the focus of this study 
is on playspaces for ages 2-5, some determinaƟ on of the fi tness of the playspace for that age 
group was needed. This determinaƟ on was based primarily on the types and confi guraƟ on of 
the play equipment and other features found at a playspace. Prior studies in Alexandria had 
determined the viability of some playspaces for 2-5-year-olds based on the manufacturer’s 
specifi caƟ ons for the equipment found there. Where available, this was incorporated into the 
data set. For playspaces where this informaƟ on had not been compiled, a determinaƟ on was 
made on the appropriateness of each component for serving ages 2-5, and this eff ected a score 
that was given for each component. The scores refl ect whether a playspace is considered to 
serve ages 2-5 in this study.

Exis  ng playspaces in Alexandria were iden  fi ed through the use of:

• Aerial photographs of the city taken in 2009
• ExisƟ ng lists provided by the project partners 
• The general knowledge and experƟ se of the Alexandria Planning Department 

and the Alexandria Department of RecreaƟ on, Parks and Cultural AcƟ viƟ es
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A total of 89 public and semi-public playspaces that fi t the criteria for inclusion in the data set 
were idenƟ fi ed. Three of those were eliminated aŌ er closer examinaƟ on. This leŌ  86 playspaces 
that were ulƟ mately found to be appropriate for inclusion in the study. This number includes 
all playspaces, whether or not they are appropriate for ages 2-5. The playspaces were further 
sorted into those appropriate for this age group and those that are not. Of the 86, a total of 67 
were determined to be appropriate for ages 2-5.  

It is possible that there are playspaces in Alexandria that fi t the criteria for inclusion in this data 
set but that were not found during the process for this study. The methods used to assure a 
complete count included using:

• ExisƟ ng inventories provided by the City of Alexandria
• Aerial images of the city
• A review of Internet sources such as the Kaboom Map of Play
• The collecƟ ve input and review by people familiar with the community
• The knowledge and experƟ se of the Alexandria Planning Department and the Alexandria 

Department of RecreaƟ on, Parks and Cultural AcƟ viƟ es

Based on this, it is esƟ mated that there are no more than four to fi ve playspaces in Alexandria 
that were not idenƟ fi ed and evaluated.
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Components of Play

The process for evaluaƟ ng play opportuniƟ es in Alexandria began with idenƟ fying the criƟ cal 
components of play, as described earlier, and creaƟ ng an assessment tool to use in evaluaƟ ng 
individual playspaces on their provision of them. Five components of play were idenƟ fi ed:

• Physical Domain—the playspace off ers opportuniƟ es for physical acƟ vity appropriate for 
2-5-year-olds.

• Intellectual Domain—the playspace provides appropriate opportuniƟ es for creaƟ vity, 
such as movable parts and/or elements that sƟ mulate imaginaƟ on and make-believe or 
mental and emoƟ onal challenges to the child, such as puzzles, games, and discovery. 

• Social Domain—the playspace off ers appropriate opportuniƟ es for children to engage 
with each other and adults in posiƟ ve ways.

• Natural Domain—the playspace provides opportuniƟ es for children to be in physical 
contact with the natural environment.

• Free Play—the playspace off ers opportuniƟ es for unstructured play, i.e., open areas with 
appropriate surfacing for running, crawling, and rolling.

Modifi ers

In addiƟ on to the fi ve components, a set of elements that contribute to making a 
playspace more inviƟ ng and comfortable were idenƟ fi ed, with the idea that the 
presence of these would bring more parents and children to the playspace and that 
they would stay longer. In that way, the value of the playspace is enhanced, and the 
benefi ts it provides are increased. Conversely, the lack of these elements reduces the 
value provided by the playspace. Because these elements modify the way a playspace 
is used, they were called modifi ers for the purposes of the study.

• Open Access—Can anyone use it or 
is access limited or restricted in some 
way?

• Invita  on—Is it easy to fi nd and 
welcoming?

• Ease of Access—Can people get to it 
by normal means of transportaƟ on, 
including walking? Is there adequate 
parking available or a transit stop 
nearby?

• Safe Loca  on —How safe is the 
locaƟ on perceived to be?

• Pleasant Condi  ons and 
Surroundings —How clean, aƩ racƟ ve, 
and appealing are the playspace and 
its surroundings?

• Monitoring—Are there “friendly 
eyes” on the playspace during normal 
Ɵ mes of use?

• Weather Protec  on—Is there 
protecƟ on from wind, rain, and sun?

• Sea  ng—Is there an adequate 
amount of comfortable seaƟ ng for 
caregivers?

• Restrooms—Is the need for restrooms 
met, either at the playspace or 
conveniently nearby?

• Drinking Water—Is drinking water 
available either at the playspace or 
conveniently nearby?

Ten modifi ers were ulƟ mately idenƟ fi ed and evaluated at each playspace:
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Calcula  ng the Value of a Playspace

For each of the aƩ ributes (components and modifi ers), a score of 1, 2, or 3 was given based 
on how the playspace met the condiƟ ons of that aƩ ribute. A higher score indicates that the 
playspace provides more value for that aƩ ribute. A sample of the fi eld sheet used to evaluate 
each playspace is shown in Appendix A.

A formula was developed to calculate the value of each playspace. The formula is a simple 
calculaƟ on that involves adding up the total score for all of the modifi ers and mulƟ plying it 
by the total score for all of the components at the playspace. This yields a value that is the 
Playspace Score (also referred to as the GRASP® Value in this report) for that playspace:

  (Sum of the Modifi ers) X (Sum of the Components) = Playspace Score

Because there were 10 modifi ers and fi ve components that could each have a maximum 
value of 3 points, the maximum score a playspace could receive is 450 points. The 450-point 
maximum would only be achieved by an ideal play space. Such playspaces are rare anywhere, 
and none were found in Alexandria.

Scoring Results for Components

The scores for all playspaces in the inventory can be found in Appendix C.

The highest-scoring playspace in the inventory was found at Charles Houston RecreaƟ on Center, 
which scored 336 points. This is an outdoor playspace, but it is accessed through the indoor 
center. The center off ers good access to restrooms, drinking water, and other ameniƟ es that 
gave it a high value for modifi ers. 

Next highest was John Adams Elementary School at 297 points. It was the only playspace to 
score 3s for all fi ve components. However, it scored 1s for several modifi ers.

Playspaces that score high for components are most likely to address the full range of needs (or 
“domains” as explained earlier) for children in the 2-5 age group. Ideally, every playspace would 
off er the full range of components, but if this is not possible, then it is important that children 
have access to mulƟ ple playspaces that collecƟ vely off er the full range of components among 
them.

Some playspaces may have scored well in one or two domains but not all domains. In general 
terms, playspaces in the inventory perform well in the Physical and Social Domains. This is 
because the manufactured play equipment used in most playgrounds is focused on providing 
opportuniƟ es for physical play, including physical play among groups of children. The playspaces 
also perform generally well in the Free Play Domain because outdoor playspaces are typically 
located in parks or other places with some room for free play.
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The overall performance of playspaces 
in the Natural and Intellectual Domains 
was somewhat lower. This suggests 
that a focus on improving the natural 
qualiƟ es and the intellectual sƟ mulaƟ on 
characterisƟ cs of exisƟ ng play spaces 
would be benefi cial in increasing the 
overall value of playspaces in Alexandria.

Scoring Results for Modifi ers

Playspaces that score high for modifi ers 
are most likely to draw children and 
parents to them more frequently and for longer periods of Ɵ me, because they are comfortable 
to use. The presence of shade, drinking water, restrooms, and other ameniƟ es encourages 
people to come back again and stay longer when they do. This suggests that children using 
playspaces with high modifi er scores are geƫ  ng the benefi t of more frequent and extended 
opportuniƟ es to play. However, modifi ers alone do not guarantee that children are geƫ  ng the 
full range of potenƟ al benefi ts of play unless all of the domains are represented within the 
components present at that locaƟ on. It is important to have a full range of components as well 
as a full set of modifi ers for children to receive the most benefi t from play.

The informaƟ on provided below can be used to get a sense of how well Alexandria’s current 
playspaces stack up against the criteria used to defi ne a good playspace. RecommendaƟ ons for 
improving Alexandria’s playspaces are presented at the end of this report.

The six highest-scoring playspaces for 
components alone were:
• John Adams Elementary School (15)
• Jeff erson Houston Elementary School (14)
• Beverley Park – “The Pit” (13)
• Beverly Hills United Methodist (13)
• Douglas Macarthur Elementary School (13)
• Goat Hill Park (13)

NOTE: Of these six, three are located at schools 
and are not available to the public during school 
hours.

The fi ve highest-scoring playspaces for modifi ers (i.e., ameniƟ es that 
support the use of play components) alone were:
• Charles Houston RecreaƟ on Center (28)
• Chinquapin RecreaƟ on Center (27)
• Charles BarreƩ  Park (27)
• Mount Vernon Elementary School (26)
• Ben Brenman Park (26)

Some notable staƟ sƟ cs for the modifi ers as rated by the playground experts 
during fi eld visits are shown here (percentages based on 86 playspaces):
• 61 playspaces were rated as feeling safe at normal hours of play in the 

percepƟ on of the evaluators at the Ɵ me of their visit (71%). 
• 34 playspaces have adequate sea  ng for caregivers (39%).
• 15 playspaces have adequate access to drinking water (17%).
• 12 playspaces have adequate access to restrooms (14%).
• 12 playspaces have adequate protec  on from weather (14%).
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DemographicsDemographics

Overview

The demographics of Alexandria—general populaƟ on, race and ethnicity, and income—provide 
a context for understanding the community and the role of playgrounds. This informaƟ on, 
coupled with an understanding of locaƟ ons of exisƟ ng playgrounds, provides insights into 
current geographic gaps in service. For example, areas with higher poverty rates, higher 
percentages of children, and less access to playgrounds are an area of concern for future 
playground improvements. The following demographic overview provides addiƟ onal context 
for this analysis.

According to the 2010 U.S. Census, Alexandria City, Virginia has grown about 9.1 percent in 
total populaƟ on to 139,966 since 2000, consistent with the city’s long-term growth trend of 
about 1 percent per year since 1960. In addiƟ on, the city’s average household size has remained 
approximately constant since 2000. This suggests that the number of children in Alexandria has 
grown and will conƟ nue to do so if current trends conƟ nue.

The 2010 race and ethnicity data does not show dramaƟ c changes in the city’s racial and ethnic 
makeup since 2000. The Hispanic populaƟ on has grown about twice as fast as the citywide 
total, reaching 16.1 percent of the total in 2010. The Black and African American populaƟ on has 
grown a liƩ le more than half as fast as the total, declining to 21.8 percent of the total in 2010. 
The Asian populaƟ on has grown faster than the overall average, reaching 6 percent of the total 
in 2010. 

The populaƟ on in Alexandria conƟ nues to diversify. The number of foreign-born persons 
increased 23.9 percent between 2005 and 2009. AddiƟ onally, the number of families who spoke 
a language other than English at home increased 29.9 percent between 2005 and 2009. This 
should be taken into account when communicaƟ ng with families on maƩ ers related to play.

Alexandria’s median household income in 2009 was $76,293, higher than the Commonwealth 
of Virginia’s ($59,372). However, 9.1 percent of the city’s populaƟ on is below the poverty level 
(2009). Available 2010 U.S. Census data shows the following census tracts with the highest 
poverty rate: 

• Tract 2005 (18.9%) in west Alexandria
• Tract 2016 (15.9%) in east Alexandria
• Tract 2018.01 (14.2%) in east Alexandria

Note: Census tracts are small, relaƟ vely permanent staƟ sƟ cal 
subdivisions used by the U.S. Census Bureau. Census tracts 
usually have between 2,500 and 8,000 residents.

There is a 
higher percentage of 

children under the age of 5 
in Alexandria than in Virginia 

as a whole and in the U.S. 
overall.
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According to the Virginia Department of EducaƟ on, in April 2011, 53.2 percent of Alexandria 
public school students in grades K-12, a total of 6,506 children, were approved for free or 
reduced-price school lunches according to federal guidelines. These staƟ sƟ cs indicate that some 
of Alexandria’s children may have fi nancial condiƟ ons that limit their access to transportaƟ on 
and other resources that expand opportuniƟ es for play.

