Journal of Science Research and Reviews

PRINT ISSN: 1595-9074
E-ISSN: 1595-8329
DOI: https://doi.org/10.70882/josrar.2024.v112.178

Homepage: https://josrar.esrgngr.org

. . JOSRAR
Research Article

Play Beyond Recreation: Integrating Informal Learning in Children’s Recreational

Environments

*IUma Helen Emmanuel and 2Saleh Otinya Omale

"Physical Planning & Works, Federal University Dutsin-Ma, Katsina State — Nigeria
’Department of Urban and Regional Planning, Federal University Dutsin-Ma, Katsina State — Nigeria

*Corresponding Author’s email: uemmanuel@fudutsinma.edu.ng

KEYWORDS
Child-conscious architecture,
Informal learning,

Playful learning,

Children’s recreation centers,
Play environments,

Abuja Nigeria,

Piaget and Vygotsky,

Integrated play-learning spaces.

CITATION

Emmanuel, U. H., & Omale, S. O. (2024). Play
Beyond Recreation: Integrating Informal
Learning in Children’s Recreational

Environments. Journal of Science Research and
Reviews, 1(2), 81-91.
https://doi.org/10.70882/josrar.2024.v1i2.178

ABSTRACT

Play serves as a fundamental mechanism for children’s cognitive,
social, emotional, and physical development. Traditionally viewed
primarily as recreation, contemporary research positions play as a
powerful vehicle for informal learning. This manuscript explores the
theoretical foundations of play and learning, drawing on Piaget’s
constructivist theory and Vygotsky’s sociocultural perspective, while
integrating modern playful learning frameworks. It examines the
characteristics of effective  child-conscious recreational
environments and analyzes case studies from Abuja, Nigeria
(Maitama and Magicland Amusement Parks), Cairo’s Cultural Park
for Children, and Rome’s Corviale Recreation Center. Findings reveal
a significant gap in many urban African facilities, where design
prioritizes commercial amusement over enriched learning
opportunities. The paper proposes evidence-based design
principles, including safety and comfort, flexibility with loose parts,
rich learning affordances, inclusivity, and cultural-natural
integration so as to create environments that seamlessly blend play
with informal learning while accommodating parents at a secondary
level. Recommendations for a proposed Children’s Recreation
Center in Abuja emphasize child-conscious architecture that
supports imagination, fantasy roles, and holistic development. This
work advocates for a paradigm shift in recreational design,
particularly in rapidly urbanizing contexts, and highlights the built
environment’s role as a “third teacher” in fostering creative,
independent, and confident future generations.

INTRODUCTION

present, or future, becoming free-willed, independent

Play is a major ingredient of learning for children, and the
zest for learning new ideas and morals is embedded in
play. Children use their imagination extensively when at
play. Drawing from examples around them, children can
escape into fantasy roles to become pioneers, heroes,
doctors, nurses, royalty, or any inspiring figure of the past,
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persons owning a sense of societal status and importance.
For decades, children’s recreational spaces have been
conceptualized primarily as venues for physical activity
and amusement. However, a growing body of
developmental psychology and environmental design
research positions play as a powerful vehicle for informal
learning, a learning that occurs naturally outside formal
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classroom settings through exploration, socialinteraction,
discovery, and environmental engagement (Zosh et al.,
2017; Gutierrez, 2023). This manuscript argues for a
paradigm shiftt moving “beyond recreation” by
intentionally designing child-conscious recreational
environments that seamlessly integrate play with rich
opportunities for cognitive, social, emotional, and physical
enrichment.

Informal learning in recreational contexts is child-driven,
flexible, intrinsically motivated, and highly responsive to
the learner’s immediate interests and surroundings.
Unlike structured education, it allows children to
experiment with roles, test hypotheses, collaborate with
peers, and engage meaningfully with cultural, natural, or
built elements (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022; Malone, 2003). In
well-designed spaces, play becomes a continuum that
ranges from free, unstructured exploration to gently guided
activities that scaffold deeper conceptual understanding.
Despite provisions by governments for recreation facilities
in urban centers, significant gaps persist. In Abuja, Nigeria,
facilities such as Maitama Amusement Park, Wonderland
Amusement Park, and similar venues often prioritize rides,
basic  playground equipment, and commercial
entertainment with limited architectural integration of
learning components. In contrast, international
benchmarks like the Children’s Cultural Park in Cairo,
Egypt, which incorporates libraries, museums, studios,
theatres, and interactive cultural spaces, demonstrate
more holistic models that successfully blend recreation
with informal education (Shafik, 2019).

