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Final Site Model

Grounds for Play is a thesis project proposing a design 
for a playfully activated path along the Emmett/Ivy 
corridor at the University of Virginia. Amidst the current 
mental health crisis and rising levels of student isolation, 
many universities across the country are exploring 
ways to provide playful, restorative, and communal 
spaces on their campuses. Stemming from research in 
the fields of history, theory, psychology, urban studies, 
and design on the role of play in society and the built 
environment—not just for children but for people of all 
ages—this thesis presents a contemporary speculation 
on a play-informed design strategy expanding beyond 
the typical boundaries of the playground or game-
room for a site well-suited to playful, human-scale 
intervention.

The thesis investigates two main questions: How can 
we reframe our social understanding of play to allow 
adults the same freedom of play that is afforded to 
children? And how can we use play as a strategy to re-
imagine the modern university quad?

This thesis begins by establishing a design methodology 
derived from the research, prompting new forms 
which break away from the preconceived typological 
elements that have come to define society’s spatial 
understanding of play. It then applies this investigation 
to a design strategy within the university landscape. . 
This project seeks to expand the boundaries of what 
an activated, communal space can be – by setting the 
ground for play.

ABSTRACT
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Diagram of Tennis Court and Playspace by Aldo van Eyck 
This diagram engages the core research question of the 
thesis: Why are adults not afforded the same opportunities 
for free-form play in the built environment as children?

This research began with an investigation into built 
environments that support play and recreation for 
adults. Unlike children, who are often afforded space 
in the public realm to engage in free, expressive 
behavior such as running, climbing, or shouting, adults 
are typically offered structured, regulated environments 
for physical activity. Recreational spaces for adults, such 
as sports courts and gyms, tend to be governed by 
rules, schedules, and specific uses. Even public fitness 
equipment, sometimes accessible 24 hours a day, is 
accompanied by instructional signage and geared 
toward goal-oriented exercise. 
 
These observations prompted critical questions: What 
role does unstructured play have in adult life, and how 
might design enable spaces supporting spontaneity, 
movement, and joy without relying on rules or 
competition? The research recognizes that designing 
playful spaces for adults cannot rely on scaling children’s 
playgrounds. Instead, it must draw from architectural 
theory, urban studies, and cultural analysis to explore 
how play might be integrated into the public realm. 
 
Foundational texts such as The Social Life of Small 
Urban Spaces by William H. Whyte and Learning 
from Las Vegas by Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, 
and Steven Izenour informed the analytical approach, 
particularly through diagramming and decoding 
urban behaviors. These methods allowed critical 
examination of how space communicates use and 
meaning. Additionally, theoretical frameworks such as 
Johan Huizinga’s Homo Ludens positioned play as a 
fundamental element of culture, extending beyond 
childhood into the broader social fabric. 
 
Travel research in Copenhagen, supported by grant 
funding from the UVA Center for Global Inquiry and 
Innovation, provided precedent studies of playful 
urban interventions. Projects such as Superkilen and 
Israels Plads illustrate how design can foster informal 
interaction, movement, and joy without relying on 
rigid programming or prescriptive signage. These 
spaces demonstrate a commitment to inclusivity, 
experimentation, and embedding play within everyday 
life. 
 

RESEARCH



“Engaging in playful activities helps adults cope with stress and 
enhances mood. Studies have shown that play positively impacts 
the brain, triggering the release of endorphins, reducing cortisol 
levels and fostering relaxation. Playful adults are more likely to 
employ positive coping mechanisms, such as acceptance and 
re-framing, in stressful situations.

Moreover, play can mitigate the effects of anxiety and 
depression. Playful activities like creative writing, board games, 
or sports help quiet the mind and redirect attention from 
negative thought patterns. Research also links regular play with 
increased life satisfaction and overall well-being​.”

-National Institiute for Play
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Diagrams - Issues
The following diagrams address issues with ex-
isting adult play spaces, including playgrounds 
(not socially appropriate for adult engagement), 
gyms (isolated and often linked to member-
ships), and sports fields (restricted by time slots, 
team sign-ups, and strict game rules).

Diagram - Outlier
The below diagram speaks towards an outlier 
in public, urban, playful design - the ephemeral 
exhibit. Examples of ephemeral projects have 
shown that in urban environments adults will 
engage playfully if the design encourages it. 
Whether due to its temporary nature or not, 
these examples break down some of the social 
standards of how to act in public spaces. 



9.