Age Demographics

The under-18 populaƟ on in Alexandria has grown by 2,433 to 17.1 percent of the total in 2010. 
Children under 5 years of age are 7.1 percent of the total populaƟ on (totaling 9,964). This is 
a higher percentage when compared to the United States (6.5 percent) as well as areas in the 
region including Arlington County (5.7 percent) and the D.C. metro area (6.7 percent). Children 
under the age of 5 represent the largest percentage of children under 18 years in Alexandria, 
unlike the United States and the Commonwealth of Virginia, where the populaƟ ons are more 
evenly distributed between the age categories. 

The map below shows highlights of the highest number and highest percentage of children 
under the age of 5 by census tract. The number inside each tract is the offi  cial “name” of 
that census tract. This analysis, combined with the Level of Service analysis for playgrounds 
presented later in this report, will help idenƟ fy current geographic service gaps for playgrounds.

Map 2: Demographic Highlights for Alexandria
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Playspaces and Density

The maps that follow are designed to show how the locaƟ ons and calculated play value of the 
playspaces in the inventory are distributed across the city and how that relates to populaƟ on 
densiƟ es for children under 5. (The density for all children under 5 was used because census 
data specifi cally for ages 2-5 is not available.)

Map 3 shows the densiƟ es of children under 5 years old for each census tract overlaid with the 
locaƟ ons of playspaces rated as appropriate for ages 2-5 and not restricted during the day (i.e., 
playspaces at schools are not shown). The purpose of this map is to provide a sense of where 
playspaces are located in relaƟ on to where children live in Alexandria. For example, noƟ ceable 
gaps occur in the far western and very northernmost parts of Alexandria, where high densiƟ es 
of children under 5 live without playspaces near them. One of those locaƟ ons is census tract 
2001.03, which, as noted on Map 2 (above) has the second-highest number of children under 5 
among all census tracts.

Map 4 shows the densiƟ es of children under 5 years old, overlaid with the locaƟ ons of all 
playspaces in the inventory rated as serving ages 2-5, including schools. 

Map 5 shows the locaƟ on of all playspaces in the inventory, whether or not they were rated 
appropriate for ages 2-5.

GRASP® Value

The symbols on the maps show the relaƟ ve playspace 
score for each locaƟ on, as described on page 14. This is 
also referred to as a GRASP® score. (See Appendix D for 
more informaƟ on on the GRASP® methodology.)

The GRASP® Value is a refl ecƟ on of how much benefi t the 
playspace off ers according to the criteria used to evaluate 
playspaces when the inventory was conducted for this 
project.

Density

Density is the number of people per a given unit of area.  
In this case, people per square mile is the raƟ o used. Note 
that on Maps 3 and 4, the raƟ o is based on the number of 
children under 5-years-old per square mile, and on Map 
5, it is the number of all children ages 17 and under per 
square mile.
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The informaƟ on on the previous pages shows the importance of providing quality playspaces 
near where children actually live. A priority should be placed on creaƟ ng new playspaces in 
areas where there is a high populaƟ on of children but no playspace. Priority should also be 
given to increasing the scores for exisƟ ng playspaces with low scores in areas where the density 
of children is high.

Map 5 can be used in conjuncƟ on with Maps 3 and 4 to idenƟ fy playspaces that do not currently 
serve ages 2-5 but that might be remodeled to serve that age group. An example of one such 
area is noted on Map 5.
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Level of Service AnalysisLevel of Service Analysis

What Is Level of Service?

In this study, playspaces were analyzed both individually and collecƟ vely to examine their 
eff ecƟ veness in serving the children of Alexandria. Various Level of Service (LOS) calculaƟ ons 
were performed as part of the analysis. For the purposes of this study, LOS was defi ned as 
follows:

Mapping Levels of Service

A series of analyƟ cal maps were produced to portray the relaƟ ve LOS for playspaces across 
the geography of Alexandria. The city was broken into subareas for the purpose of making 
comparisons among diff erent parts of Alexandria.

Catchment Areas
For each playspace, a boundary was defi ned that encompassed an area from which most 
users of the playspace can be expected to come. This is known as the catchment area for that 
parƟ cular playspace. Catchment areas vary in size and confi guraƟ on depending on who owns 
the playspace and who it is intended to serve. 

For playspaces that serve a parƟ cular subdivision, apartment complex, or other defi ned area, 
the catchment area was defi ned as the boundary of the parcel or development within which the 
playspace is located.

Parks and schools were each given two catchment areas. The fi rst one is a circle around the 
playspace that has a radius of 1 mile. This was considered to be a typical distance from which 
a majority of the playspace users might be expected to come by a variety of means including 
vehicle or transit. The second one is a circle with a radius of 1/3 mile. This is a distance within 
which a person can typically walk from one locaƟ on to another in 10 minutes or less, even if the 
route is not a direct one. These catchment areas were ploƩ ed on the map of Alexandria. 

Some of the playspaces in homeowners’ associaƟ ons (HOAs) and other semi-private faciliƟ es 
were given the same catchment areas as parks rather than the more restricƟ ve one described 

Level of Service (LOS)

A mulƟ -variable analysis that measures the extent to which the 
aƩ ributes of playspaces are available in proximity to Alexandria 
residents who might need them. LOS may be computed for the 
city as a whole, as well as for individual aspects of the playspaces 
within the city that make up a system. Therefore, LOS is not a 
single value, but rather a series of values that, taken together, 
describe the service that is provided.
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earlier. This was done whenever, in the opinion of the advisory commiƩ ee, the playspace serves 
a larger area than its immediate subdivision or development.

The score for each playspace was assigned to both of its catchment areas. Because the smaller 
1/3-mile catchment area overlays a porƟ on of the 1-mile catchment, the net eff ect is a doubling 
of the playspace’s value within a 1/3-mile radius of the playspace. This is done to give a 
premium to the area within a walkable proximity of the playspace. 

Subareas
Alexandria was divided into four subareas for the purposes of comparing one part of the 
city with another and for presenƟ ng more detailed informaƟ on on a smaller scale. The 
areas were intended to correspond closely with subareas used by planners in Alexandria for 
other purposes. This will allow informaƟ on from a variety of other sources and studies to be 
incorporated and compared with the results of this study. The areas, shown on Map 6 below, 
are idenƟ fi ed numerically from west to east as SubArea One through SubArea Four.
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Table 1 below shows staƟ sƟ cal informaƟ on for the subareas, including relaƟ ve size and the 
esƟ mated populaƟ on of children under 5 years of age. The total esƟ mate for all of Alexandria is 
nearly 10,000 children under the age of 5. NoƟ ce that SubArea Three is the largest and has the 
highest populaƟ on of children under 5.

Zone Percent 
of City

PopulaƟ on 
(under 5)

SubArea One 12% 2128
SubArea Two 32% 3106
SubArea Three 34% 3317
SubArea Four 22% 1403
EnƟ re Area 100% 9954

Barriers
Signifi cant barriers that might restrict or impede pedestrians in Alexandria were idenƟ fi ed. 
These primarily consist of major streets. The barriers were ploƩ ed and are shown on Map 6. 
The 1/3-mile catchment areas were clipped wherever these barriers were encountered to make 
the 1/3-mile catchment areas a more accurate representaƟ on of the walkable proximity of their 
associated playspaces.

Summary of Level of Service

A variety of ways were used to analyze the system of playspaces in Alexandria. The informaƟ on 
collected in the playspace inventory was processed using computer technology to generate a 
series of “smart maps” that help understand how Alexandria is served by its playspaces. These 
maps are called PerspecƟ ves, because each one provides a certain perspecƟ ve on the way 
service is being provided. The various types of PerspecƟ ves include heat maps, threshold maps, 
and other types of maps that provide analyƟ cal informaƟ on. For a detailed discussion of these, 
see Appendix D. A summary of the analyƟ cal fi ndings and conclusions is presented here.

Heat Maps
A heat map is generated by ploƫ  ng all of the catchment areas for all of the playspaces onto a 
single map. Where catchment areas overlap one another, scores accumulate. On heat maps, 
the Level of Service (LOS) available to a person at any given locaƟ on is represented by an orange 
tone. Where the tone is darker, the available LOS is higher, which means that there are more 
opportuniƟ es for play in that area. LocaƟ ons on the map with no orange tone (i.e., a grey tone) 
have no service. 

Map 7 is a heat map showing walkable access to all of the playspaces in the inventory. 
Catchment areas and barriers, as described above, were used to generate this map. The darker 
orange tones are areas where one or more playspaces with Playspace Scores (also called 
GRASP® Values) that add up to a high number are found within walking distance. Lighter orange 
areas have playspaces with scores that add up to lower numbers, and grey areas have no 
playspaces within walking distance. The range of values represented from the lightest orange to 
the darkest is 170 to 2708. This means that areas with the darkest orange are served at a level 
that is many Ɵ mes greater than those with the lightest.

Table 1: Subarea StaƟ sƟ cs
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Threshold Maps
Heat maps can be further analyzed to fi nd out where the values represented by the orange 
tones are above or below a given threshold. For the walkable access map, a threshold was 
determined based on the score that a playspace would have if all of the aƩ ributes evaluated in 
the inventory were scored at the mid-range of possible values.

Applying this threshold to the heat map results in Map 8. Any point on the map where the heat 
map value is at or above the threshold is shown in purple. Any point where the heat map value 
is below the threshold but greater than zero is shown in yellow. All other areas have a score of 
zero and are shown in grey.

Where grey areas coincide with higher densiƟ es of children, new playspaces are needed. Yellow 
areas may be considered areas of opportunity. The yellow color indicates that there is at least 
one playspace serving that locaƟ on. By adding components or otherwise upgrading those 
playspaces, yellow areas can be improved, which would increase their threshold score and turn 
the area to purple on the map.

Heat maps, threshold maps, and other analyƟ cal maps for a variety of LOS perspecƟ ves are 
found in Appendix D.

GRASP® Index
Another tool used to evaluate the availability of play faciliƟ es in Alexandria is the GRASP® Index. 
This index is a number calculated by adding up all of the Playspace Scores (as explained on 
page 17) within a defi ned area and dividing the total by the number of people living there (in 
thousands). It is, in eff ect, a per-capita value for all of the playspaces in the inventory that are 
located within a given area. To most accurately refl ect the situaƟ on, the populaƟ on fi gure used 
to calculate the indices is the number of children, not the total populaƟ on. 

Map 8: Threshold Map
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In the table below, the GRASP® Indices shown correspond just to those playspaces determined 
appropriate for 2-5-year-olds, and the populaƟ on number used is the number of children under 
the age of 5. (PopulaƟ on fi gures for the 2-5-year-old bracket were not available.) The yellow 
shade in the tables indicates the highest value in each category. 

SubArea One has a relaƟ vely low GRASP® Index, indicaƟ ng a low level of service and suggesƟ ng 
that the subarea is lacking in the number and quality of playspaces found there.

Zone
Total 
GRASP® 
Value

PopulaƟ on 
(under 5)

GRASP® 
Index 
(populaƟ on 
1,000s)

SubArea One 1151 2128 541
SubArea Two 3469 3106 1175
SubArea Three 5999 3317 1809
SubArea Four 3773 1403 2689
EnƟ re Area 14572 9954 1464

ImplicaƟ ons
From the input collected during the focus groups and other meeƟ ngs, as well as on-site 
observaƟ ons, a percepƟ on emerged that indicated that the western part of Alexandria does not 
off er opportuniƟ es for play commensurate with those found in the eastern part of the city. The 
PerspecƟ ves and other analyses in Appendix D seem to support this percepƟ on and allow the 
diff erences to be quanƟ fi ed in various ways. The results are described below. 

SubArea One (the westernmost part of Alexandria) does indeed appear to have lower LOS than 
the eastern parts of the city. It ranks lowest in many categories of service, including:

• Average LOS per acre served for walkable access to all playspaces and those playspaces 
serving 2-5-year-olds. This indicator means that even where walkable service is available, 
the playspaces that contribute to that service scored lower in the evaluaƟ on than those in 
other parts of Alexandria.

• Average LOS in rela  on to average density of children under 5, for all of the analyses 
performed (see Appendix D). This indicates that, compared with other parts of Alexandria, 
the value of the playspaces provided is low compared to the density of children living here.

• GRASP® Index, a computed value that relates the value of playspaces to popula  on (see 
Appendix D).

These indicate that having a good playspace within walking distance is less common in SubArea 
One than elsewhere in Alexandria and that the number and quality of playspaces is low 
compared to the number of children found there.