The comparison of Traditional Recreation with the
Integrated  Play-Learning Environments has been
presented in Table 1. We have also presented in Figure 1
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the play-learning continuum that depicts free, guided play
and structured games.

This gap is especially critical in rapidly urbanizing African
cities like Abuja, where children face increasing academic
pressures, reduced access to quality green spaces, and
fewer opportunities for unstructured play. The
consequences include missed developmental windows
during the critical early years, when play most powerfully
shapes cognitive flexibility, creativity, self-regulation, and
social competence (Vygotsky, 1978; Zosh et al., 2017).

Research Questions

1. How do classical developmental theories (Piaget’s
constructivism and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory)
inform the design of modern recreational
environments that support informal learning?

2. What are the defining characteristics of effective
play-learning environments?

3. How can recreational centers in urban settings such
as Abuja bridge the gap between pure recreation and
enriched informal learning, while also
accommodating secondary parental engagement?

Significance of the Study

Reframing recreational spaces as integrated play-learning
environments offers substantial benefits for architects,
urban planners, educators, and policymakers. Such
designs enhance creativity, problem-solving, socio-
emotional skills, and long-term academic readiness while
promoting family engagement and community wellbeing
(Stanton-Chapman, 2021). In developing contexts, this
approach provides a culturally responsive, cost-effective
strategy for holistic child development amid urbanization
challenges.

Table 1: Comparison of Traditional Recreation vs. Integrated Play-Learning Environments

Aspect Traditional Recreation Focus

Integrated Play-Learning
Focus

Key Benefits of Integration

Primary Goal Physical fun and amusement

Design Fixed equipment-based
Approach playgrounds

Learning Minimal or incidental
Integration

Parental Role Supervision only

Holistic development (cognitive
+ social + emotional)

Child-conscious, flexible, multi-
zoned, naturalized spaces

Intentional informal learning
affordances

Dedicated observation lounges

Deeper learning through
meaningful play

Enhanced safety, comfort,
imagination

Improved creativity and
conceptual understanding

Stronger family involvement

and engagement areas

Maitama/Wonderland Parks,
Abuja

Typical
Examples

Cairo Children’s Cultural Park;
proposed Abuja center

Culturalrelevance and long-
term enrichment

Note: Table adapted from concepts in Zosh et al. (2017) and local context from the dissertation abstract.
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Figure 1: The Play-Learning Continuum (Adapted from Zosh et al., 2017; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022).

Theoretical Foundations of Play and Learning

The theoretical foundations linking play to learning provide
essential guidance for designing child-conscious
recreationalenvironments. This section draws on classical
theories from Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, alongside
contemporary frameworks such as the playful learning
continuum. These perspectives directly support the
dissertation’s emphasis on imagination, fantasy roles,
informal learning, and the need for enriched recreational
spaces in contexts like Abuja, Nigeria.

Piaget’s Constructivist Theory: Play as Cognitive
Adaptation

Jean Piaget viewed children as active scientists who
construct knowledge through interaction with their
environment. His theory of cognitive development outlines
four stages: sensorimotor (birth-2 years), preoperational
(2-7 years), concrete operational (7-11 years), and formal
operational (11+ years). Play drives progress through
assimilation (integrating new experiences into existing
mental schemas) and accommodation (modifying
schemas to fit new information), leading to equilibration
(Piaget, 1964; McLeod, 2024).