This thesis merged a range of research topics and drew 
on texts by architects, urban planners, theorists, and 
mental health professionals. These works informed both 
the research approach—such as the use of diagrammatic 
exploration inspired by Learning from Las Vegas by 
Denise Scott Brown and Robert Venturi—and broader 
research questions, including the societal role of play 
as examined in Homo Ludens by Johan Huizinga.  As 
the research and design project developed in tandem 
towards proposing a playful space on a university 
campus, further texts were explored that addressed the 
mental health crisis and issues of isolation and anxiety 
facing students today, and how design could play a role 
in encouraging social interaction.

Selected books 
referenced 
throughout the 
research process

TEXTS
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Image + Diagram of Superkillen 
Designed by Bjarke Ingels Group 
(BIG), Topotek1, and Superflex

Grant funding from the Center for Global Inquiry and 
Innovation at UVA supported travel research for this 
project to visit sites in Copenhagen, Denmark—a city 
known for its inclusive, playful spaces integrated on a 
large scale throughout the urban fabric. This research 
enabled analysis of urban integration, design strategies, 
and the quality of public spaces across the city to 
inform and influence the development of this thesis 
project. The following pages include excerpts from this 
research, using photography, diagramming, sketching, 
and mapping to explore the qualities of play observed 
at the visited sites. The sites visited were: Kroyers Plads 
(Vilhelm Luaritzen Architects, Cobe LYTT), Israels Plads 
(Cobe), Superkilen (BIG, Topotek1, and Superflex), 
Operaparken (Cobe), Maritime Youth House (BIG), 
Havnegade Waterfront, Park N Play (Jaja Architects) 

TRAVEL



Film photographs from travel research in Copenhagen

Travel funding from Grant  through the UVA Center for 
Global Inquiry and Innovation 

Sites Photographed: Superkillen (BIG and Topotek 
1), Park N Play (JaJa Architects), Israels Plads (Cobe + 
Sweco Architects)
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Israels Plads
135,000 Square Feet

Bench Seating
Trees
Low Plants
Integrated Seating 
Ambiguous Form
Bike Storage
Sports Related
Transportation Crossing

Fear 
Discovery 

Activity:

Seated
Passing Through Site 
Sports
Free Play
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Timeline of play in society + 
architecture, 1850-Today 

This project is situated within the historic context of 
both societal attitudes toward play and architecture’s 
response to it. The following timeline and precedents 
outline key moments in history that shifted how play 
has been understood—beginning with its integration 
into schools, expanding into larger urban projects, 
appropriated by tech offices such as Google, influenced 
by design innovations, and shaped by evolving safety 
regulations. This research allowed for an analysis that led 
to the design of an open-air, communal, activated play 
space within the university landscape.
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1886
Dr. Marie Zakrewska 
mimics the 
sandboxes she saw 
in Berlin in Boston

1940s
Marjory Allen petitions for fi rst “Adventure 
Playground” in London

1933
Noguchi designs fi rst 
Playground “Play Mountain” 
(unrealized) 

1984
The Playground for 
All Children opens - 
fi rst playground for 
disabled and able-
bodied children

1950s-1970s
Lawsuits and safety 
concerns towards 
playgrounds

1976
Isamu Noguchi 
designs
Piedmont Park 
Playscape in 
Atlanta, GA

Mid 1900s
Concrete play objects 
added to Brutalist 
housing blocks in 
England

1968
Palle Nielson 
builds adventure 
playground in 
Moderna Museet, 
Sweden

1951
Charles & Ray 
Eames design The 
Toy

1947 - 1978
Dutch Architect 
Aldo van Eyck 
is appointed by 
the Public works 
Department of 
Amsterdam to build 
playgrounds in 
each of the cities 
neighborhoods 2009

The fi rst section of 
the High Line opens 
to the public

2016
JaJa architects 
complete 
Park’N”Play in 
Copenhagen

2015-2020
Google builds 
offi ce HQs with 
playgrounds

2015
Assemble 
Architecture 
Collective & Artist 
Simon Terrill 
recreate brutalist 
playgrounds out of 
chip foam for RIBA 
exhibit
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2025 
M.Arch thesis 
proposal for 
mental health 
oriented play 
sapce at University 
of Virginia
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2023
U.S. Surgeon 
General 
issues report 
that social 
isolation is a 
Public Health 
Epidemic

2023
U.S. Surgeon 
General 
tours college 
campuses 
on the “We 
Are Made to 
Connect Tour” 
advocating for 
connection as a 
core part of the 
foundation of 
being. 
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1906
The Playground 
Association 
of America is 
founded