The low GRASP® Index is parƟ cularly revealing, in that it indicates a low per-capita value for the 
playspaces located within the subarea. On the other hand, SubArea One fared beƩ er in terms 
of the percentage of its area covered by service. This combinaƟ on of moderate service coverage 
but low GRASP® Index suggests that the high density of children in SubArea One places a 

GRASP® Index for 
Playspaces Serving 
2-5-Year-Olds
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greater demand on the need for both more playspaces and beƩ er ones. So while addi  onal 
playspaces may be needed in SubArea One, a focus on improving the quality of exis  ng ones 
should also be a priority. It should also be noted that SubArea One has a high propor  on of 
playspaces that are located in private developments. 

SubArea Two ranked lowest (actually, Ɵ ed for lowest with SubArea Four) in only one category: 
percent of its area with walkable access to all playspaces. Large porƟ ons of SubArea Two have 
low densiƟ es of children, so providing walkable access throughout the subarea may not be as 
criƟ cal here as it is in the other subareas. The focus should be on assuring that neighborhoods 
where there are higher densiƟ es of children have access to good playspaces.

SubArea Two does have some localized areas of higher density that lack a playspace, parƟ cularly 
the area to the southeast of Patrick Henry School, in between Raleigh Avenue and North 
Gordon Street. This area should be looked at more closely to determine if there is a need to 
create a playspace within it. Another area to take a look at within SubArea Two is the complex 
just south of the intersecƟ on of Van Dorn Street and Seminary Road. 

SubArea Three ranked highest in several categories and lowest in none, so it might be 
considered to have the lowest priority overall among the subareas. However, this does not 
mean that there could not be specifi c locaƟ ons where improvements are needed. Playspaces 
within the subarea that received a score of 1 for any components or modifi ers can be found 
in Appendix C. They should be targeted for improvement. In parƟ cular, TC Williams and Cora 
Kelly School should be targeted. These playspaces were among the lowest-scoring in terms of 
components, modifi ers, and overall score.

SubArea Four (easternmost Alexandria, including Old Town) rated highest in many, but not 
all categories of analysis. In parƟ cular, SubArea Four fell short in providing walkable access 
to playspaces. This could be due to the large porƟ on of this subarea that lies within freeway 
rights-of-way and in newly developing and redeveloping areas. The density map (Map 3) shows 
relaƟ vely low density for children under fi ve in that part of the subarea. Therefore, the problem 
may not be urgent and might be resolved as new development occurs in the southern and 
western parts of SubArea Four.
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Focus Group InputFocus Group Input
Focus Group Summary

Background
From May 17 to May 20, 2011, focus 
groups were conducted with community 
stakeholders who cater to young children 
ages 2-5 in the City of Alexandria. The 
aim was to gain insight into thoughts 
about spaces for play and come up with 
recommendaƟ ons for good playspaces in 
Alexandria. 

Audiences
Focus group interviews were conducted 
with: 
• three playgroups that included both parents and child care providers
• one family child care provider group
• two partner groups that included service providers, parks and transportaƟ on planners, 

public housing representaƟ ves, public schools, and the police 

The playgroups and family child care provider group provided informaƟ on about the 
percepƟ ons and experiences with playgrounds in the City of Alexandria along with ideas for new 
playgrounds. The playgroups and the family child care provider group represented a diverse 
set of ethniciƟ es and included a number of fi rst-generaƟ on immigraƟ on families. The partner 
groups provided informaƟ on from a wide range of community perspecƟ ves.

Methodology
Focus groups were used to generate concepts and ideas for playgrounds and get a beƩ er 
understanding of the current community percepƟ on of playgrounds in the City of Alexandria. 
Focus group moderators asked quesƟ ons designed to sƟ mulate in-depth discussions. The 
quesƟ ons were:

• Where do your children play? Why do they play there? How oŌ en? 
• Do you know of places to play that families use a lot? Why are these places used a lot?
• What are reasons you and your family avoid using a playspace?
• Do you know families with young children that do not use playspaces? Why don’t they?
• Do you worry about safety where your children play? If yes, in what ways?
• How can we improve safety at playspaces? 
• Can you give examples of play acƟ viƟ es and other things you fi nd important in a good 

playspace for young children?
• How could playspaces for young children 2-5 be improved in Alexandria?
• How can we help you learn more about playspaces in Alexandria?

The partner groups were also asked to idenƟ fy funding opportuniƟ es. 
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Focus Group Input

Benefi ts from playgrounds
The importance of playgrounds was acknowledged in all focus groups. According to parƟ cipants, 
playgrounds are valued because they are a place for both kids and adults to make friends. They 
off er a great opportunity for kids to be acƟ ve and to explore environments in self-directed play. 
A high-quality playground should off er contact with nature and age-appropriate play equipment 
and be an engaging, creaƟ ve space. One respondent summed it up in the following way: “A 
playground is a space to have fun and learn about the world.”   

PercepƟ ons of playgrounds in the City of Alexandria
The focus groups idenƟ fi ed specifi c posiƟ ve and negaƟ ve 
percepƟ ons of the playgrounds in the City of Alexandria. The 
following is a summary of the comments.

A   S
Focus group respondents felt that playgrounds are too far 
away from where people live in the City of Alexandria. “Young children can only walk so 
far.” ParƟ cipants said that when they walk to playgrounds with small children they have 
to cross busy streets, highways, and freeways. Playgrounds are oŌ en located in areas with 
lots of traffi  c and may be too hard to fi nd. The walk to the playground is a great way to 
be physically acƟ ve, but when it is considered unsafe it becomes stressful, and people 
may choose not to go. School playgrounds cannot be accessed during school hours, which 
limits places to take young children during the day. Lastly, some playgrounds are located in 
isolated areas where people may feel unsafe.

M
ParƟ cipants said that well-maintained playgrounds are more inviƟ ng. Concern was 
expressed that some playgrounds are not being cleaned adequately. They felt that many 
playgrounds lack maintenance. For instance the lack of fresh woodchips makes the ground 
too hard for young children. At the same Ɵ me, because toddlers put loose items in their 
mouth, a preference was expressed for other types of surfacing. The desire is for more 
areas with specialized arƟ fi cial surfacing materials that are appropriate for young children 
when they are pracƟ cing their emerging walking and running skills. Concern about illegal 
acƟ viƟ es like drugs at some places was reported. A respondent expressed her concern for 
the condiƟ on of playspaces the following way: “People from the city should go on a tour 
and look for themselves. They should go and judge themselves what the surfacing and play 
equipment look like. They should then make it be  er and ins  tute some safety rules.”

P  
ParƟ cipants felt that there are not enough playspaces for small children. Many exisƟ ng 
playgrounds do not have age-appropriate equipment for young children. The playground 
equipment was described as either too high or too diffi  cult. The play equipment available 
for the younger age group is oŌ en one-dimensional. Instead, it needs to be more 
imaginaƟ ve to support more types of play, such as pretend play and exploratory play, which 
are both favorites among young children. Also, parƟ cipants said that most playgrounds lack 
relevant acƟ viƟ es for older kids, who then intrude on the younger kids’ areas. 
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A : , , 
Many parƟ cipants were concerned about the lack of playground fences. They felt that 
fences are needed in order for young children to explore the environment of the playground 
more freely. They said that fences can be designed and built in invenƟ ve ways. The lack of 
restrooms at some playspaces decreases their use. Most playgrounds lack covers for sun or 
rain, which also decreases their use on really warm and sunny days, as well as when it rains. 

N        
Natural elements were idenƟ fi ed as lacking on many playgrounds. ParƟ cipants suggested 
a number of ideas that would benefi t children: age-
appropriate play equipment, climbing elements for physical 
acƟ vity, play houses for pretend and social play, a variety of 
things to encourage acƟ vity, natural features, planter and 
bucket gardens, sand boxes, rubberized surfacing to run 
around on, play and literacy symbols on surfacing, tracks on 
surfacing, water play spray features, shade, storage opƟ ons, 
and a box with toys and other loose materials. 

Many respondents stated that the schools have some of 
the beƩ er playgrounds. John Adams School was singled out 
as having a very nice playground with surfacing, spinning 
things, a garden, and a bear that inspires children to play pretend bear. Playgrounds with 
natural features were menƟ oned posiƟ vely as well, as long as they are perceived to be safe.

P   
The parƟ cipants really like the organized playgroup meeƟ ngs and feel that the staff  for these 
is fantasƟ c. Parents in families of new immigrants were grateful for the social and emoƟ onal 
benefi ts of the playgroups. They oŌ en have diffi  culty knowing where to take their children 
to play, and playgroups are an important source of such informaƟ on. The parƟ cipants would 
like more playgroup meeƟ ngs. It is obvious that the playgroups serve a very important social 
funcƟ on for immigrant families in parƟ cular, as well as for nannies and mothers and their 
children. However, some of the respondents explained that the community centers lack 
adequate accommodaƟ ons for the playgroups. Because of space constraints, a common 
complaint expressed was: “Children should not be ea  ng and doing their ac  vi  es on the 
fl oor.”

L         
The partner groups pointed to similar issues that the play and provider groups did. They 
said that many potenƟ al users with young children live in apartment complexes with limited 
playspaces. They also commented that they do not know how much the playgrounds are 
actually used. It was acknowledged that these environments, where many children live, are 
not supporƟ ve of play and physical acƟ vity for young children. 

P          
The partner groups also pointed out that the City of Alexandria needs to be creaƟ ve in its 
approach to providing playspaces in locaƟ ons for redevelopment. For instance, places like 
small parks, exisƟ ng rooŌ ops of parking lots, and fi tness centers could be converted into 

“I came here a few months 
ago…with no family or 
not knowing anyone. This 
playgroup was heaven 
sent…this one helped me 
and connected me and my 
daughter with others.” 
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play opportuniƟ es. The West End was discussed as such an area where playgrounds could 
be designed with innovaƟ ve approaches. Making playgrounds part of the plan from the 
beginning when new areas develop was felt to be important.

Special Playground Concerns for the City of Alexandria 

All focus groups brought up several criƟ cal concerns that they would like to see addressed and 
resolved. In nonprioriƟ zed order they were:

Playgroups Requests 
Need more space for some of the playgroups and more meeƟ ng Ɵ mes.

Apartment-Owned Playgrounds
Respondents living in some apartment complexes pointed out the lack of maintenance of 
playgrounds. The following statement sums up the state-of-aff airs: “They say they will fi x broken 
equipment, but they never do. We need regula  ons so that playgrounds at apartments are safer 
—kids are on the streets, cars are all over, and it is not safe.”

Brent’s Place—An Apartment High-Rise Building Needs Help
This apartment high-rise building was idenƟ fi ed as needing special aƩ enƟ on. It has no 
playspaces except in hallways and stairs; it was stated that 60-80 kids live there without a 
playspace. It has a natural area in the back that, with funding, could be made into a playspace. 
The whole outside area needs to be improved and made safer for kids. 

Economic Status and Play OpƟ ons in the City of Alexandria
This included concerns about the equity of access to play between wealthy and poor children. 
PercepƟ ons about poliƟ cal and economic divisions were expressed. The general consensus in 
the partner groups was that the City of Alexandria needs to improve playspaces for all kids. One 
respondent stated: “We have a lot of kids in low-income areas. A lot of single family homes have 
big yards—but community playgrounds for all kids are important.” 

Focus Group Conclusions

Several themes can be idenƟ fi ed from the focus group input. These themes suggest ways in 
which opportuniƟ es for play can be expanded and enhanced. This informaƟ on was incorporated 
into the RecommendaƟ ons secƟ on of this report.

Access
The distance required to travel to a playspace that suits the needs of younger children was a 
concern for many of the focus group parƟ cipants. There are many playgrounds that do not serve 
the needs of ages 2-5, and many others, such as school playgrounds, that are not available to 
the public during the dayƟ me. This limits the number of locaƟ ons available and forces people 
to travel farther to get to a place where the children can play. While travel by car is possible 
throughout most of Alexandria, it may not be a viable opƟ on for many people. Traveling by 
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public transportaƟ on is not always a good opƟ on either, parƟ cularly for caregivers with groups 
of children. Walking is a preferred opƟ on if it is safe and convenient. 

AmeniƟ es
The need for shade, seaƟ ng, restrooms, and other conveniences was expressed. The presence 
of such things encourages people to visit a playspace more oŌ en and stay longer, resulƟ ng in 
more playƟ me and benefi cial acƟ vity for the children. Providing more features that serve the 
full range of needs for younger children was expressed repeatedly.

