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Theatre Gardens Nature Play Space 2014

Please note: Parental permission was obtained for photographs of children used in this this report.
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THEATRE GARDENS
Theatre Gardens is a 3ha district parkland located in the suburb of Subiaco, bound by Bagot, Hensman and
Hamersley roads. The parkland area includes the Subiaco Arts Centre and is an attractive setting with
shaded paths, a central waterway, established trees and open lawns.
Theatre Gardens is well used as a through route from West Subiaco to Rokeby Road, to Subiaco Primary
School and other community and commercial facilities in the town centre. It is adjacent to Earthwise (a
community and environmental activity centre), the Subiaco Mens’ Shed and the Tom Dadour Community
Centre (which provides activities for people with special needs).

BACKGROUND
As part of the City of Subiaco Play Space Strategy developed in 2012, all play spaces within the city were
evaluated using a customised assessment tool. This tool referred to as PPAT (Park and Play space
Assessment Tool) contained criteria within three domains: child development; parkland and play space
function; and community connection (Table 1).
The purposes of the assessment were to give an indication of overall park and play space performance, to
identify examples of good design, and to highlight aspects of design and management that may need to be
paid more attention in future park and play space planning or redevelopment.

CHILD DEVELOPMENT

PARKLAND & PLAY SPACE FUNCTION

COGNITIVE

APPEARANCE

Opportunity for exploration,
manipulating objects, problem solving,
imaginative play

Attractive outlook, well maintained, all
equipment and amenities in good
condition

PHYSICAL
Opportunity for movement, balance,
coordination, jumping, hanging, climbing,
sliding, rocking, swinging

SOCIAL
Opportunity for communication,
teamwork, interactive play

EMOTIONAL
Opportunity for appropriate risk taking,
self-direction and self-regulation

SENSORY
Opportunity for sensory stimulation
(sound, sight, touch, smell)

NATURAL APPEAL
Natural features (trees, vegetation, rocks,
logs, water) in and around play area

ACTIVITY SPECTRUM
Opportunity for formal & informal
activity, caters for a range of ages and
abilities

ACCESS
Universal access pathways to and within
play area, safe walk and cycle access,
nearby parking and public transport

COMMUNITY CONNECTION
SENSE OF PLACE
Play space reflects local features or
facilities, interpretative materials

ACTIVATION & USE
Play space has high level of visitation,
popular, well promoted through local
networks and external media

PURPOSE
Differentiation from other play spaces,
areas within play space designed to
accommodate different populations
and/or age groups.

NEIGHBOURHOOD LINKAGE
Play space proximity to residential
neighbourhood

AMENITIES

WAYFINDING

Nearby toilets, water fountains, seating,
shade, picnic & BBQ facilities (where
appropriate)

Play space able to easily accessed via
networked pathways, local routes, walk &
cycle access, signage

PLAY AREA and PARK SAFETY
Ease of parental/carer supervision, away
from road/traffic, no obvious hazards

Table 1: PPAT domains and assessment criteria
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Criteria within each domain were assigned a grade: ranging from excellent, good, fair to poor (Table 2).
GRADE ASSIGNMENT: PARK AND PLAY SPACE ASSESSMENT TOOL
E
E

EXCELLENT quality or
very high level of
provision

E

G
G

GOOD quality or high
level of provision

G

F
F

FAIR (acceptable)
quality or moderate
level of provision

F

P
P

POOR quality or low
level of provision

P

Table 2: Grade assignment for assessment of criteria within each PPAT domain

INITIAL ASSESSMENT OF THEATRE GARDENS PLAY SPACE
Initial assessment of Theatre Gardens was conducted in October 2012 as part of development of the City of
Subiaco Play Space Strategy. At that time it was determined that the Theatre Gardens Play Space met PPAT
assessment criteria as shown below (Figure 1).
In essence, overall parkland and play space function rated well, as did criteria relating to community
connection. The play space itself did not rate particularly well as while play equipment provided good
opportunity for physical activity and an identifiable level of age-appropriate risk; it provided little
opportunity for cognitive, social or sensory development (see Image 1).