In the preoperational stage, symbolic and pretend play
becomes dominant. Children use objects to represent
other things and engage in fantasy roles, like becoming
doctors, heroes, royalty, or pioneers. This imaginative play
fosters symbolic thought, decentration, and the reduction
of egocentrism, even though logical reasoning remains
limited (Piaget, as cited in Wikipedia contributors, n.d.;
Malik & Marwaha, 2023).
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Piaget classified play into
developmental stages:

1. Functional play (sensorimotor): Repetitive actions for
sensory pleasure and mastery.
Constructive play: Building and creating to explore
materials.
Symbolic/fantasy play (preoperational):
scenarios that develop imagination.
Games with rules (concrete operational): Socially
structured play that builds logic and cooperation.
Design Implications: Recreational environments must
include open-ended materials, loose parts, and scaled
spaces to support schema development. Traditional Abuja
parks with fixed equipment primarily support functional
play but under-serve symbolic and constructive
opportunities. Child-conscious designs should feature
themed zones for role-play and flexible areas for
experimentation. Critiques of Piaget however, highlight his
potential underestimation of social and cultural
influences. Nonetheless, his emphasis on active, hands-
on engagement remains foundational for evidence-based
play space design.

types aligned with

2.

3. Pretend

4.

Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory: Play as a Leading
Activity in the Zone of Proximal Development

Lev Vygotsky emphasized the social and cultural
dimensions of development. Play, especially make-
believe play, serves as the “leading activity” of early
childhood, creating the Zone of Proximal Development
(ZPD), which is the gap between independent performance
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and potential with guidance from adults or more capable
peers (Vygotsky, 1978; Shabani et al., 2010).
In play, “a child is always above his average age... itis as
though he were a head taller than himself” (Vygotsky,
1978, p. 102). Through role-playing and object
substitution, children practice self-regulation, abstract
thinking, language, and cultural norms. Pretend scenarios
(e.g., playing doctor or royalty) allow children to internalize
societal roles and develop independence by aligning
directly with the dissertation’s focus on fantasy roles
fostering societal status and free-willed growth.
Key Vygotskian concepts include:

1. Scaffolding: Temporary adult or peer support that

fades as competence grows.
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observation, cultural motifs relevant to Nigerian heritage,
and areas for guided interaction. This supports the
dissertation’s goal of accommodating parents at a
secondary level while enhancing informal learning.

Contemporary Frameworks:
Continuum

Modern syntheses integrate Piagetian and Vygotskian
ideas. Zosh et al. (2017) describe a playful learning
continuum ranging from free play (fully child-initiated) to
guided play and games with rules. Effective playful learning
experiences are characterized by five features: joyful,
meaningful, actively engaging (minds-on), iterative (trial-
and-error experimentation), and socially interactive. Thisis

The Playful Learning

2. Cultural tools: Language, symbols, and artifacts that shown in Table 2. These characteristics support the “6 Cs”
mediate higher mental functions. of 21st-century skills: collaboration, communication,
3. Socialinteraction: Play as a context for collaboration, content, critical thinking, creative innovation, and
negotiation, and emotional regulation. confidence (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022).
Design Implications: Recreational centers should
incorporate socially rich zones with sightlines for adult
Table 2: Comparison of Major Play Theories
Theorist Core View of Play Key Mechanisms Design Implications for Recreation
Centers
Piaget Individual cognitive Assimilation, accommodation, Open-ended materials, zones for
adaptation stages symbolic & constructive play
Vygotsky Socially mediated ZPD, scaffolding, pretend play  Social spaces, adult observation areas,
leading activity cultural tools
Zosh et al. Playfullearning Joy, meaning, active Flexible, multi-zoned environments
(2017) continuum engagement, iteration, social blending free & guided play

interaction

It has been noticed that empirical evidence links enriched
play environments to improved executive function,
creativity, socio-emotional skills, and academic
readiness. Nature-based and culturally relevant spaces
amplify these outcomes, addressing gaps in urban
facilities like those in Abuja.

Additional Perspectives and Synthesis

Classical theories such as Surplus Energy (Spencer),
Recreation (Lazarus), and Practice/Pre-Exercise (Groos)
highlight physical and restorative benefits of play, while
psychoanalytic views (Freud, Erikson) emphasize
emotional resolution. These complement modern
evidence-based approaches by underscoring the need for
safety, comfort, and physical affordances in recreational
architecture.

