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At Valley of the Sun, we connect classrooms and school communities with the power of outdoor learning.               

Research in child development and learning is clear.  Children learn deeply when physically and emotionally  

engaged.  Transforming hardscape playgrounds into natural learning spaces provides teachers with the 

right environment to make learning socially charged and fun! 

We FLIP THIS PLAYGROUND by providing outdoor libraries, unique gardens, music centers, unusual pathways and 

small group centers which support foundational literacy and scientific inquiry.   

FLIP THIS PLAYGROUND is more than just changing the outdoor environment.  The focus of the initiative is              

professional learning.  In this, we are supporting teachers in the transformation of practice by bringing traditional 

classroom activities outdoors and then bringing natural, found materials (rocks, leaves, flowers, insects) back into the 

indoors. We are getting rid of worksheets and engaging children in real hands-on, full body learning and                   

development.  Making the learning real and enjoyable and putting the FUN back into  professional learning. 

 

 

ABOUT US 

Valley of the Sun Early Childhood Association (vseca.org) was incorporated as an Arizona non-profit in 1974 with 

the mission of serving children, families and educators in greater Phoenix and Maricopa County.  We are a dedicated 

group of professionals that work to promote high-quality early learning for all young children, birth through age 8, 

by connecting early childhood practice, policy, and research.  We advance a diverse, dynamic early childhood        

profession and support all who care for, educate, and work on behalf of young children here in Arizona.  We share a 

proud history of becoming the second national affiliate for the National Association for the Education of Young    

Children (NAEYC).  In 2017, Valley of the Sun became a chapter of Arizona AEYC, joining our colleagues across the 

state of Arizona.   

2019-2020 PROJECT 

The 2019-2020 school year will focus on Sunrise Elementary in Phoenix, a Title 1 school within the Deer Valley 

school district.  Three Head Start preschool classrooms with be affected by improvements to the playground.  One 

of the classes is a Special Education preschool class with children that have physical needs not currently provided for 

with existing playground equipment.  All of the Head Start students qualify for Federal Free or Reduced Price Lunch 

(RPL), meeting Federal poverty guidelines for income eligibility of 100% or below the poverty line. 

https://vseca.org/
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MARIPOSA GARDEN 
The Mariposa Garden provides a beautiful space for children to connect 

with books and each other.  Two child-size park benches create an      

intimate space where children and adults can share stories.  Bench 

seating is sun protected by UV sail canopies.  The library includes popular 

board books in both English and Spanish. Non-fiction picture books related to insects and butterflies are included. 

The garden is comprised of two raised cedar flower beds which are filled with plantings that attract butterflies and 

allow the classrooms to plant vegetables.  The Mariposa Garden provides a natural provocation for classroom      

scientific inquiry, gardening and shared responsibility for plant care.   Four child size watering cans are included.  A 

set of four nature explore kits are included.  One digital microscope is included to bring the learning back into the 

classroom. 

Community engagement in the planning and creation of the Mariposa Garden takes center stage.  Children and 

adults are engaged in wood finishing the library box (library box comes assembled), installing the support post, and 

selecting book titles.  Classrooms are engaged in researching plants that attracted butterflies and preparing the 

flower and vegetable beds.  Together children plant the garden and maintain the garden. 

Research is clear that children will take responsibility for the library box and books when they have a relationship 

with these materials.  By engaging children in finishing of the library box and installing the library, they are more 

likely to seek out books during their outdoor play and investigations. 

Library Box 

Made of solid pine/aspen except for the roof which is 

made of 5/8" plywood for weather and durability. The 

shingles are 1/4" exterior plywood. Includes hinges, bolt 

lock, Lexan and comes completely built. The body is 

20"x13"x17". Roof is 22"x16".   Library post is 74.5” 

high.  Box comes fully assembled.  Children and adults      

participate in finishing the box with protective paint and 

installing the post/library unit in the ground. 

Also included are dual language English/Spanish board 

books and non-fiction picture books on butterflies and 

insects.  Book selection process is a part of the           

curriculum. 

 

Sun Shades 

2 Pcs 12'x12'x12' Sun Shade Sail Triangle Sand UV Block 

and  single pole stand.   

“Light and Shadows” professional learning and            

curriculum provided. 
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Child-Sized Park Bench 

Includes 2 park benches measuring 16"(L) x 32.75"(W) x 

20"(H).  Made of aluminum and hardwood.  Assembly is     

required and is therefore, a part of the learning curriculum 

and community engagement. 

 

 

 

Raised Flower Boxes 

Includes 2 raised flower boxes measuring 16" x 48" x 16.5".  

Made of cedar.  Simple assembly is required and is therefore, 

a part of the learning curriculum and community                  

engagement.   Dirt and initial plantings (researched and      

selected by the class) are included. 

 

 

Explorer Kits 

Includes four Explorer Kits with butterfly net, bug house and 

watering can.  Professional training and curriculum included 

which extends the learning by drawing and painting, reading 

more about the lives of insects. 

 

 

 

 

Digital Microscope 

Includes one digital microscope to help children and adults    

discover worlds outside of our vision.   

40 to 1000x Magnification Endoscope.  Professional training 

and curriculum included to allow children to bring the         

outdoor world inside. 
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The Little Library Nook provides a quiet space for children to read and share 

story and picture books.  In collaboration with the teaching teams, board books 

in English and Spanish are provided. 

Books are first introduced in the classroom through a carefully designed         

curriculum.  The primary focus of the curriculum is based on the Arizona Early      

Learning Standards related to Social-Emotional Development and Foundational 

Literacy.   

Our goal is to make the Environment an Active Teacher.  By creating spaces that 

lend themselves to small group interactions, we are creating an environment 

that naturally lends itself to deep learning.   We know that deep learning is 

about enjoying yourself.  Deep learning most often occurs through high sensory  

experiences and in the context of others.  Reading outdoors is highly effective 

because it checks all of the boxes: 

 Reading Outside is a Physical/High Sensory Experience 

 Reading Outside is Fun and Creates a High Emotional State 

 In the Context of Others - Building Relationships with Others 

 Builds on Previous Classroom Experiences 

By moving the reading outdoors into a library nook space, we extend the learning from the indoor classroom to the 

highly sensory, highly emotional environment we call the playground.  When children read together outdoors, they 

create a new and shared experience.  They are building stronger relationships with each other as they share        

stories. 

Curriculum is delivered over several days, perhaps weeks depending on the interests of the children.  Hands-on 

activities related to the focus book are included.  Non-fiction books titles related to the story focus are included in 

the curriculum design.   Teachers are encouraged to listen to the children and respond to the diversity of ideas and   

desires presented by the children.  The curriculum becomes responsive to the children, emergent in form. 

Mariposa Garden 

Little Library Nook 
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