CHILD DEVELOPMENT

COMMUNITY
CONNECTION

PARKLAND & PLAY SPACE FUNCTION

COGNITIVE

PHYSICAL

SOCIAL

EMOTIONAL

SENSORY

APPEARANCE

NATURAL APPEAL

ACTIVITY
SPECTRUM

ACCESS

AMENITIES

PARK and PLAY
AREA SAFETY

SENSE OF
PLACE

ACTIVATION
AND USE

PURPOSE

LINKAGE &
WAYFINDING

F

G

F

G

P

E

G

G

G

G

E

E

E

G

E

Figure 1: Results of Theatre Gardens Play Space 2012 PPAT assessment

Image 1: Theatre Gardens Play Space 2012
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The following comments relating to onsite observation and opportunities for improvement were recorded
at that time (Table 3).
On-site observations

Opportunities for
improvement

Attractive park, adjacent to theatre centre and close to main shopping
area, library, school, environmental centre and car park with access for
people with disabilities.
Play equipment suitable for range of ages up to 8-10 years.
Observed much parent/carer socialisation occurring within play area.
Expand play area and invite play within natural features such as creek and
trees.
Provide for babies and toddlers (i.e. sand and water play).
Incorporate universal access equipment to enable inclusion of children
with disabilities.
Expand social facilities to accommodate family gatherings and community
events.

Table 3: Comments recorded as part of Theatre Gardens Play Space 2012 PPAT assessment

PLAY SPACE REDEVELOPMENT
As noted in the Play Space Strategy (and in the City of Subiaco Safety and Condition Audit of Play
Equipment and Park Furniture 2010), play equipment at Theatre Gardens was ageing, with major
equipment due for replacement. Funds were allocated in the 2013/2104 budget to redevelop the Theatre
Gardens Play Space as part of the city’s Capital Improvements Program. It was the first play space
earmarked for redevelopment following adoption of the Play Space Strategy.
The upgrade of Theatre Gardens Play Space was guided the four key objectives outlined in the Play Space
Strategy:





Promote fun and purposeful play
Support health and development through play for all ages and abilities
Maximise parkland function to support play
Promote community connection

During December 2013 and January 2014, community members were also invited to contribute to play
space planning through a quick poll and online forum accessible through Have your Say Subiaco website1.
Results of the poll and forum comments were used to identify key elements for play space inclusion and
inform the development of the concept design.
A comment from one community member summed up the general feeling about the play equipment:
I think the equipment is pretty ugly, standard equipment with little challenge, little to no
natural risk elements. It is not in keeping with the beautiful surrounds of the park, and doesn’t
pick up on any themes or history of the park1.
Key design features identified from the Play Space Strategy and the community consultation process
included improving capacity for challenge and risk for children of various ages, incorporating natural
elements and sensory materials, enhancing water play, increasing shade within the play space, and better
integrating the play space with the surrounding area.

1

City of Subiaco Theatre Gardens Playground Upgrade – Stage One: Community engagement results report, January 2014
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A contract for design and construction of a new play space was awarded to Nature Play Solutions in April
2014. A second consultation process was conducted in May 20142 to gather community feedback following
development of an initial concept plan3. Overall community comment was positive.
Construction commenced in June 2014 and was completed in late August. The Theatre Gardens Nature Play
Space was opened to the public on 15 September, with an official opening scheduled for 1 October 2014.