An interesƟ ng fi nding from the focus groups was the importance of the surfacing for playspaces 
serving children ages 2-5. Toddlers in this age group are learning to walk and are parƟ cularly 
prone to falling down, so the surface must be suited to this. Also, because children in this age 
group spend much of their Ɵ me on the ground, they tend to come in contact with the surface 
and interact with it a great deal. They will pick up loose maƩ er, such as sand or wood chips, and 
play with it or put it in their mouth. While this may be good from an intellectual development 
standpoint, it causes some concerns about safety and sanitaƟ on. For this reason, a rubberized 
mat-type surface was preferred. Unfortunately, surfacing was not inventoried as a separate 
item, so staƟ sƟ cs on which playspaces have this type of surfacing were not collected, but this 
could be a focus item for future studies. 

Related to the surfacing issue is the need for playspaces to be accessible for people with 
disabiliƟ es, including both the children who play there and the caretakers who accompany 
them. This study did not include an assessment of the compliance of each playspace with 
the Americans with DisabiliƟ es Act; however, this was factored into the evaluaƟ on for Ease 
of Access in the modifi ers. Making playspaces universally accessible will not only allow more 
people to use them, it will also make them more stroller-friendly, thereby encouraging people to 
walk to them and visit more frequently.

Maintenance and Safety
PercepƟ ons of poor maintenance and unsafe condiƟ ons were prevalent among focus groups, 
although in general the inventory showed playspaces throughout the city to be relaƟ vely clean 
and safe. Older or outdated equipment is not uncommon, but in general it is well maintained 
and safe, including in the HOA-maintained and private faciliƟ es. Further invesƟ gaƟ on may be 
needed to get at the root causes of these percepƟ ons, but it should be noted that one bad 
experience can override many good ones. The evaluaƟ on team spent a very short Ɵ me at each 
playspace, but the people in the focus groups spend a lot of Ɵ me there and may see things 
that aff ect their percepƟ ons. One or two negaƟ ve experiences with trash, graffi  Ɵ , or other such 
elements leave a lasƟ ng impression, even if these are cleaned up and addressed promptly. 
(Note that in the inventory, only 46 percent of the playspaces were rated as “easy to fi nd and 
inviƟ ng,” but 60 percent were rated as “clean, aƩ racƟ ve, and appealing.” Only four playspaces 
were rated as run down, poorly maintained, or unappealing.) 

Concerns about the presence of older children and teenagers at playspaces were voiced. While 
this is understandable, in some cases the presence of more people can also be an asset that 
improves safety and security simply through the presence of more “eyes” and the concept of 
safety in numbers. In some cases this might be addressed through proper design and layout that 
avoids placing faciliƟ es for diff erent groups too close together, yet keeps them in proximity with 
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clear sightlines and aƩ enƟ on to the concepts of defensible space. A concept adopted by many 
public safety agencies referred to as Crime PrevenƟ on Through Environmental Design (CEPTED), 
which is aimed at reducing the occurrence of criminal acts, can also be applied to the design 
of playspaces. Extensive literature is available on this from a variety of sources, including the 
Internet.

Social Benefi ts
It is apparent from the focus groups that a porƟ on of Alexandria’s populaƟ on is highly mobile, 
and there are many residents who are new to the area and for whom English is not their 
primary language. For these people, fi nding a place for their children to play can be challenging. 
They oŌ en depend on word-of-mouth recommendaƟ ons from others to learn about play places 
and opportuniƟ es for play. At the same Ɵ me, play for their children can be an important means 
of developing relaƟ onships, a network of friends, and a support group within the community. 
The role of play in creaƟ ng a sense of community and belonging should not be ignored and in 
fact can be leveraged to build stronger connecƟ ons among all residents of Alexandria. With this 
in mind, the City of Alexandria would benefi t from having one or two “desƟ naƟ on playgrounds” 
that can bring children and their families together across cultural and economic divides and 
raise awareness of the importance of healthy living and physical acƟ vity and provide an 
opportunity to bond. This concept is discussed in more detail elsewhere in this report.
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Play TrendsPlay Trends

Introduc  on

Play is inƟ mately connected to people’s lives. As our lives evolve with the changing world, 
play evolves, too. Shown here are some current trends in play. You may not see all of these 
happening right now in Alexandria, but they may be coming soon. Not all of them apply directly 
to 2-5-year-olds, but the play of that age group happens in the context of all play, so these 
trends may help to inform steps to take to improve play for the target group of this study.

Trends in PlayTrends in Play
• MulƟ generaƟ onal Play
• DesƟ naƟ on Playgrounds
• Play Assistants
• Skate Parks
• Splash Parks
• Natural Play
• Climbing Features
• Electronic Play Equipment
• Theming
• Movable Things and Parts
• Learning Landscapes—School Yard 

IniƟ aƟ ves

Mul  genera  onal Play

Children, even 6-12-year-olds, rarely play without adults present these days. In order to make 
playspaces more available to children, they must be made more engaging to adults, so that they 
will take their children to play.

In addiƟ on, play has benefi ts for people of all ages. It gives parents a way to connect with their 
children and each other. It gives acƟ ve older adults a way to strengthen their bodies. It gives 
everyone the chance to improve their health and, therefore, their quality of life. And best of all, 
play provides an opportunity for people of all ages to interact, spend Ɵ me together, and learn 
from each other.
 



Alexandria, Virginia
Indoor / Outdoor Playspace Assessment41

Recognizing this, opportuniƟ es are being created for people of all ages to play together. For 
example, gardening, nature study, and art are acƟ viƟ es that children and adults can engage 
in together. IncorporaƟ ng opportuniƟ es for these acƟ viƟ es in playspaces allows everyone to 
parƟ cipate. This suggests the development of mulƟ generaƟ onal parks where a central goal is 
increasing health and wellness for everyone. Society needs more opportuniƟ es for families and 
individuals to be physically acƟ ve, across the spectrum of age.

Along this line, fi tness for older adults is now being incorporated into “play” features that can 
be placed adjacent to children’s play areas so that adults can be acƟ ve while their children play 
nearby. 

Des  na  on Playgrounds

While off ering playspaces near homes is important in geƫ  ng people to play, the creaƟ on of 
places where families can have an ouƟ ng, spend more Ɵ me, and enjoy a variety of acƟ viƟ es 
will enƟ ce them to get out of the house for longer periods of Ɵ me. DesƟ naƟ on playgrounds are 
ones that aƩ ract people through interesƟ ng themes, special features, and compelling locaƟ ons, 
and by providing comfort and convenience features that allow people to stay longer, such as 
restrooms and perhaps even food and drink. These playspaces can be located near cultural 
centers, shopping districts, and other desƟ naƟ ons that bring people from a wider area to stay 
longer.

Play Assistants

Staff ed facilitators have been a part of European playspaces for a long Ɵ me. UnƟ l the 1960s New 
York City playgrounds were all staff ed by “parkies.” Playground leaders and day camp programs 
were once a mainstay of American parks and playgrounds but have largely disappeared in the 
past few decades. However, monitored playgrounds could make a comeback as a way to address 
the need for play in a world of fear, insecurity, and a lack of Ɵ me to spend at the playground 
with children. Programs are already occurring at recreaƟ on centers and other indoor faciliƟ es 
where monitoring and controlled access is easily accommodated. This concept could be 
extended to outdoor playspaces with relaƟ vely liƩ le infrastructure improvements, especially at 
schools and other locaƟ ons where monitored play already occurs during the day.

This type of acƟ vity is present in Alexandria now in the form of playgroups, which are proving to 
be popular ways for newcomers to fi nd places to build community while their children play.

Playgrounds with Moveable Parts

It has been found that outdoor playspaces that contain materials that children can manipulate 
—sand, water, mud, plants, pathways, and other loose parts—off er more developmental and 
play opportuniƟ es than spaces without these elements.
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Imagina  on Playgrounds

David Rockwell, an architect in New York City, has promoted a playground concept called 
ImaginaƟ on Playgrounds that is designed to encourage child-directed, unstructured free play. It 
includes three core concepts that foster a dynamic, child-centered environment:

• Loose parts—consisƟ ng of large foam blocks that can be manipulated and arranged by 
children in a variety of ways

• Sand and water
• Play associates—trained adults who monitor the playspace and provide a safe and 

secure environment while ensuring a diverse, creaƟ ve playspace

CiƟ es like New York are using the 
ImaginaƟ on Play concept to create 
mobile playspaces that can be 
set up where they are needed, 
whether indoors or out.

Alexandria has its own version of 
a playspace with moveable parts, 
thanks to contribuƟ ons from local 
residents. At Beverly Park, also 
known as “The Pit,” neighbors 
leave loose play parts scaƩ ered 
about for all kids to use.

Natural Play

Richard Louv’s book Last Child in the Woods has become a call to arms for proponents of 
connecƟ ng children to nature. In his book, Louv coined the term “Nature Defi cit Syndrome,” 
which describes a phenomenon in which children are so removed from nature that they are 
afraid of it and retreat from it. This causes a variety of social and emoƟ onal eff ects that can last 
through adulthood.

Playspaces that combat this syndrome off er children the opportunity to experience nature 
through direct contact and in the process come to understand the natural world and their 
connecƟ on to it. This does not have to take place in “the wilderness.” Simply being outdoors 
and in contact with grass, bugs, and bushes is a good way to expose young children to the 
natural world.

Splash Parks

Splash parks provide safe ways to allow children to interact with water. Children fi nd ways 
to manipulate the water to make it behave in diff erent ways, including squirƟ ng, fl owing, 
or streaming, allowing for creaƟ ve play as well as physical play. Splash parks can be quite 
elaborate, with a huge variety of water play acƟ viƟ es, or as simple as a few jets of water that 
cycle on and off , or even basic mist nozzles that spray very liƩ le water but off er a chance to 
interact with water and cool off  without geƫ  ng wet.

Source: www.imagina  onplayground.com
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Pop-Up Playgrounds

During a two-month period, seven civic coaliƟ ons in New York neighborhoods like East Harlem 
and the South Bronx got permits from the city to close certain local streets to traffi  c for 
designated periods of Ɵ me—say between 10 a.m. and 3 p.m. on a summer weekday. Working 
with the police and other city agencies, they redesignated the areas as temporary “play streets,” 
encouraging neighborhood children to use them for exercise and off ering a range of free games, 
athleƟ c acƟ viƟ es, and coaching. Data collected indicated that families visited the local play 
streets for one to two-and-a-half hours on average according to the Department of Health and 
Mental Hygiene. This is Ɵ me that might otherwise have been spent being sedentary. 

Javier Lopez, the director of the NYC Strategic Alliance for Health, notes that many play streets 
are located close to underused parks or school playgrounds. He says he hopes that this will have 
a double eff ect: First local residents will be inspired aŌ er the pop-up playgrounds disappear to 
make use of these nearby faciliƟ es; second, as demand increases, the city’s parks department 
will be spurred to perform more and beƩ er parks maintenance in those areas.  
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ObservaƟ ons and RecommendaƟ onsObservaƟ ons and RecommendaƟ ons
Improving the availability and quality of benefi cial play for the children of 
Alexandria is the ulƟ mate goal of this study. The informaƟ on provided in previous secƟ ons is 
intended to support that goal. This secƟ on prescribes acƟ ons to take. 

Priori  es

Improvements to playspaces can and should be made throughout Alexandria, but two areas 
emerged from the study as being most in need of improvement. These are described below, 
and the remainder of this chapter describes ways to improve access to healthy play throughout 
Alexandria.

SubArea One
Playspaces in SubArea One should be a priority for improvements in quality, since this subarea 
ranked lowest in overall LOS in the analyses. One of the main problems in SubArea One is that 
most of the playspaces that exist there are located on private lands or at schools. This limits 
access to play during the day and makes it diffi  cult to control the quality of playspaces. Making 
school playgrounds available to people with younger children would be a good start. Working 
with HOAs and apartment complexes to assure that they provide high-quality playspaces will 
also help. The area around Saxony Square, Bennington Crossing, and the Seasons Condos is a 
good example of an area with no public playspaces but three private ones. They currently do 
not serve ages 2-5. If they can be improved to meet the needs of this age group, an important 
gap would be closed, and a large number of children would benefi t.

In addiƟ on, the Alexandria Department of RecreaƟ on, Parks and Cultural AcƟ viƟ es should 
idenƟ fy potenƟ al locaƟ ons within SubArea One where new playspaces that are open to the 
general public can be created. In the meanƟ me, organizaƟ ons such as churches, HOAs, and 
others can be encouraged and off ered assistance in providing moveable playspaces, pop-up 
playgrounds, special play events, and other types of experimental play opportuniƟ es throughout 
the community.