1908
Massachusetts 
Playground Act

1890s
Start of the 
American 
Playground 
Movemment

TECH BOOM

1984
The Natural 
Resources Group 
(NPR) started

1989
United Nations 
Convention on the 
Rights of the Child

2024
The Surgeon gneral 
calls on Congress 
to require warning 
labels on social 
media platforms2020

Parks close or set 
use restrictions 
across the US 
in response to 
COVID-19

1938
Publication of Homo 
Ludens by Dutch 
historian Johan 
Huizinga which 
analyzed play in 
different aspects of 
society like war and 
law

1924
Conference 
on Outdoor 
Recreation called 
in Washington, 
D.C. by President 
Calvin Coolidge

2010
Doctor, psychiatrist, 
and clinical 
researcher Stuart 
Brown M.D. writes 
Play: How it Shapes 
the Brain, Opens 
Imaginations, and 
Invigorates the Soul
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2025
Article ‘A Generation 
in Crisis” published 
in Yale Alumni 
Magazine outlining 
the rising mental 
health crisis among 
University Students. 

National Institute 
for Play outlines 
“Play Personalities” 
to encourage adults 
to fi nd their style of 
play they are most 
comfortable being 
playful.

1820
The “outdoor 
gymnasium” 
in Salem, 
Massachusetts

1844
YMCA founded

1885
Boston Public 
Schools provide 
sandboxes for 
children per 
Massachusetts 
Emergency Hygiene 
Association (MEHA)

1898
New York City opens 
31 playgrounds 
under the Board of 
Education & Outdoor 
Recreation League

Early 1900
Model Playground In 
Dallas, Texas
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Timeline context today: Universities are 
increasingly responding to the mental 
health crisis by introducing wellness or play 
spaces. However, these spaces often fall 
short of encouraging active, communal play. 
This project responds to that gap by estab-
lishing an open-air, built playspace that is 
intentionally activated to foster collective 
engagement and movement.

COMMUNAL 
SPACES

INTERACTIVE

INTERACTION 
WITH NATURE

UNIVERSITIES CALL FOR PLAY SPACES 
TO RESPOND TO MENTAL HEALTH 
CRISIS ON COLLEGE CAMPUSES

SENSORY 
SPACES

2025
M.Arch Thesis 
Proposal for play 
oriented campus quad 
space for University of 
Virginia 

DISRUPTIONS TO URBAN 
PATHS (VISUAL DRAWS AWAY 
FROM CELL PHONE USAGE)

2023
U.S. Surgeon General issues 
report that social isolation is a 
Public Health Epidemic

2023
U.S. Surgeon General tours 
college campuses on the “We 
Are Made to Connect Tour” 
advocating for connection as a 
core part of the foundation of 
being. 

2025
Article ‘A Generation in Crisis” 
published in Yale Alumni Magazine 
outlining the rising mental health crisis 
among University Students. 

2022 & 2025
New York Times article highlights 
“luddite teens” who aim to break 
the hold of social media on their 
generation through weekly cell-phone 
free gatherings.  

ARCHITECTURE OF 
ATTENTION + DISRUPTION

National Institute for Play outlines 
“Play Personalities” to encourage 
adults to find their style of play 
they are most comfortable being 
playful.

1906
The Playground 
Association 
of America is 
founded

TODAY

PLAY SPACES DEDICATED ON 
UNIVERSITY CAMPUSES + PLAY 
DESIGNED TO ENCOURAGE BREAK 
FROM CELL PHONE USE AND IN 
PERSON INTERACTION 

March 2024
The Anxious Generation published 
discussing the lack of play 
development and increased cellphone 
usage leading to rising anxiety levels 
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Sandpit Model Playground

Brutalist PlaygroundAldo Van Eyck Playground

Remake of Brutalist , 
RIBA Exhibit

University 
Game Room

Play Precedents
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Following the research phase of this thesis, which 
explored the issues of public, playful spaces and rec-
ognized the opportunity for such spaces within the 
university landscape to encourage free-form play and 
social interaction for students and the surrounding com-
munity, the design phase began. The design addressed 
play at multiple scales—both as an urban project and 
as an individual structure. This portion of the thesis, as a 
formal design project, also introduced the site: the Em-
mett/Ivy Corridor at the University of Virginia. This site 
is currently being developed by the university with mul-
tiple large-scale buildings, including a new School for 
Data Science, a Center for Performing Arts, the Karsch 
Institute for Democracy, and future student housing. 
The goal for this zone of campus was to link the North 
Grounds and Main Grounds of UVA, but the current 
planning did not address the need for public urban 
space, especially small-scale design for individuals. 
 