POST-REDEVELOPMENT THEATRE GARDENS NATURE PLAY SPACE ASSESSMENT
Post-redevelopment assessment was conducted between 3.00-5.00pm on Friday 19 September 2014.
Informal observation was also conducted from 2.00-4.00pm on Thursday 18 September. It entailed
observation of use, assessments with the PPAT tool, and survey of attending parents/carers and children.
Observed use
On both occasions, the play space was extremely well-used. On Thursday it was estimated that
approximately 60 people (parents/carers and children) visited the space during the observation period. On
Friday afternoon, this number substantially increased with more than 100 people spending time at Theatre
Gardens Nature Play Space.
It was noted that younger children tended to spend most time in the sand and water play areas. Older
children made most use of the climbing frames and obstacle course. The slide and swing were popular with
children of all ages.
Cooperation between children of different ages was keenly observed, particularly in the sand and water
play areas (see Image 2). There was also considerable creative and imaginative play with creation of dams
and waterways with the sand and water, and the inclusion of natural elements such as leaves as sand
adornments. Younger children, particularly toddlers, spent most of their time in the sand and water play
areas, while the cubby and wooden climbing frames were more popular with older children (5 years +)

Image 2: Children playing together in sand play area at Theatre Gardens Nature Play Space 2014

2
3

City of Subiaco Theatre Gardens Playground Upgrade – Stage Two: Community engagement results report, May 2014
Have your say Subiaco: Theatre Gardens Play Space - http://haveyoursaysubiaco.com.au/theatre-gardens-playspace?preview=true
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It was also noted that many parents and carers spent time within the play space, sitting on the lawn area
(see Image 3), rocks and logs and interacting with their children as they played. In the 2012 assessment,
while parents and carers were observed within the play space, most social interaction occurred between
parents/carers, while in 2014 it appeared that more intergenerational interaction was occurring.
Playspace assessment
The PPAT tool that has been used in the assessment of the previous Theatre Gardens Nature Play Space
was used to assess the new play space, and all criteria within the three domains were graded. Overall, the
Theatre Gardens Nature Play Space performed well within all assessment criteria. In particular, the
development of nature play elements provided substantially more opportunities for all aspects of child
development identified within the assessment framework (i.e. cognitive, physical, social, emotional and
sensory play).
In addition, development of the new play space enhanced natural appeal, increased the spectrum of
activities available, and more clearly defined the purpose of this play space through differentiation from
other sites within the City of Subiaco and inclusion of areas that enabled used by children of various age
and abilities.
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Figure 3: Results of Theatre Gardens Nature Play Space 2014 PPAT assessment

Areas for improvement
The PPAT tool can be used to identify potential areas for improvement. Areas for potential improvement
identified in 2014 related to Access and Amenities within the parkland area: particularly the lack of clear
pathway linking the play space to ACROD parking zone and toilet facilities. As the play space caters for
inclusion of children and others with disabilities or limited mobility, it was felt that this addition to the
parkland area might enhance the visitor experience for parents and carers of children with disabilities.
While overall amenities are good, one area of concern was the location of toilet facilities in the lower level
of the Subiaco Arts Centre. While the distance from the play space to toilet facilities is not great, a welltreed creek line lies between these amenities, making it difficult to find the toilets as there is no directional
signage to indicate their location. In addition, it is also very difficult for anyone with limited mobility to
access the toilet facilities as the current route is either circuitous (and involves crossing an expanse of lawn
to access the path near the parking area) or involves navigating wide steps near the base of the creek line.
It was also noted that while there is substantial shade provided by trees in and around the play space, there
is little shelter from inclement weather apart from several small picnic shelters. Overall comfort within the
parkland would be substantially enhanced with the provision of a larger shelter (or similar structure) that
would provide space for larger gatherings (such as birthday parties) and shelter during rainy or windy
weather. This suggestion for enhancement of Theatre Gardens was also included in the City of Subiaco
Public Open Space Plan approved by Council in May 2014.
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ONSITE SURVEY WITH PARENTS/CARERS AND CHILDREN
As part of the assessment process, parents/carers and children using the play space were asked to
complete a short survey.
Parents/carers survey results
Parents/carers who attended the Theatre Gardens Nature Play Space on Friday 19 September between
3.00-5.00pm were asked to complete a short survey. Questions included:
1. Why did you come here today?
2. Who did you come with?
a. How many children came with you?
b. How old are those children?
3. What do you think are the best features of this play space?
4. Do you think this new play space encourages children to engage in different types of play?
a. How so [or why not]?
5. Is there anything you think could be improved to make this park a better place?
6. How long do you plan to stay today?
7. How did you get here?
8. How far away do you live?
Reponses were received from 50 parents/carers (77% female and 23% male), with most people aged 40-49
years (46%) and 30-39 years (30%).
Common reasons for coming to the play space included:





Wanting to see the new play space
Convenient stop on way home from children’s school
To let children play and have fun
To meet friends and family

Approximately 60% of parents/carers reported coming to the park with family members, with the
remaining 40% came with friends or organised play groups. All respondents brought at least one or two
children – with seven groups bringing six or more. Children were aged from 1-13 years with most aged 3-5
years. Most people intended to stay for one to two hours (47%). Others intended to stay for less than one
hour (38%) or more than two hours (16%).

Image 3: Parents/carers socialising
on the lawn adjacent to Theatre
Garden Nature Play Space 2014
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The majority of parents/carers attending the play space lived within walking distance (59%). Eight
respondents (16%) lived outside of the City of Subiaco. Most people walked (52%) or drove (42%) to
Theatre Gardens.
Parents/carers stated that the best features of the play space included:




Natural elements and freestyle approach to play enabling children to explore
Sand and water play areas, swing and slide, wooden climbing structures
Integration into landscape, appearing inviting and fun

“Fantastic to see imaginative play, running and active play”.
The majority of parents/carers (91%) thought that the new play space encouraged children to engage in
different types of play. Reasons given include:




Encouraging exploration and risk
Experiencing different kinds of materials, challenging senses and skills
Features do not have a single use and can be used in different ways for imaginative play

“It teaches children different skills to normal playgrounds – good for coordination, lots of
interaction with other kids”.
Images 4 and 5 illustrate two of the different types of play areas within Theatre Gardens Nature Play Space.

Image 4: Children playing in
wooden area of Theatre
Gardens Nature Play Space 2014
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Image 5: Parents/carers
and children use the
water play table in
Theatre Gardens Nature
Play Space 2014

Child survey results
Where adult permission was given, children were asked three questions to indicate what they thought
about the play space:




If you could tell me one word to describe this play space, what would it be?
Which area do you like best?
What is the most fun thing you’ve done here?

Of the 39 children who answered these questions, most were girls (58%) and most were aged between 7 to
10 years of age (66%). It was observed by the research team that most were playing with a friend (44%) or
in a small group (31%).
Responses to the questions asked are illustrated in the following word clouds. Larger size words indicate
which responses were more common.
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Question 1: If you could tell me one word to describe this play space, what would it be?

Question 2: Which area do you like best?

Question 3: Which area do you like best?
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As illustrated in Image 5, the slide area was well used and very popular with children of all ages.

Image 5: The slide at Theatre Gardens Nature Play Space 2014

Parents/carers suggestions for improvement
In terms of improvements suggested by parents/carers, most related to provision of toilets and baby
change facilities (or signage to indicate location of current toilets), seating and tables, and more shade,
particularly over the slide area due to concern it would become hot in summer.
There were requests for more swings, especially swings for younger children, with several references made
to the toddler (bucket) swing that had been there previously. Others wanted to see more activities for
older children (10 years and above).
A very small number of respondents expressed concern that some areas within the play space was not safe
for very young children (up to 2 years of age) and would prefer that areas for younger children were fenced
to make supervision easier. In addition, one parent expressed great concern regarding potential for
collisions between cyclists and children running down the lawn around behind the slide and onto the path.
It was suggested that rumble strips like those placed at the entry points on the internal path also be placed
on the path that ran adjacent to the play space.
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