Arlandria
The area in northeast Alexandria, also called Arlandria, has both a defi cit of places to play and 
a high concentraƟ on of children. Adding playspaces here should be a priority. There are several 
apartment complexes that could provide new playspaces or enhance ones they currently have. 
This area is also relaƟ vely close to Four Mile Run Park and Charles BarreƩ  Elementary School, 

A

Priority AcƟ on
Northwest Alexandria (SubArea One) and Northeast Alexandria 

(SubArea Three) should be priori  zed for improvement.
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where high-value playspaces could be provided. However, access to those locaƟ ons requires 
crossing major streets. Assuring that there are safe places to cross these streets is important. 

Because this area has many immigrants and others for whom English is a second language, 
leƫ  ng these residents know where exisƟ ng nearby playspaces are and how to get to them 
safely should be a priority. But having good playspaces within this neighborhood is also needed. 
UnƟ l such permanent improvements can be made, temporary playspaces should be provided 
through events, acƟ viƟ es, and pop-up playspaces.

General Ways to Improve Access to Play

Ac  ons for improving access to the full range of benefi cial play can be categorized into three 
main strategies:

• Quality and Confi gura  on of Playspaces
• Loca  on and Distribu  on of Playspaces
• Outreach and Facilita  on

These acƟ ons someƟ mes overlap and intertwine. For example, if an area has playspaces, but 
they do not serve 2-5-year-olds, improving the quality of those playspaces to make them useful 
for 2-5-year-olds is the same as adding new playspaces. Thus an improvement in quality can 
improve the distribuƟ on of playspaces. 

General ways to improve the Øç�½®ãù of playspaces include:

• Make sure each playspace off ers a full set of the fi ve components of play whenever 
possible. Add these components to exisƟ ng playspaces where they are lacking. In 
parƟ cular, improve the natural and intellectual components of playspaces where they 
are lacking.

• Encourage playspace owners to give playspaces a makeover: Provide age-appropriate 
equipment, natural features, more varied physical acƟ vity opƟ ons, elements for pretend 
play, sand and water play, safety features (like a fence and soŌ  surfacing), restrooms, and 
supervision. 

• Make ALL playspaces appropriate for ages 2-5 unless circumstances dictate otherwise.
• Add modifi ers (for example, shade or seaƟ ng) to exisƟ ng playspaces. ParƟ cularly address 

concerns about safety, security, and cleanliness.
• Provide at least some areas with rubberized surfacing for the use of ages 2-5 in all 

playspaces.
• Improve access for people with mobility and other disabiliƟ es (this will also make the 

spaces stroller-friendly).
• There are diff erent viewpoints on whether older and younger children should be in the 

same play area. However, most of the people involved in this study support off ering 
playgrounds for both ages at the same Ɵ me. Playgrounds should be designed skillfully so 
that older kids do not interfere with the play of the younger children.
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General improvements to the ½Ê��ã®ÊÄ �Ä� �®ÝãÙ®�çã®ÊÄ of playspaces include:

• Create a focus on improving walkable access. One way to do this is to make sure that all 
exisƟ ng playspaces are appropriate for use by 2-5-year-olds. 

• Find ways to add new playspaces in areas where there is a high density of children but a 
lack of playspaces. Some of these are idenƟ fi ed on Map 3, such as the area southeast of 
Patrick Henry School, in between Raleigh Avenue and North Gordon Street. Specifi cally, 
contact agencies, organizaƟ ons, and landowners in such areas and form partnerships 
to address the goals of this project. Off er incenƟ ves or assistance to HOAs, churches, 
private schools, and others to encourage them to add or improve playspaces and open 
them up to the public. This could include things like matching grants, sponsorships, and 
recruiƟ ng volunteer groups to do work days.

• Provide pop-up playgrounds and mobile play areas, as described in the Trends secƟ on, in 
locaƟ ons where 2-5-year-olds are underserved by play.

• Because it may not be feasible to have all of the components of play provided at each 
and every playspace, consider looking at groups of playspaces that are located within a 
local area, and try to make all of the components available somewhere within the group.

Ways to improve ÊçãÙ���« �Ä� ¥��®½®ã�ã®ÊÄ include:

• Create partnerships to improve playgrounds in Alexandria. Examples include schools, 
the City of Alexandria, Head Start, and others. Consider the possibility of a coaliƟ on of 
agencies that own or manage lands along with organizaƟ ons interested in play. 

• Find ways to reach newcomers to Alexandria, especially those who do not speak English. 
This could be done through a campaign to improve awareness of where playspaces are 
located in the city and what ameniƟ es are available at each one. The inventory that was 
compiled for this project can be used to create maps and brochures to accomplish this.

• Create opportuniƟ es for physical acƟ viƟ es during playgroup meeƟ ngs. Ideas include 
playful gym classes, outdoor walks, and playground visits. UƟ lize the Head Start Body 
Start physical acƟ vity program for young children or a program called AcƟ ve Play!, which 
is a physical acƟ vity program being used by a number of preschools and family child care 
providers in Alexandria. Include parents and caregivers in physical acƟ vity for the whole 
family.

• Explore linkages to play spaces—walking, play vans for transportaƟ on, bike caravans, 
special events, and providing moveable pieces.  

• Create playgrounds that aƩ ract everybody’s aƩ enƟ on across economic and cultural 
barriers. Make playspaces unique through theming, art, and customized features so that 
people will want to expand their play experiences beyond the playspace near home.

• Make going to play something special! Involve the community in designing and building 
playgrounds that they feel a sense of ownership in. 

• Encourage caregivers and parents to take children to diff erent playspaces regularly so 
that they can experience a variety of play components and get full benefi t from their 
play acƟ vity.

• Have informaƟ on on play available at recreaƟ on centers. This includes brochures, fl yers, 
and knowledgeable staff .

• Have organizaƟ ons that support play start blogs and make them bilingual.
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• Create a website on playgrounds. Include a map with a guide showing what is at each 
playspace and what ameniƟ es, like restrooms, are available. Provide a photo of the 
playspace. This could also be done by linking to KaBoom’s Playspace Finder and making 
sure that all of Alexandria’s playspaces are accurately portrayed there.

• Share informaƟ on with playgroups, doctors’ offi  ces, schools, libraries, children’s clothing 
stores, parents’ magazines, and churches. Provide “prescripƟ on for play” forms to 
doctors so that they can prescribe play to their young paƟ ents.

• TV and radio are good ways to spread informaƟ on, parƟ cularly for Spanish speakers. 
Radio also works well for people who lack reading skills.

• The Alexandria Department of RecreaƟ on, Parks and Cultural AcƟ viƟ es puts out a 
brochure every fall with events. Incorporate informaƟ on on playgroups and playgrounds 
in this publicaƟ on.

• Direct mail can be used to communicate about play and special events. Send leƩ ers 
about who to contact about making playgrounds more updated and safe.

• Provide educaƟ on about the importance of outdoor acƟ ve play and buy-in from parents 
to advocate for beƩ er playspaces. 

Specifi c Places where Access to Play in Alexandria Should Be Improved

This secƟ on describes acƟ ons to take at selected locaƟ ons to enhance the access to benefi cial 
playspaces for ages 2-5 in Alexandria.

Improving Play at Public Spaces
Because they are open to everyone, and because they are all owned and managed by a single 
enƟ ty, parks make a good place to start in improving play for younger children in Alexandria. 
Alexandria Redevelopment and Housing Authority Sites (ARHA) sites also fi t this descripƟ on. 
By geƫ  ng both the Parks Department and ARHA to adopt a policy to make all of their sites 
appropriate for ages 2-5, many people can be served at all Ɵ mes of the day.

The following parks and ARHA sites were rated as not serving ages 2-5:
• Buchanan Park
• William Ramsay Elementary School
• Charles BarreƩ  Park
• Holmes Run Park
• ARHA Royal
• ARHA Oronoco
• ARHA Braddock

A policy should be adopted by both agencies, and these sites should be made appropriate for 
ages 2-5 as soon as possible. 

Parks and ARHA sites that are currently rated as appropriate for ages 2-5 should also be 
upgraded to enhance the service they provide so that all domains of play are available. All 
of the playspaces at parks that were listed as serving ages 2-5 in the data set are adequate 
in the physical domain. This is to be expected since that was the primary criteria for the 2-5 
designaƟ on. However, the other domains should be addressed as follows:
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Enhancements for the Social Domain include adding things that kids in this age group can do 
together, such as sand play, play tables, see-saws, and other equipment suited to mulƟ ple 
children. Parks to improve in this domain include:

• Ewald Park in SubArea Two
• Four Mile, Angel, Warwick Landover, and Woodbine in SubArea Three
• ARHA Henry in SubArea Four

Four Mile has plenty of room where components can be added that serve this domain. Angel 
Park has play panels that serve this funcƟ on somewhat, so it can be a lower priority than others. 
Warwick Landover has social elements like talk tubes, but these are not well-suited for younger 
kids. This is also true for ARHA Henry.

Enhancements for the Intellectual Domain include adding creaƟ ve play elements. Moveable 
parts are parƟ cularly good for this, such as sand and water play or loose toys. Other loose items 
like twigs and bark chips are inspiring to creaƟ ve young minds. Surfaces for wriƟ ng with chalk 
are also good. Parks to improve in this domain include:

• James Mulligan Park in SubArea One (lacks any kind of themed play or moveable parts)
• Ewald and Tarleton in SubArea Two
• Four Mile, Warwick Landover, Chinquapin, and Mason Avenue in SubArea Three
• ARHA Henry in SubArea Four

Natural Domain enhancements include landscaping, planƟ ng beds, and planter boxes. Flowers, 
herbs, vegetables, and other plants can be used. Consider adding rocks, logs, and other 
nonliving natural elements. Parks to improve in this domain include:

• Ben Brenman Park in SubArea Two
• Lynhaven and Chinquapin RecreaƟ on Center in SubArea Three
• ARHA Henry, Charles Houston RecreaƟ on Center, and Montgomery Park in SubArea Four

Free Play Domain features can be addressed by having an area with a relaƟ vely smooth and 
level surface of grass, mulch, or arƟ fi cial surface that is adjacent to or readily accessible within 
the playspace. Ideally, this area should be fenced or otherwise confi gured to allow children to 
roam freely while being monitored by parents without fear for safety. Parks to improve in this 
domain include:

• ARHA WhiƟ ng in SubArea Two
• Angel Park, Lynhaven Park, Goat Hill Park, and Mason Avenue Park in SubArea Three

Lynhaven has areas of pea gravel that may serve this purpose, but these are not well defi ned 
and are in the path of travel between other elements, where larger kids may interfere with the 
free play of younger ones. Goat Hill is restricted by size and topography, so this domain may be 
diffi  cult to address there. Mason Avenue is also limited by size. 

An alternaƟ ve would be to make sure that adequate space for free play is available at other 
playspaces nearby. For example, Warwick Landover Park is not too far from Goat Hill Park. It is 
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a very aƩ racƟ ve park that off ers adequate free play space but is lacking in the Intellectual and 
Social Domains. Between both parks all domains are covered, but there may not be enough 
age-appropriate ameniƟ es at Warwick Landover to draw parents with younger children there. 
Making Warwick Landover more appealing for children ages 2-5 would encourage parents that 
frequently visit Goat Hill to also take their kids to Warwick Landover and provide them with the 
full range of play experiences. 

The nearest park to Mason Avenue Park is Simpson Stadium Park, which off ers an appealing 
desƟ naƟ on, but, like Warwick Landover, may not be as appealing for ages 2-5 as Mason Avenue. 
Enhancing the appeal of Simpson Stadium for ages 2-5 could draw parents who now take their 
children only to Mason Avenue to visit both parks and expand the play experiences for their 
children.

Public Schools
Public school yards in Alexandria tend to be well-designed, well-maintained, and off er a good 
balance of play domain opportuniƟ es. The primary drawback is that they are not available 
during the school day for use by the general public. Discussions with the school district are 
needed to determine if there are ways to address this. One possibility would be to open up the 
playgrounds to playgroups and other organized users through a permit system. Such a system 
would allow 2-5-year-olds on to the site during the day under controlled condiƟ ons. Another 
idea might be a “registry,” where parents and caregivers could register and obtain permission to 
use school playgrounds in a controlled way.