Synthesis for Child-Conscious Design

Piaget informs exploratory, child-scaled spaces; Vygotsky
stresses social scaffolding and cultural relevance;
contemporary frameworks provide measurable
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characteristics for deep learning. Together, they justify the
creation of integrated play-learning environments that
move beyond pure recreation, as advocated in the
originating dissertation. Such designs must prioritize
flexible zoning, natural elements, imaginative props,
safety, and parental engagement areas to fully support
holistic development in rapidly urbanizing contexts like
Abuja.
Characteristics of Effective
Environments

Effective play-learning environments go far beyond
conventional playgrounds. They are intentionally designed
child-conscious architectural spaces that seamlessly
integrate recreation with informal learning opportunities.
These environments directly support the dissertation’s
aim of enhancing children’s play while fostering
imagination, fantasy roles, cognitive growth, social skills,
and independence. They address the documented
shortcomings in Abuja’s existing facilities, such as
Maitama Amusement Park and Wonderland Amusement

Play-Learning
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Park, where design often prioritizes commercial
amusement rather than learning integration (Shafik, 2019).
Grounded in developmental theories (Piaget, 1964;
Vygotsky, 1978) and contemporary playful learning
research (Zosh et al.,, 2017; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022),
effective environments exhibit six core, interconnected
characteristics: safety and comfort with appropriate
dimensioning, flexibility and open-endedness, rich
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learning affordances, social inclusivity with parental
engagement, natural and cultural integration, and
thoughtful multi-modal features (Figure 2). Bird’s-eye
conceptual site plan showing interconnected zones:
Active Play, Imaginative Role-Play, Quiet Discovery,
Nature Exploration, Sensory Garden, and Parent
Observation Lounge with clear circulation paths (Figure 3).
These characteristics include:

DESIGN OPTION 02
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Figure 2: Comparative Conceptual Design Options for the Proposed Children’s Recreation Center
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Figure 3: Sample Zoning Diagram for an Integrated Play-Learning Center

Safety, Comfort, and Appropriate Dimensioning

Safety forms the non-negotiable foundation of any
successful children’s environment. Well-designed spaces
reduce injury risks while still permitting healthy risk-taking
that builds resilience and problem-solving abilities
(Morgenthaler et al., 2023). Key design requirements
include impact-absorbing surfacing, adequate fall zones,
clear sightlines for supervision, and age-appropriate
scaling of all elements. In hot tropical climates such as
Abuja, climate-responsive features like generous shading,

natural ventilation, and water elements are essential for
sustained outdoor use (Craig et al., 2024).

Comfort extends to ergonomic and sensory
considerations. Furniture and fixtures must be scaled to
children’s heights (typically 12-18 inches for tables), with
quiet retreat zones and balanced sensory input to avoid
overstimulation (Table 3). Proper dimensioning promotes
independence, reduces frustration, and supports self-
regulation (Fernandez, n.d.; Tezuka, as cited in BOLD
Science, n.d.).

Table 3: Key Safety and Comfort Standards for Children’s Play-Learning Spaces

Aspect Desigh Recommendations

Developmental Benefits

Relevance to

Context

Abuja

Surfacing & Fall
Zones

Soft impact-absorbing materials

Scaling & Reach Child-height fixtures

Supervision Open layouts with observation
Sightlines points

Climate & Shade, ventilation, sensory-
Sensory balanced zones

Reduced injury; encourages

Durable for tropical weather

exploration

Promotes independence and

Supports mixed-age users

agency

Enables scaffolding

Sustained engagement; lower
stress

Parent lounges with clear
views

Critical for year-round
outdoor usability
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Flexibility and Open-Endedness

Flexible, adaptable spaces respond to children’s changing
interests and support multiple play types (solitary, parallel,
and cooperative). The inclusion of loose parts, with
movable materials such as blocks, sand, water, logs,
fabric, and recycled items which significantly enhances
creativity and constructive play compared to fixed
equipment alone (Dudek, n.d.; Nicholson, 1971). Irregular
forms, niches, and reconfigurable zones invite imaginative
inhabitation, directly supporting Piaget’s constructive and
symbolic play as well as Vygotsky’s emphasis on pretend
play and self-regulation (Vygotsky, 1978).