The first part of the design phase involved a genera-
tive study exercise that extracted ideas of play design 
to create a series of 1/2” = 1’-0” models. These models 
explored ideas of playful architecture that encourage 
discovery, disrupt normative modes of movement, are 
interactive without a prescribed set of rules, and allow 
opportunities to overcome fear—which, for adults, act-
ing playfully in a social space often entails. 
 
These studies were considered in various ways as the 
design scaled up to the campus site. Within the con-
text of this project, the play space needed to act as a 
disruptor, breaking people out of their typical paths of 
movement. The design aimed to draw people’s atten-
tion away from their cell phones and toward zones of 
gathering. 
 
The final design was a path system running through 
the entire Emmett/Ivy Corridor, with one centralized 
park zone. The path’s goal was to draw people toward 
this part of campus, where the ground conditions, play 
elements, and scattered site features would encourage 
social interaction and, at the very least, inspire someone 
to look up from their cell phone and engage with the 
unique environment on UVA’s grounds.  
 

Pieces of Final Model Construction

DESIGN
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Slide excerpt from thesis 
presentation -
Methodology for designing 
new play spaces

In order to design a new type of space for free-form 
play for adults, this thesis explores how to extract the 
underlying goals of playful forms to generate new ideas 
about what play spaces can be. This portion of the 
thesis establishes a design methodology derived from 
research, prompting the development of new forms that 
break away from the preconceived typologies that have 
come to define society’s spatial understanding of play. 
This exploration was carried out primarily  through gen-
erative model-making and some material exploration

GENERATIVE STUDY

Allow for 
discovery

Create 
opportunities to 
overcome fear

Interactive 
without a set of 
stated rules 

Change our 
normative modes 
of movement

Problem

Is it possible to break from the established typologies of play spaces?

Does / Is the Space:
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Interactive Facade

Metal Frame + 
Malleable System

Continuous 
Wall + Inverted 
Passageways 

Recognizable 
forms inverted

Seating and 
Climbing 
Structure
 
Metal frame with 
mesh net system

Interactive Facade

Slots + Removable 
Objects

Curved Crawl 
Space

Orthogonal 
Grond Work/
Extrusions

Ruins
 
Embedded 
objects to explore 
+ broken structure 
to climb, sit, and 
jump

“Labyrinth”
 
Seating pathway 
with net system 
for resting or 
climbing
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Scattered Playthings
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Interactive Facade - Slots + Removable 
Objects

The concept for this study model was to 
use two material systems to create a  simple 
wall structure with movable and removable 
parts. Users could engage simply by pushing 
the blocks back and forth on the wall, more 
actively by removing and stacking and arranging 
blocks, or more long term by resting on the 
larger blocks. This type of play thing is more 
subdued and less overtly active than what we 
typically considered for play, but it encourages 
play nonetheless - and more subtly for adults 
to digest - through its capacity for discovery, 
change from a normative mode of interaction 
with a wall, and intrinsic nature of interaction 
through its lack of stated rules. 
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Continuous Wall with Inverted Passageways

This study model explored the idea of taking 
a recognizable form that an adult understands 
as something they can move through (i.e. a 
doorway), then manipulating it in various ways. 
The initial arch form may drop someone in, but 
the manipulated forms could encourage moving 
through the wall in new ways - exploring, 
stepping, climbing, jumping, leaning, and 
resting. 
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Structure for Sitting + Climbing

This wire model explores a play element at the 
scale of furniture that can be manipulated by 
the user to become either a seating element 
or a climbing structure. From a distance it is 
sculptural. Its form curves to the body and 
creates a space for laying or leaning, but can 
also be for climbing or jumping.
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Material Explorations – Brick + Plaster Composite 
Re-imagining the use of UVA’s campus brick to 
promote discovery
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Diagrams  explaining the urban 
strategy this project explores  
in context with typical play-
design and university quads

This portion of the thesis explores the potential of 
expanding playful spatial strategies to the urban 
scale, focusing on how a playfully activated zone can 
be integrated into an institutional campus plan. It 
examines iterative design approaches for extending 
an urban footprint while maintaining key tenets of 
play—discovery, non-normative movement, and open-
ended interaction. These principles are tested through a 
layered design vocabulary of shifting ground conditions, 
play zones, landscape elements, and structural 
interventions. Situated within the context of the 
University of Virginia’s Emmett/Ivy Corridor, the work 
engages the legacy of the Lawn and considers what it 
means to design a contemporary campus plan today. 
 