Improving Play at Private Spaces
Because there are mulƟ ple owners and other factors aff ecƟ ng control over playspaces at private 
locaƟ ons such as apartments, HOAs, churches, and other semi-public providers, the best way 
to improve play at these locaƟ ons may be through a campaign to increase awareness of the 
importance of play. The goal would be to get residents, church members, and others who use 
these faciliƟ es to advocate for improvements. RecogniƟ on and posiƟ ve reinforcement can help 
—create an awards program to recognize good playspaces on private lands. Backing this up with 
money will help immensely. This can be done through grant programs, matching funds, and 
working with volunteer organizaƟ ons that give Ɵ me to build good playspaces.

Playspaces that are “almost” meeƟ ng the needs are good targets for upgrading if the owners of 
these are made aware of what needs to be upgraded. As explained for parks, such spaces and 
their defi ciencies can be idenƟ fi ed in the inventory. Examples of such locaƟ ons include:

• Bishop of Arlington—needs natural play elements to enhance the Natural Domain
• Chatham Square—needs physical elements appropriate to the 2-5 age group
• Exchange at Van Dorn—has good balance of play domains, but needs improved access 

and invitaƟ on
• EOS 21 Condo—needs improvement in the Natural Domain and improved seaƟ ng
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Des  na  on Playgrounds—A Combined Approach to Enhancing Play in 
Alexandria

A combined approach to the three strategies listed above would create synergies to greatly 
advance and enhance play in Alexandria. A good way to do this is through the creaƟ on of 
desƟ naƟ on playgrounds. DesƟ naƟ on playgrounds address the concerns of this study in many 
ways. They are places where high-value play that addresses all of the domains can be provided, 
along with all of the modifi ers that enhances their value. This includes such things as restrooms, 
drinking water, and easy access by mulƟ ple modes of transportaƟ on. By creaƟ ng a desirable 
playspace that everyone talks about, more people will be enƟ ced and moƟ vated to take their 
children to a place where play with all of its benefi ts is showcased.

A desƟ naƟ on playground is one that draws people from a wide area together for extended 
periods of play. DesƟ naƟ on playgrounds encourage people to set play dates with one another 
and to set aside special Ɵ mes for play. They are also places where events can be held that bring 
people together from across the enƟ re community to meet and interact. They bring children 
and their families together across cultural and economic divides and raise awareness of the 
importance of healthy living and physical acƟ vity and provide a necessary opportunity to bond.  

DesƟ naƟ on playgrounds are special places that have unique elements, such as being located 
in a special place or having special features that cannot be found elsewhere. They off er a full 
range of comfort and convenience features, such as restrooms, shade, seaƟ ng, and nearby 
picnic shelters for birthday parƟ es and other gatherings. They typically are located in places 
where everyone in the family can fi nd things to do, such as playing sports, observing wildlife, 
or enjoying a snack from a concession stand or vending cart. A wi-fi  hotspot would be a good 
way to get parents to linger while their children play. Play monitors and play facilitators would 
further enhance such places.

DesƟ naƟ on playgrounds are places that become part of the image and idenƟ ty of the 
community, and their design refl ects the history and culture of the region. CreaƟ ng such a 
playspace in Alexandria would bring people together and enhance the sense of community, 
as well as the city’s image within the region. It could be located in a large park like Four Mile 
Run or perhaps on a site along the river near Old Town. Another possibility could be next to 
the Nannie J. Lee RecreaƟ on Center, which would provide access to indoor space for acƟ viƟ es 
associated with the playspace and the possibility for some monitoring and staffi  ng.

Another type of desƟ naƟ on playspace would be one that is intended as the focus of a smaller 
area, such as each of the subareas idenƟ fi ed in the analysis for this study. CreaƟ ng a desƟ naƟ on 
playspace within each of the subareas would yield four special playspaces that would call 
aƩ enƟ on to the importance of play, build a sense of community within the subarea, and might 
even encourage people from one subarea to visit another and get to know people there. These 
would be similar to the citywide playspace described above, but less elaborate. They should sƟ ll 
be associated with other ameniƟ es, such as community gardens, local marketplaces, or other 
areas where people like to congregate and linger.
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PotenƟ al locaƟ ons for these smaller desƟ naƟ on playspaces include:

• William Ramsay RecreaƟ on Center in SubArea One
• Ben Brenman Park in SubArea Two

In SubArea Three, possibiliƟ es include:

• Chinquapin Park
• Simpson Stadium Park
• Four Mile Run

In SubArea Four, possibiliƟ es include:

• Montgomery Park
• Hill Park



AppendicesAppendices
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APPENDICESAPPENDICES
 APPENDIX A: Sample Inventory Form

Alexandria Play Assessment
MapBook Label Date Auditor

Open Access
3 Open to the General Public on walk In basis
2 Open to General Public but requires registration, enrollment, or other action first
1 Open only to a limited group on basis of residence, membership, etc.

Comments:
Invitation

3 Easy to find and welcoming
2 Somewhat hidden or discreet
1 Hard to find unless you know it is there

Comments:
Ease of Access

3 Easy to reach by both automobile and public transportation (also assumes easy to walk to)
2 Easily reached by either auto or public transportation, but not by both
1 Difficult to reach by all means except walking (i.e. no parking and far from transit)

Comments:
Safe Location

3 Surrounding area feels safe at normal hours for play
2 Surrounding area may cause unsafe feelings for some people
1 Surrounding area is generally thought of as unsafe

Comments:
Pleasant Conditions and Surroundings

3 Play area and surroundings are clean, attractive, and appealing
2 Play area and surroundings function but could be more appealing in some way
1 Play area and suroundings are run down, poorly maintained, or unappealing

Comments:
Monitoring

3 Play location has monitors and/or staff during normal hours for play
2 Play location has "friendly eyes" during most of the hours of play
1 Play location has few or no people other than users present during normal hours of play

Comments:
Programming

3 Play location has people who facilitate play during normal hours for play
2 Play location ocasionally has people who facilitate play
1 Play location has no programmed play

Comments:
Weather Protection

3 Play location has good protection from rain, wind, sun, etc. during normal hours for play
2 Play location has some protection from the elements during normal hours of play
1 Play location lacks reasonable protection from the elements

Comments:
Seating

3 Play location has adequate amount of comfortable seating for caregivers during play
2 Play location has some seating for caregivers, but it is inadaquate in some way
1 Play location lacks reasonable seating for caregivers

Restrooms
3 Need for restrooms is adequately met at this play location
2 Restrooms are available but inadequate in some way
1 Restrooms are not available at this location
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Comments:
Drinking Water

3 Drinking water is readily available
2 Drinking water is available on a limited basis or may be too far away, or othewise inadequate
1 Drinking water is not available at this location

Comments:
Physical Domain

3 Play space offers a full range of activities that engage all types of motions and vestibular stimulation
2 Play space offers a range of activities but is limited in some way
1 Play space offers little or no opportunity for motion and vestibular stimulation

Comments:
Social Domain

3 Play space stimulates a full range of interactions among children and between children and adults
2 Play space stimulates some interactions but is lacking in some fashion
1 Play space provides little or no stimulation for social interaction

Comments:
Intellectual Domain

3 Play space encourages creativity through manpulation of materials or configuration of the space
2 Play space allows for some creativity
1 Play space provides little or no stimulus for creative or intellectual activity

Comments:
Natural Environment

3 Play space offers opportunities for nature play or interaction with the natural environment
2 Play space offers some opportunity for interaction with the natural environment (i.e. outdoors, etc.)
1 Play space offers little or no interaction with the natural environment (indoors, for example)

Comments:
Free/unstructured play

3 Play space has ample provision for free play (open grassy area, for example)
2 Play space has some provision for free play
1 Play space inhibits free play

Comments:
Comments: (General description, unique aspects, observations,particular needs, constraints or opportunities, etc.)

*Note: the "Monitoring" attribute was not used in the final scoring as the data was considered inadequate and
not relevant for the purposes of the study.
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Appendix B – Lowest Scoring Playspaces Serving Ages 2 5
10 Lowest Scoring Playspaces for Components (2 5 Playspaces)

LOCATION Co
m

po
ne

nt
Sc

or
e

SU
BA

RE
A

The tables to the left show the lowest scoring playspaces
Summers Grove Townhomes 7 SubArea Two serving 2 5 year olds for different indicators.
ARHA_Henry 7 SubArea Four Note that only one of these is in Subarea One, even
TC Williams 8 SubArea Three though that subarea has the lowest overall level of
Cora Kelly School 8 SubArea Three service and has several notable gaps in service coverage.
Ewald Park 8 SubArea Two
Woodbine Park 8 SubArea Three
Angel Park 8 SubArea Three
Maury School 8 SubArea Three
Lynhaven Park 8 SubArea Three
Samuel Tucker Elementary 8 SubArea Two

10 Lowest Scoring Playspaces for Modifiers (2 5 Playspaces)

LOCATION M
od

ifi
er

Sc
or

e

SU
BA

RE
A

Summers Grove Townhomes 13 SubArea Two
TC Williams 15 SubArea Three
Four Mile Run Park 15 SubArea Three
Newport Village Apt 15 SubArea One
Van Dorn Edsall 16 SubArea Two
Grace Episcopal 16 SubArea Three
Cora Kelly School 17 SubArea Three
Tarleton Park 17 SubArea Two
ARHA_Henry 18 SubArea Four
ARHA_Whiting 18 SubArea Two

10 Lowest Scoring Playspaces for Overall Score (2 5 Playspaces)

LOCATION GR
AS

P_
Va

lu
e

SU
BA

RE
A

Summers Grove Townhomes 98 SubArea Two
TC Williams 128 SubArea Three
ARHA_Henry 133 SubArea Four
Four Mile Run Park 135 SubArea Three
Cora Kelly School 136 SubArea Three
Ewald Park 152 SubArea Two
Van Dorn Edsall 153 SubArea Two
Grace Episcopal 160 SubArea Three
Woodbine Park 160 SubArea Three
Angel Park 168 SubArea Three

 APPENDIX B: Lowest-Scoring Playspaces Serving Ages 2-5
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Appendix C Scores for All Playspaces
Modifiers Components

LOCATION
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Elbert Apts N 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 SubArea Three

Portal West U
nk

no
w

n

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 SubArea Three

Sentinel of Landmark U
nk

ow
n

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 SubArea Two

Monarch N 3 1 2 3 3 2 1 2 1 1 0 0 0 1 2 3 18 57 SubArea Four

Brent Place N 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 6 11 72 SubArea Two

Saxony Square N 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 5 17 90 SubArea One

Bennington Crossing Apt N 1 2 2 2 2 2 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 6 15 96 SubArea One

EOS 21 Condo N 1 1 2 3 2 2 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 6 15 96 SubArea Two

Summers Grove Townhomes Y 1 1 1 3 2 2 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 2 7 13 98 SubArea Two

Old Town Village N 1 1 2 3 2 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 7 15 105 SubArea Four

Mayflower Square Condos N 1 1 2 3 3 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 6 17 108 SubArea One

South Port Apt N 1 2 2 3 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 1 1 1 2 7 16 119 SubArea Two

Brookville Apts N 3 1 2 2 2 2 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 3 7 16 119 SubArea Two

ARHA_551 Royal N 3 3 2 3 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 6 19 120 SubArea Four

ARHA_Braddock N 3 3 3 2 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 7 17 126 SubArea Two

TC Williams Y 3 1 1 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 2 2 2 1 1 8 15 128 SubArea Three

Mt Vernon School N 3 3 3 3 2 2 1 1 3 1 1 1 1 1 2 6 21 132 SubArea Three

ARHA_Henry Y 3 3 2 3 2 2 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 2 7 18 133 SubArea Four

Four Mile Run Park Y 3 1 1 2 2 1 2 1 1 1 2 1 1 2 3 9 15 135 SubArea Three

Cora Kelly School Y 3 2 1 2 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 3 8 17 136 SubArea Three

Ewald Park Y 3 2 2 3 2 1 1 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 2 8 19 152 SubArea Two

Buchanan Park N 3 2 3 3 2 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 1 1 3 8 19 152 SubArea Four

 APPENDIX C: Scores for All Playspaces
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Modifiers Components
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Van Dorn Edsall Y 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 2 2 2 2 1 9 16 153 SubArea Two

Grace Episcopal Y 1 1 2 3 3 1 2 1 1 1 2 3 3 1 1 10 16 160 SubArea Three

Woodbine Park Y 3 3 2 3 3 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 1 2 2 8 20 160 SubArea Three