Rich Learning Affordances

High-quality environments intentionally embed informal
learning through interactive elements such as discovery
labs, mini-libraries, art studios, sensory gardens, and
thematic role-play zones. These features transform simple
recreation into powerful opportunities for scientific
inquiry, social-emotional development, and creative
expression (Zosh et al., 2017; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022).
Figure 3, which shows the sample zoning diagram for an
Integrated Play-Learning Center (Conceptual layout
showing interconnected zones such as: Active Physical
Play, Imaginative Role-Play, Quiet Discovery, Nature
Exploration, and Parent Observation Lounge is quite
important. Fluid circulation allows children to move freely
between zones according to their interests and energy
levels.)
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Social and Inclusive Design

Inclusive design ensures equitable access for children of
different ages, abilities, and cultural backgrounds (Table
4). Features such as ramps, adaptive equipment, multi-
sensory elements, and universal design principles enable
meaningful participation (Stanton-Chapman, 2021).
Dedicated parent lounges and observation areas
accommodate parents at a secondary level, facilitating
natural scaffolding and family engagement (Vygotsky,
1978).

Natural and Cultural Integration

Environments rich in natural elements such as plants,
topography changes, water features, and loose natural
materials that enhance creativity, attention restoration,
and sensory-motor development (Taylor et al., 2024;
Pereira et al., 2024). In the Nigerian context, incorporating
local cultural motifs, storytelling elements, and
indigenous materials fosters a strong sense of identity and
belonging (Shafik, 2019).

Technology and Multi-Modal Integration

When used thoughtfully, interactive technology (such as
audio storytelling or simple digital exhibits) can
complement rather than replace physical and social play,
creating blended learning experiences (Table 4).

Table 4: Traditional Recreation vs. Enhanced Play-Learning Environments

Traditional Recreation
(e.g., Abuja Parks)

Characteristic
Design

Enhanced Child-Conscious

Supporting Evidence

Flexibility Fixed equipment Loose parts + adaptable zones  Higher creativity (Nicholson, 1971)
Learning Incidental Intentional affordances Stronger outcomes (Zosh et al.,
Integration 2017)

Inclusivity & Limited Child-scaled, accessible, Better participation (Morgenthaler et
Comfort sensory-balanced al., 2023)

Natural & Minimal Integrated nature + local Enhanced development (Taylor et al.,
Cultural heritage 2024)

Parental Role Basic supervision

Dedicated engagement spaces

Stronger scaffolding (Vygotsky, 1978)

These evidence-based characteristics position the built
environment as a “third teacher” that actively supports
holistic child development (Dudek, n.d.). By addressing
the gaps identified in Abuja’s current recreation facilities,
such integrated designs can create stimulating, safe,
culturally responsive, and enriching spaces that fully
realize play’s potential for informal learning.

Case Examples and Empirical Insights
In this section, we have analyzed selected case studies of
children’srecreation facilities to illustrate the gap between
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traditional amusement-focused parks and integrated play-
learning environments. The analysis draws directly from
the dissertation’s abstract, which highlights limitations in
Abuja’s facilities and the richer models found in
international examples. These cases provide empirical
support for the theoretical foundations and design
characteristics discussed earlier, demonstrating how
intentional architecture can enhance informal learning
alongside play.



Emmanuel and Omale

Local Cases: Maitama Amusement Park and Magicland
(formerly Wonderland) Amusement Park, Abuja, Nigeria
Maitama Amusement Park, established in 2007, occupies
approximately 100,000 square feet in central Abuja. It
features rides such as Space Gun, Tea Cup, Mini Jet,
slides, go-karts, bumper boats, and frog jumps, along with
some green spaces. While popular for family outings, the
park primarily emphasizes commercial entertainment and
physical thrill rides with minimal integration of learning
components (Hotels.ng, n.d.; local observations).
Magicland Amusement Park (previously known as
Wonderland), located near the Abuja city gate, is one of
Nigeria’s largest amusement parks. It offers over 20 rides
including roller coasters, pirate ships, bumper cars, and
water attractions, plus arcade games. These facilities
provide recreational fun and physical activity but lack
dedicated spaces for informal learning such as libraries,
museums, laboratories, or thematic discovery zones.
Learning opportunities remain incidental rather than
intentional (Tripadvisor reviews, 2023-2025; Magicland
official descriptions).