DESIGN DEVELOPMENT: URBAN SCALE & UNIVERSITY CONTEXT

Typical Playground vs. Play along Path
Typical Quad vs. Actively Disrupted Quad
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Adjusted site based on conversation with 
university architects. The initial site considered 
is now under development for a performing 
arts center. The new site is master-planned as 
buildings, but the office of the architect does 
not have plans for them, and after our discussion 
noted that a park space would be welcomed 
in that zone to create more green space for the 
university as well as the neighboring community

Initial site selected for design of 
central park zone. Some initial 
design development was explored 
on this site, but ultimately was 
adjusted to the site below based 
on conversations with the university 
architects. 
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Site  Scale Explorations   (Initial Site)

Labyrinth/ Square concept 
based on orthogonal 
study models as well as 
consideration of typical 
campus planning at UVA

Orthogonal Concept based 
on generative study of 
malleable and porous walls

Scattered arch concept based 
on generate study of wire + 
net playthings
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Further exploration of 
orthogonal wall concept 
on the initial site. This 
study starts to consider 
how playful elements 
can disrupt the walking 
path of passerby to 
encourage them to 
interact. 

Further exploration of 
scattered arch concept 
on the initial site. This 
study starts to consider 
how playful elements 
can disrupt the walking 
path of passerby to 
encourage them to 
interact. 
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Once the final site was selected, 
further design development was 
done to explore the relationship 
between path,  built ground, 
landscaped ground, structures, and 
playthings that could expand to the 
scale of the site. These pattern studies 
explore the formal quality this path + 
park system could take towards the 
site.

Orthogonal Study Circular Study

Angular Study Composite Study
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The expanded composite study was 
used to inform the final design
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View from the bottom of the 
park. Play zones scatter the 
landscape, structures  disrupt 
sidewalk and guide towards 
communal play and rest zones

Play  zones  scattered into 
landscape 

Study model of updated site 
selection 

  1/16” = 1’-0”
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Study  model exploring 
relationship of structures to 
disrupt pathways and guide 
towards playthings

Walls that guide towards 
playful elements, visually 
disrupt pathways, and allow 
for adults to engage with 
different types of playful 
spaces depending on their 
preferences for physical 
activity level, and type of social 
interaction. 

Walls allow for discovery for 
those who traverse the path - 
creating a sense of playfulness 
just by walking through. 
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Perspective from the 
base of the final model 
showing the centralized 
park zone.

The final design created a path system running through 
the entire Emmett/Ivy Corridor, anchored by a central-
ized park zone. The final models illustrate both the full 
site plan and a close-up of the main park area. The park 
is designed to promote disruption and engagement, 
reimagining “play” not as a prescribed activity or some-
thing limited to swings and slides, but as an experience 
of moving differently through space and discovering 
unexpected moments along the way.

DESIGN PROPOSAL
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Site Model of  Main Park Zone
1-/8” = 1’-0”
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Context Site Model
1-/32” = 1’-0”



36.

Parking G
arage

Future Center for Perform
ing A

rts 
H

otel &
 Conference Center

School of 
D

ata Science

Karsh Institute 
for D

em
ocaracy

 Student H
ousing

 Student H
ousing

 Student 
H

ousing
 Student 
H

ousing



Scale

37.





39.



40.

ENTER

DIVERT

ENGAGAGE

ACTIVATE

PAUSE

STRAIGHT CURVED CIRCULAR

Brick Composite
 
Metal

Concrete

Wood



41.

Aerial view 
of western 
side of park

View from 
street 
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Play + Rest 
Zone in park

Aerial view 
of main park 
zone
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Furniture on 
Plaza and view 
towards park 
east park

View of 
path up 
hill
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Ground zones 
interrupting 
path

View from top 
of park
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Stage and wall 
zone framed 
by light hill for 
viewing

Plaza space in 
front of Karsh 
Institute for 
democracy 
with seating
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Pocket parks 
spilling onto 
street

Aerial view of 
pocket parks 
for future stu-
dent housing

View from 
main grounds
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Process Photos
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The Decks, Pits, Stages, Frames, and 
Buildings that scatter the site. 

Beyond “play things” the design portion of this thesis 
explored how to activate a park space through a 
series of elements that encourage one to move 
away from their original path. These elements 
encourage engagement by guiding towards spaces for 
conversation, active play, and rest.

ELEMENTS

Disrupter - Wall

Disrupter - Ground

Path

Gathering

Gathering/Play
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Deck with raised stage platform

Deck with  lowered step path and pit

Curved guiding walls

Lowered pits

Stage with surrounding curved wall 
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