Angel Park Y 3 3 2 2 3 2 2 2 1 1 2 1 2 2 1 8 20 168 SubArea Three

Holmes Run Park S. Jordan St. N 3 3 2 3 2 2 2 3 2 2 2 1 1 2 1 7 23 168 SubArea Two

ARHA_Whiting Y 1 2 2 3 3 2 2 2 1 1 2 2 2 2 1 9 18 171 SubArea Two

Cameron Parke Townes Y 1 1 2 3 3 2 2 3 1 1 2 2 2 2 1 9 18 171 SubArea Two

Chinquapin Park Y 3 2 2 2 2 1 3 2 1 1 2 2 1 2 2 9 19 171 SubArea Three

Newport Village Apt Y 0 1 2 3 2 2 1 3 1 1 2 2 2 2 3 11 15 176 SubArea One

Maury School Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 2 3 8 21 176 SubArea Three

Lynhaven Park Y 3 3 2 2 1 2 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 8 21 176 SubArea Three

Sunset Park Y 3 3 1 2 3 1 1 2 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 10 18 180 SubArea Three

Powhatan Park Y 3 3 2 2 2 1 1 2 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 10 18 180 SubArea Four

EOS 21 Condo Y 1 1 2 3 3 2 1 1 2 2 3 2 2 1 2 10 19 180 SubArea Two

Samuel Tucker Elementary Y 3 2 2 3 3 2 3 3 1 1 2 2 2 1 1 8 22 184 SubArea Two

Mason Avenue Park Y 3 3 2 2 2 2 2 3 1 1 3 2 1 2 1 9 20 189 SubArea Three

G Washington School Y 3 3 3 3 3 1 2 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 1 9 21 189 SubArea Three

Exchange at Van Dorn Y 1 1 2 3 3 2 2 3 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 10 18 190 SubArea Two

Hume Springs Park Y 3 3 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 10 18 190 SubArea Three

Chatham Square HOA Y 3 2 2 3 3 2 2 3 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 9 21 198 SubArea Four

Armory Tot Lot Y 3 3 2 3 3 1 2 3 1 1 2 2 1 2 2 9 22 198 SubArea Four

ARHA_Oronoco N 3 2 2 3 3 2 2 3 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 9 21 198 SubArea Four

Bishop of Arlington Y 1 3 2 3 3 2 1 1 3 3 2 2 2 1 2 9 23 198 SubArea Four

Landmark Mall Y 3 3 2 2 3 2 3 3 3 1 2 2 1 1 2 8 24 200 SubArea Two
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Modifiers Components

LOCATION
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p_Sum

M
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GRASP_Value

SU
BAREA

Tarleton Park Y 3 1 1 2 3 1 1 3 1 1 3 2 1 3 3 12 17 204 SubArea Two

James K Polk School Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 3 1 1 2 1 1 2 3 9 22 207 SubArea Two

Charles Barrett School Y 3 3 3 3 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 1 1 3 2 9 22 207 SubArea Three

Southern Towers N 1 2 2 3 3 2 1 3 1 1 2 2 1 3 3 11 18 209 SubArea One

Goat Hill Park Y 3 2 2 3 3 2 2 2 1 1 3 2 2 2 1 10 20 210 SubArea Three

Hillwood Apt Y 3 1 2 3 3 1 1 2 1 1 2 2 2 3 3 12 18 216 SubArea One

Fort Ward Park Hist Site Y 3 1 2 2 3 1 2 2 1 1 2 2 2 3 3 12 18 216 SubArea Two

MeadowCreek Apt Y 3 2 2 3 2 1 1 2 1 1 2 2 2 3 3 12 18 216 SubArea One

Charles Houston Rec Center Y 2 2 2 3 3 2 2 2 3 3 3 2 2 1 1 9 23 216 SubArea Four

Patrick Henry School Y 3 3 2 3 2 2 1 2 1 1 3 2 2 1 3 11 19 220 SubArea Two

Mt Jefferson Park Green Y 3 3 2 2 3 2 2 3 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 10 21 220 SubArea Three

Park Fairfax Y 1 1 2 2 3 1 3 3 3 3 2 2 2 2 2 10 22 220 SubArea Three

Fairlington Un Methodist N 3 2 1 3 2 2 2 3 1 1 2 2 2 2 3 11 19 220 SubArea Two

James Mulligan Park Y 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 3 2 1 3 3 12 18 228 SubArea One

Potomac Greens HOA Y 3 1 2 3 3 1 1 3 1 1 2 2 2 3 3 12 19 228 SubArea Four

Warwick Landover Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 3 1 1 3 1 1 2 3 10 22 230 SubArea Three

Nannie J Lee Recreation Y 3 1 2 3 3 2 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 10 22 230 SubArea Four

Old Presbyterian church meeting house Y 2 2 2 3 3 2 3 2 1 1 2 2 3 2 2 11 20 231 SubArea Four

George Mason School Y 3 2 2 3 3 2 2 2 1 1 3 2 1 2 3 11 20 231 SubArea Three

Ben Brenman Park Y 3 2 2 3 3 2 2 3 3 3 2 2 2 1 2 9 25 234 SubArea Two

Del Ray Playground Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 1 3 1 1 2 2 3 2 2 11 21 242 SubArea Three

D Kelley Park Ford Nat Cen N 3 3 3 3 3 2 1 1 3 0 2 2 2 2 3 11 22 242 SubArea One

Charles Barrett Park N 3 3 3 3 3 2 3 1 3 3 2 1 1 2 3 9 28 243 SubArea Three

Montgomery Park Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 3 2 1 3 2 3 2 1 2 10 24 250 SubArea Four
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Modifiers Components
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M
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GRASP_Value
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Lyles Crouch School Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 3 1 1 2 1 2 3 3 11 22 253 SubArea Four

Fayette Queen Park Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 3 1 1 3 2 2 2 2 11 22 253 SubArea Four

A L Boothe Park Y 3 3 2 2 2 2 3 2 3 1 2 2 2 2 3 11 22 253 SubArea Two

Mt Vernon School Y 3 3 3 3 2 2 2 3 2 3 2 1 1 3 3 10 25 260 SubArea Three

Brookvalley Park Y 3 3 2 2 3 2 2 3 1 1 3 3 2 2 2 12 21 264 SubArea Two

Stevenson Park Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 3 3 1 1 3 2 2 2 2 11 23 264 SubArea Two

Simpson Stadium Park Y 3 3 2 2 3 2 2 2 2 3 2 2 2 3 2 11 23 264 SubArea Three

Chetworth Park Y 3 2 1 3 3 2 2 3 1 3 2 2 3 2 3 12 22 276 SubArea Four

Beach Park Y 3 3 2 3 3 1 2 2 2 2 3 2 2 2 3 12 23 276 SubArea Three

D MacArthur School Y 3 3 3 3 3 1 2 2 1 1 3 3 2 2 3 13 22 286 SubArea Three

Bev Hills Un Methodist Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 2 1 1 2 3 3 3 2 13 22 286 SubArea Three

Watergate Y 1 2 2 3 3 3 2 2 3 3 3 2 2 2 3 12 22 288 SubArea Two

J Houston School Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 1 1 1 3 3 2 3 3 14 20 294 SubArea Four

Chinquapin Rec Center Y 2 1 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 2 3 1 3 11 25 297 SubArea Three

Hill Park Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 2 1 2 3 3 3 2 2 13 22 299 SubArea Four

Hooffs Run Park Green Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 3 1 3 2 3 2 2 3 12 24 300 SubArea Three

Beverly Park Y 3 3 2 3 3 2 3 3 1 1 2 3 3 2 3 13 23 312 SubArea Three

John Adams School Y 1 3 3 3 3 3 1 2 1 1 3 3 3 3 3 15 20 315 SubArea One

Charles Houston Rec Center Y 2 2 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 3 3 1 3 12 26 336 SubArea Four
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Table PA-1: Access to All Playgrounds

It is immediately apparent that higher LOS values overlay the eastern part of Alexandria 
(SubAreas Three and Four), and lower values overlay the central and western parts (SubAreas 
One and Two). Stated another way, when the combined concentraƟ on of playspaces with their 
computed values is analyzed, the overall value of playspaces in eastern Alexandria is higher than 
in western Alexandria.

Table PA (below) provides some staƟ sƟ cs derived from PerspecƟ ve A. It shows the percentage 
of the city that each subarea makes up and the total acres each one comprises. Under the 
assumpƟ ons and parameters on which this PerspecƟ ve is based, the city overall and all subareas 
have 100 percent coverage of service, meaning that the LOS is greater than zero for all parts of 
the city. However, the average LOS for each subarea varies as shown in the table. SubArea One 
has the lowest average LOS, at 1,121, while SubArea Three has the highest average LOS value, at 
2,908. The overall average for Alexandria is 2,167.

These numbers are derived from the mapping process and are not related to any set of 
“standards.” In fact, there are no commonly accepted standards or methodology for measuring 
the value of play across a geographic area. The process used here was developed specifi cally to 
accomplish the goals of this project, but it could be applied to other communiƟ es. 

Zone Percent 
of City Total Acres Acres with 

LOS

Percent of 
Total with 
LOS

Average LOS 
per Acre 
Served

SubArea One 12% 1218.3 1218.3 100% 1121.2
SubArea Two 32% 3183.4 3183.1 100% 1475.6
SubArea Three 34% 3295.9 3295.9 100% 2908.5
SubArea Four 22% 2108.2 2108.2 100% 2657.0
En  re Area 100% 9805.8 9805.5 100% 2167.2
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The shades in PerspecƟ ve A are in eff ect measuring the density of service that accrues as the 
catchment areas for all of the playspaces are overlaid on one another. We can compare this to 
the density of children age 5 and under within each subarea to get an idea of the relaƟ onship 
between the demand for playspaces and the value of playspaces provided. Map 2 (above) does 
this. (See Demographics secƟ on for more informaƟ on on density and other demographics 
associated with children in Alexandria.) 

In this map, the Average LOS per acre served for each subarea from Table PA above is divided by 
the average density of children 5 and under in that subarea to arrive at the numbers shown on 
the map. It can be seen that service as it relates to density of children is lowest in SubArea One 
and highest in SubArea Four by a factor of more than six—i.e., the value of service on average in 
SubArea Four is six Ɵ mes that of SubArea One.

Map 2: PerspecƟ ve A-1: Average LOS per 
Average Density of Children under 5-Years-
Old by Subarea



Alexandria, Virginia
Indoor / Outdoor Playspace Assessment62

M
ap

 3
: P

er
sp

ec
Ɵ v

e 
B:

 W
al

ka
bl

e 
Ac

ce
ss

 fo
r A

ll 
Pl

ay
sp

ac
es

Pe
rs

pe
cƟ

 v
e 

B:
 W

al
ka

bl
e 

Ac
ce

ss
 to

 P
la

yg
ro

un
ds

Th
is 

pe
rs

pe
cƟ

 v
e 

is 
es

se
nƟ

 a
lly

 th
e 

sa
m

e 
as

 P
er

sp
ec
Ɵ v

e 
A 

bu
t w

ith
ou

t t
he

 1
-m

ile
 c

at
ch

m
en

t a
re

as
. O

nl
y 

th
e 

w
al

ka
bl

e 
ca

tc
hm

en
t a

re
as

 w
er

e 
us

ed
. T

hi
s r

ev
ea

ls 
a 

di
ff e

re
nt

 p
ic

tu
re

 th
an

 P
er

sp
ec
Ɵ v

e 
A.

 T
he

 d
iff 

er
en

ce
s i

n 
LO

S 
fr

om
 w

es
t t

o 
ea

st
 d

o 
no

t a
pp

ea
r a

s d
isƟ

 n
ct

, a
lth

ou
gh

 a
 la

rg
e 

ga
p 

in
 se

rv
ic

e 
in

 th
e 

ce
nt

er
 o

f A
le

xa
nd

ria
 is

 re
ad

ily
 a

pp
ar

en
t. 



Alexandria, Virginia
Indoor / Outdoor Playspace Assessment63

Areas with no service occur throughout the city, and where service does exist, the LOS values 
range from 180 to 2836. The table below shows some of the other staƟ sƟ cs derived from 
PerspecƟ ve B. The Average LOS for SubArea One is sƟ ll the lowest, at 521.4, and SubArea Four is 
the highest at 925.6. The overall average citywide is 745.7. 