Empirical Insight: These Abuja examples align with the
dissertation’s critique that, despite government provisions
for recreation in urban centers, facilities often fail to
incorporate conscious architectural efforts toward
learning. Children engage mainly in functional and
physical play (Piaget’s framework) but have limited
opportunities for symbolic, constructive, or socially
scaffolded play (Vygotsky, 1978). This results in missed
chances for informal learning, creativity, and holistic
development in a rapidly urbanizing context.

International Benchmark 1: Cultural Park for Children,
Cairo, Egypt

The Cultural Park for Children in Sayeda Zeinab, Cairo
(designed by Abdelhalim Ibrahim Abdelhalim and
completed in 1989-1990), represents a strong model of
integrated design. The park includes a library and media
center with reading rooms and computer labs, a children’s
museum, theatre, art studios, playgrounds, gardens,
fountains, and performance spaces. Palm-tree boulevards
and green terraces create a culturally resonant landscape
that blends recreation with education (Abdelhalim, via
Archnet, n.d.; Shafik, 2019; Wikipedia, 2024).

Children can move fluidly between active play in gardens,
cultural exploration in the museum and library, and
imaginative activities in theatres and studios. The design
draws on local architectural traditions and the spiral form

88

JOSRAR 1(2) NOV-DEC 2024 81-91

of the Ibn Tulun Mosque minaret, symbolizing growth and
learning.

Empirical Insight: This park successfully operationalizes
the playful learning continuum (Zosh et al., 2017). It
supports rich learning affordances, natural and cultural
integration, and social inclusivity. Post-occupancy
observations and studies indicate higher engagement in
imaginative and collaborative play, improved cultural
awareness, and stronger family involvement compared to
ride-only parks (Shafik, 2019).

International Benchmark 2: Children’s Recreation
Center, Corviale, Rome, Italy

The Children’s Recreation Center in the Corviale housing
complex (developed in the late 2000s) serves children
aged 3-12. It includes two laboratories, a reading room,
halls facing both the park and street, and supporting
facilities. The design improves accessibility to the existing
park and integrates indoor educational spaces with
outdoor recreation in a dense urban social-housing
context (World Architecture, 2008). The center
emphasizes hands-on learning through labs and reading
areas alongside open play spaces, addressing the needs of
a large residential community.

Empirical Insight: This facility demonstrates effective
parental accommodation and social inclusivity. By
combining laboratories and reading spaces with park
access, it creates opportunities for guided play and
scaffolding within  Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal
Development. It serves as a community anchor, reducing
isolation in high-density housing while promoting informal
learning.

Comparative Empirical Insights

Table 5 shows a clear progression: Abuja parks focus
predominantly on recreation, while Cairo and Rome
examples embed informal learning more deliberately.
Empirical studies on similar integrated environments
consistently report gains in creativity, executive function,
social skills, and environmental awareness (Zosh et al.,
2017; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022; Taylor et al., 2024). These
cases reinforce the dissertation’s proposal for a child-
conscious recreation center in Abuja. By learning from
Cairo’s cultural integration and Rome’s community-
focused educational spaces, while addressing local
climatic and cultural needs, Abuja can bridge the existing
gap between pure fun and enriched play-learning
environments.
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Table 5: Comparative Analysis of Selected Case Studies
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Facility Location Key Features Learning Strengths Limitations / Gaps
Integration

Maitama & Abuja, Rides, arcade games, Low / Affordable fun, Limited educational

Magicland Parks NG basic playgrounds Incidental physical activity affordances

Cultural Park for Cairo, EG Museum, library, High Culturalrelevance, Maintenance

Children theatre, gardens, labs multi-zoned challenges in dense

city
Recreation Rome, IT  Laboratories, reading Medium-High Community Smaller scale, urban
Center, Corviale room, park access integration, hands- constraints
on

Discussion and Recommendations groups, abilities, and socio-economic backgrounds,
The preceding sections have established a robust countering the incidental learning limitations observed in

theoretical foundation (Piaget, 1964; Vygotsky, 1978; Zosh
et al., 2017), outlined evidence-based characteristics of
effective play-learning environments, and demonstrated
through case studies the clear gap between traditional
recreation-focused parks in Abuja and integrated
international benchmarks in Cairo and Rome. This
discussion synthesizes these elements to highlight key
implications for architecture, urban planning, early
childhood education, and policy in rapidly urbanizing
African contexts:

The analysis reveals that play is not merely recreational but
a powerful vehicle for informal learning when supported by
intentional architectural design. Traditional Abuja facilities
such as Maitama and Magicland Amusement Parks
provide physical activity and family entertainment but fall
short in delivering the rich learning affordances, flexibility,
and cultural integration required for holistic development
(Shafik, 2019; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022). In contrast, the
Cultural Park for Children in Cairo and the Corviale
Recreation Center in Rome illustrate how multi-zoned,
nature-integrated, and educationally scaffolded spaces
can operationalize the playful learning continuum, yielding
measurable gains in creativity, executive function, social
skills, and cultural identity (Zosh et al., 2017; Taylor et al.,
2024).

A centralimplication is the role of the built environment as
a “third teacher” (Dudek, n.d.). Child-conscious
architecture, which scaled for comfort and safety, flexible
with loose parts, inclusive, and culturally resonant, that
transforms passive amusement into active, child-driven
discovery. This shift aligns with Vygotsky’s Zone of
Proximal Development by creating spaces where parents
and educators can provide gentle scaffolding without
dominating play (Vygotsky, 1978). In Abuja’s tropical
climate and culturally diverse urban setting, such designs
also address broader challenges of urbanization, including
limited green space access and academic pressures that
reduce unstructured play time (Pereira et al., 2024).
Another implication concerns equity and inclusivity.
Integrated environments benefit children across age
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existing Nigerian parks. Empirical evidence from enriched
play settings consistently shows improved long-term
outcomes in cognitive flexibility, emotional regulation, and
school readiness (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022; Morgenthaler
et al., 2023).

Challenges and Considerations

Implementing such centers in contexts like Abuja presents
several challenges. Funding and maintenance remain
critical barriers, as government provisions for recreation
have historically prioritized basic infrastructure over
enriched educational components. Commercial viability
must be balanced with educational goals to ensure
sustainability. Climatic factors such as intense heat,
seasonal rains, among others require durable, climate-
responsive materials and shaded structures. Additionally,
community buy-in and post-occupancy evaluation are
essential to refine designs based on actual user
experiences (Craig et al., 2024; Stanton-Chapman, 2021).

Recommendations

1. Adopt a Hybrid Model for Abuja: Future recreation
centers should combine the thrill elements of local
parks with the educational richness of Cairo’s
Cultural Park. Include themed zones for imaginative
role-play, discovery labs, sensory gardens, and loose-
parts areas, alongside parent lounges with clear
sightlines (as illustrated in Figure 3).
Prioritize Child-Conscious Design Principles: All new
or upgraded facilities must incorporate the six
characteristics  detailed on Pages 13-20:
safety/comfort, flexibility, learning affordances,
inclusivity, natural/cultural integration, and multi-
modal features. Dimension spaces for ages 2-12,
with clear zoning that supports both free and guided
play (Zosh et al., 2017).
Integrate Local Context and Sustainability: Use
Nigerian cultural motifs, indigenous materials, and
native plants to foster identity and environmental
stewardship. Incorporate passive cooling strategies
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and rainwater harvesting to enhance resilience in
Abuja’s climate (Taylor et al., 2024).