Table PB-1: Walkable Access for All Playspaces

Zone Percent 
of City Total Acres Acres with 

LOS

Percent of 
Total with 
LOS

Average LOS 
per Acre 
Served

SubArea One 12% 1218.3 572.3 47% 521.4
SubArea Two 32% 3183.4 1340.0 42% 552.4
SubArea Three 34% 3295.9 2533.3 77% 836.0
SubArea Four 22% 2108.2 880.5 42% 925.6
En  re Area 100% 9805.8 5326.2 54% 745.7

Coverages for service are also lower in this PerspecƟ ve. Overall, 54 percent of Alexandria has 
walkable service at some level greater than zero (or at least 180 to be more exact). In this 
analysis, SubArea Three has the highest coverage, at 77 percent, while SubAreas Two and Four 
each have only 42 percent coverage. So while SubArea One has low numeric values for LOS, it 
does not lag behind in percent coverage for walkable access, except when compared to SubArea 
Three.

Map 4: PerspecƟ ve B-1: 
Average LOS per Average 
Density of Children under 
5-Years-Old by Subarea
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When the density of service is compared with the density of children age 5 and under as it was 
in PerspecƟ ve A, the numbers shown on Map 4 (at leŌ ) result for each subarea. In this case, the 
highest value (SubArea Four) is nearly fi ve Ɵ mes that of the lowest (SubArea One).

Threshold Mapping

Another way to analyze the informaƟ on in PerspecƟ ve B is shown in the following map (Map 
5) with purple and yellow shading. On this map, the numeric values represented by the orange 
shades in PerspecƟ ve B have been bracketed to show where the values are at or above a 
threshold value. The threshold value used is 400 points. This number was determined by 
calculaƟ ng the numeric value that a playspace would have if it scored a 2 on all of the aƩ ributes 
in the inventory, then doubling that number to refl ect the value that results when the 1/3-
mile and one-mile catchment areas are overlaid for a given playspace. This eff ecƟ vely places a 
premium on walkable proximity to a playspace in the PerspecƟ ves.

A purple shade is used to show all locaƟ ons where the LOS value is 400 points or greater. A 
yellow shade is used to show where there is some service, but the value of that service is below 
400 points. Yellow areas typically indicate that there is a playspace that serves that area, but it 
is performing below the threshold value. This could be considered an opportunity in the sense 
that upgrading an exisƟ ng facility to meet the threshold value may be easier than creaƟ ng an 
enƟ rely new playspace where there currently are none. 

Areas shown in gray on Map 5 are locaƟ ons where there is no playspace at all within walkable 
proximity, either due to distance or the presence of a barrier that prevents or inhibits walking.

The staƟ sƟ cs for this map are shown in the following Table PB. They show that, overall, 54 
percent of Alexandria has walkable proximity to a playspace that meets the threshold value. 
This number comes from the 9 percent of Alexandria that has some service but is below the 
threshold, and 45 percent of Alexandria that has LOS above the threshold. 

Map 5: PerspecƟ ve B-2: 
Threshold Map
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Table PB-2: Walkable LOS for All Playspaces

Zone
Percent 
of Total 
with LOS

Percent 
Total Area 
>0 AND 
<400

Percent 
Total Area 
>=400

SubArea One 47% 2% 45%
SubArea Two 42% 4% 38%
SubArea Three 77% 17% 59%
SubArea Four 42% 6% 35%
En  re Area 54% 9% 46%
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As in the previous PerspecƟ ves, higher LOS values overlay the eastern part of Alexandria 
(SubAreas Three and Four), and lower values overlay the central and western parts (SubAreas 
One and Two). This indicates that the combinaƟ on of the concentraƟ on of playspaces and the 
computed value of the playspaces specifi c to 2-5-year-olds located in eastern Alexandria is 
higher than it is in western Alexandria.

The following Table PC provides staƟ sƟ cs derived from PerspecƟ ve C. The city overall and all 
subareas have a 100 percent coverage of service, meaning that the LOS is greater than zero for 
all parts of the city. However, the average LOS for each subarea varies as shown in the table. 
SubArea One has the lowest average LOS, at 921.1, while SubArea Three has the highest average 
LOS value, at 2730.8. The overall average for Alexandria is 2011.5. 

Table PC-1: Composite LOS for Playspaces Serving 2-5-Year-Olds

Zone Percent 
of City Total Acres Acres with 

LOS

Percent of 
Total with 
LOS

Average LOS 
per Acre 
Served

SubArea One 12% 1218.3 1218.3 100% 921.1
SubArea Two 32% 3183.4 3183.1 100% 1344.0
SubArea Three 34% 3295.9 3295.9 100% 2730.8
SubArea Four 22% 2108.2 2108.2 100% 2524.7
En  re Area 100% 9805.8 9805.5 100% 2011.5

Results when the average LOS for each subarea in PerspecƟ ve C is related to the density of 
children under 5-years-old is shown in Map 7 (below). In this case, SubArea Four has a value 
that is more than seven Ɵ mes that of SubArea One.

Map 7: PerspecƟ ve C-1: Average LOS 
per Average Density of Children under 
5-Years-Old by Subarea (Playspaces 
Serving Ages 2-5 Only)
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Map 9: PerspecƟ ve D-1: Average 
LOS/Average Density of Children 
under 5-Years-Old by Subarea 
(Walkable Access to Playspaces 
Serving Ages 2-5 Only) 

Table PD below shows the staƟ sƟ cs derived from PerspecƟ ve D. The Average LOS for SubArea 
One is sƟ ll the lowest, at 536.2, and SubArea Two is the highest, at 870.8. The overall average 
citywide is 719.4.  

Coverages for service are also lower in this PerspecƟ ve. Overall, 52 percent of Alexandria has 
walkable service at some level greater than zero. In this analysis, SubArea Three has the highest 
coverage, at 76 percent, while SubArea Four has only 31 perent coverage. 

Table PD-1: Walkable LOS for Playspaces Serving 2-5-Year-Olds

Zone Percent 
of City Total Acres Acres with 

LOS

Percent of 
Total with 
LOS

Average LOS 
per Acre 
Served

SubArea One 12% 1218.3 371.6 31% 555.1
SubArea Two 32% 3183.4 1317.8 41% 536.2
SubArea Three 34% 3295.9 2519.1 76% 786.9
SubArea Four 21% 2108.2 875.0 42% 870.8
En  re Area 100% 9805.8 5083.4 52% 719.4

Results when the average LOS for each subarea in PerspecƟ ve D is related to the density of 
children under 5-years-old is shown in Map 9 (below). In this case, SubArea Four has a value 
that is less than three Ɵ mes that of SubArea One. Comparing this to the numbers shown on 
Map 7 shows that when walkable access is considered, SubArea One is at less of a disadvantage 
over the other subareas than when all means of access are considered. However, there is sƟ ll a 
signifi cant diff erence. In this case, SubArea Two has the highest score, and it is 2.7 Ɵ mes that of 
SubArea One.
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The Threshold Map for PerspecƟ ve D is shown in Map 10. The staƟ sƟ cs for this map are shown 
in the following table. They show that, overall, 52 percent of Alexandria has walkable proximity 
to a playspace. This includes the 8 percent of Alexandria that has some service, but that service 
is below the threshold, and 44 percent of Alexandria that has LOS above the threshold.

Map 10: PerspecƟ ve D: 
Threshold Map

Table PD-2: Walkable LOS for Playspaces Serving 2-5-Year-Olds

Zone
Percent 
of Total 
with LOS

Percent 
Total Area 
>0 and <400

Percent 
Total Area 
>=400

SubArea One 31% 0% 30%
SubArea Two 41% 3% 38%
SubArea Three 76% 17% 59%
SubArea Four 42% 6% 35%
En  re Area 52% 8% 44%
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GRASP® Index 
The methodology used to evaluate play in Alexandria includes another way to look at service. It 
consists of an index created by adding up the total value of all of the playspaces within a given 
area and dividing it by the populaƟ on of the same area in thousands. The index is, in eff ect, a 
per-capita value for all of the “things” in the inventory that are physically located within a given 
area.

In the case of this study, the populaƟ on fi gure used is the number of children under the age of 
5. For example, to calculate the GRASP® Index for Alexandria as a whole, the total value of all of 
the playgrounds in the inventory is divided by the total number of children under 5 years of age 
in the city (in thousands). This yields an index of 173.2. This number can be used as a baseline 
from which targets can be set and progress toward them can be measured. A higher GRASP® 
Index indicates a higher level of service.

For example, if improvements are made to exisƟ ng playspaces that raise their scores while the 
populaƟ on of children stays unchanged, the GRASP® Index will go up. Conversely, if no changes 
to the exisƟ ng infrastructure of playspaces occur, but the populaƟ on of children under 5 
increases, the GRASP® Index will go down. 

A GRASP® Index is relaƟ vely easy to update: all that is required is current data in the inventory 
and current populaƟ on data. For this reason, it is recommended that the inventory data set and 
GIS shape fi les generated from this study be kept current. That task should be assigned to one 
of the partners in the study who is willing and able to take it on.

In the tables on the next page, the GRASP® Indices shown correspond to the playspaces in the 
inventory used to generate PerspecƟ ves A and C (as described above). PerspecƟ ve A looked 
at the service provided by all playspaces in the inventory, and PerspecƟ ve C looked at only the 
ones that are appropriate for 2-5-year-olds. The yellow shade in the tables indicates the highest 
value in each category. 

From this it can be seen that SubArea Three has the highest total GRASP® Value, meaning that 
the total of the scores for all of the playspaces located within the boundaries of that subarea 
is higher than the corresponding total for each of the other subareas. But because SubArea 
Three also has the greatest number of children under 5, there is a greater demand upon the 
playspaces located within it, and a correspondingly lower GRASP® Index than SubArea Four, 
even though SubArea Four has a lower total value for the playspaces within it.

SubArea One has a relaƟ vely low GRASP® Index, indicaƟ ng a low level of service and suggesƟ ng 
that the subarea is lacking in the number and quality of playspaces found there.
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Table PA-2: Composite LOS for All Playspaces

Zone
Total 
GRASP® 
Value

PopulaƟ on 
(under 5)

GRASP® 
Index 
(populaƟ on 
1,000s)

SubArea One 1896 2128 891
SubArea Two 4569 3106 1471
SubArea Three 6374 3317 1922
SubArea Four 4405 1403 3140
EnƟ re Area 17244 9954 1732

Table PC-2: Composite LOS for Playspaces Serving 2-5-Year-Olds

Zone
Total 
GRASP® 
Value

PopulaƟ on 
(under 5)

GRASP® 
Index 
(populaƟ on 
1,000s)

SubArea One 1151 2128 541
SubArea Two 3469 3106 1175
SubArea Three 5999 3317 1809
SubArea Four 3773 1403 2689
EnƟ re Area 14572 9954 1464

Conclusions
The analyses can be used to gain an understanding of how the current locaƟ ons and values of exisƟ ng 
playspaces are distributed across Alexandria. When combined with other informaƟ on, including 
feedback from focus groups, demographic data, etc., these are even more useful. For a summary of 
conclusions and recommendaƟ ons based on these analyses, see the main body of the report.

Conclusions for Appendix D

The analyses can be used to gain an understanding of how the current locaƟ ons and values of 
exisƟ ng playspaces are distributed across Alexandria. When combined with other informaƟ on, 
including feedback from focus groups or demographic data, these will be even more useful. 
Those analyses will occur as we conƟ nue toward compleƟ on of the project. These fi ndings are 
the iniƟ al results of the analysis and will provide a basis for discussion of the direcƟ on in which 
to proceed.
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APPENDIX E
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CONCEPT FOR AN IDEAL PLAYGROUND
AN IDEAL PLAYGROUND INCORPORATES ALL KINDS OF PLAY

0 15 30 45 60 NORTH

GNACCESS TOCES
PARKING, BUSKING,

ROUTE &UTE & 
TRAILSILSSISISIGNGNDESIGN
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AN IDEAL PLAYGROUND INCORPORATES ALL KINDS OF PLAY

This is a concept for an ideal 
playspace that has all of the 
desired features that provide 
the full benefi t of healthy play. 
While it may not be possible 
to offer all of these features in 
every playspace, please try to 
include as many as possible in 
the playspaces you create.”

Note: You may not be able to do all 
of the things shown here, but try 
to do as many of them as you can.  
They don’t have to be expensive or 
elaborate as long as you can off er the 
kinds of experiences they provide.