Policy and Stakeholder Collaboration: Governments,
architects, educators, and NGOs should collaborate
on national guidelines for child-conscious
recreational design. Pilot projects in Abuja could
include pre- and post-occupancy studies to measure
developmental outcomes (e.g., creativity scales,
parental feedback).

Parental and Community Engagement: Dedicate
secondary-level spaces for parents (observation
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decks, shaded seating, family interaction areas) to

encourage scaffolding and strengthen family bonds.
These recommendations are summarized in Table 6. These
recommendations provide a practical roadmap for
bridging the gap identified in the dissertation abstract. By
moving beyond recreation toward integrated play-learning
environments, urban centers like Abuja can empower
children to become the “free-willed, independent
persons” envisioned in the original work.

Table 6: Summary of Recommendations for Abuja Children’s Recreation Center

Recommendation
Category

Specific Actions

Expected Outcomes Supporting

Theory/Evidence

Design Integration Multi-zoned layout with loose

parts and labs

Safety & Comfort Child-scaled elements,
climate-responsive features
Cultural & Natural

Focus

Local motifs, native gardens,

storytelling zones
Evaluation & Policy Post-occupancy studies and

national guidelines

Enhanced informal learning Zosh et al. (2017);

Vygotsky (1978)
Increased independence and  Morgenthaler et al.
sustained play (2023)
Stronger identity and Shafik (2019); Taylor et
creativity al. (2024)

Evidence-based
improvements and scalability

Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2022)

CONCLUSION

Play is far more than recreation. As established throughout
this manuscript and rooted in the original dissertation
abstract, play serves as a fundamental vehicle for informal
learning, imagination, and holistic child development.
Children naturally use play to explore fantasy roles,
becoming pioneers, heroes, doctors, nurses, royalty, or
future visionaries, thereby cultivating independence, self-
worth, and a sense of societal importance. The central
thesis of this paper is that intentionally designed child-
conscious recreational environments can bridge the gap
between pure amusement and enriched informal learning,
creating spaces where play and education become
indistinguishable. This study has demonstrated that
classical developmental theories provide a strong
foundation for such integration. Constructivist
perspectives emphasize children’s active construction of
knowledge through exploration and symbolic play, while
sociocultural approaches highlight the importance of
social interaction, guidance, and developmental support
systems. Contemporary research on playful learning
further validates that joyful, meaningful, actively engaging,
iterative, and socially interactive experiences Yyield
superior developmental outcomes. The characteristics of
effective play-learning environments, including safety and
comfort through proper dimensioning, flexibility with loose
parts, rich learning affordances, social inclusivity, natural
and cultural integration, and parental engagement, offer
practical architectural guidance. Case studies of Maitama
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and Magicland Amusement Parks in Abuja revealed
significant shortcomings in learning integration, while
international examples such as the Cultural Park for
Children in Cairo and the Corviale Recreation Center in
Rome provided inspiring benchmarks of success. These
insights reinforce the need for enhanced facilities in urban
Nigeria that move beyond traditional recreation toward
stimulating, child-centered designs. The implications are
profound, particularly for rapidly urbanizing cities across
Africa. Well-designed recreation centers can counteract
the negative effects of limited green spaces, academic
pressure, and commercialized play by fostering creativity,
executive function, social competence, cultural identity,
and long-term school readiness. By accommodating
parents through observation lounges and family zones,
these environments also strengthen family bonds and
community resilience. Architects, urban planners,
educators, and policymakers in Abuja and similar contexts
must collaborate to implement the hybrid model proposed
in this work: a Children’s Recreation Center that blends
thrilling play elements with discovery labs, imaginative
zones, sensory gardens, and culturally relevant features.
Pilot projects should incorporate post-occupancy
evaluations to measure developmentalimpacts and refine
future designs. Ultimately, reimagining children’s
recreational spaces as integrated play-learning
environments represents a powerfulinvestmentin the next
generation. By moving “beyond recreation,” we honour
play’s true potential, not merely as fun, but as the
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foundation for creative, confident, and independent
thinkers who will shape the future of Nigeria and beyond.
The time to act is now. Creating these enriching
environments is not a luxury but a necessity for
sustainable child developmentin the 21st century.
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