



The Urban Nature Preschool: 
Cornerstone of the Preserving Play Campaign  

This fall, major renovations to the Smith Playhouse will activate new programming 
spaces, including an innovative Urban Nature Preschool. The preschool will also 
house a training center for early childhood educators to learn best practices in nature-
based preschool education. 

Smith’s Urban Nature Preschool will make use of the natural environment to support all 
domains of child development. The curriculum in nature-based play emphasizes daily 
walks, active exploration in nature, and hands-on learning. Children will be encouraged 
to explore and discover through open-ended nature-inspired play daily. 

With an anticipated opening in the fall of 2020, the Preschool will serve 40 children 
ages 3-5 in two classrooms, and will offer full-day service including early morning and 
late-day care to meet the needs of families. Of the program participants, 50% will 
qualify for childcare subsidies and will be sourced from nearby North Philadelphia 
neighborhoods. 

In addition, the Preschool will serve as a demonstration site, offering professional 
development opportunities to improve the practices of childcare centers citywide. As an 
experiential learning program for educators, the Center will work to improve and sustain 
the quality of childcare across Philadelphia  

The goals of the Urban Nature Preschool and Teacher Training Center are to (1) 
provide the City of Philadelphia, generally, and the neighboring Strawberry Mansion 
community, specifically, with quality early childhood education, particularly among low-
income families; (2) provide an opportunity for children to get outside exploring nature; 
(3) serve as a learning lab for early childhood education studies; and (4) enhance the 
quality of services provided by preschools across Philadelphia through teacher training. 

The Need/The Impact 
The support for this project has been very strong and enthusiastic. To date, we have 
raised over $8 million (90% of the goal). Any level of support will help close the gap and 
ensure that the preschool opens in September of 2020.   

Financial support will also enable Smith to scale the teacher training program quickly 
over the next two years, and serve greater numbers of children, families and educators, 
particularly those from low-income neighborhoods. Looking forward, Smith estimates, 
conservatively, that the project will have a direct impact on a minimum of 900 preschool 
students and 75 teachers during its first 5 years of operation.

	

An	Exciting	Opportunity	to	Promote	and	Preserve	Play	
Smith	Memorial	Playground	and	Playhouse	(Smith)	is	embarking	on	a	transformational	
$13.5	million	fundraising	campaign	that	will	broaden	our	impact	and	assure	our	legacy	as	a	
unique	Philadelphia	treasure	for	generations	to	come.	With	your	help,	our	Preserving	Play	
Campaign	will	help	contribute	to	healthy	children,	strong	families,	and	safe	communities.	
Reaching	our	campaign	goal	will	allow	Smith	to:	
	
• Preserve	 and	 expand	 useable	 play	 space	 at	 our	 120-year-old	 Playhouse	 in	 East	

Fairmount	Park,	a	beloved	site	for	generations	of	Philadelphia	families.		
	
• Create	 an	 innovative,	 high-quality,	 nature-based	 early	 childhood	 education	 program	

designed	to	give	Philadelphia’s	children	a	head	start	on	success.	
	
• Build	 a	 verdant,	 vibrant	 Gateway	 to	 nearby	 neighborhoods	 in	 North	 and	 West	

Philadelphia,	anchoring	and	connecting	local	communities	to	Fairmount	Park.	
	
• Ensure	 that	 Smith	 remains	 a	 civic	 resource	 where	 families	 can	 play	 together	 at	 no	

charge	for	years	to	come.	
	
Richard	and	Sarah	Smith	left	bequests	in	1899	to	construct	the	now-historic	mansion	on	6	

½	acres	of	open	fields,	wooded	terrain,	and	sloped	hills	to	provide	a	beautiful	and	peaceful	
place	for	children	to	engage	in	free	play.	Children	and	families	from	diverse	backgrounds	–	
representing	 every	 zip	 code	 in	 Philadelphia—have	 joined	 together	 in	 unstructured,	
creative,	and	fun	play	at	Smith	for	more	than	a	century.		
	

Why	Play?	
Play	 is	 fun,	but	not	 just	 fun.	Play	 stimulates	development	across	all	domains	–	 cognitive,	
social,	 emotional,	 creative,	physical,	 and	 spiritual.	Opportunities	 for	 children	 to	engage	 in	
free	play	at	Smith	are	especially	important	today,	in	light	of	the	unprecedented	amount	of	
time	children	spend	in	front	of	screens,	shortened	or	eliminated	recess	in	many	schools,	the	
rise	of	highly-structured	classroom	and	extracurricular	activities,	and	limited	opportunities	
for	 children	 from	 different	 socio-economic	 backgrounds	 to	 connect.	 The	 Preserving	 Play	
Campaign	 extends	 our	 mission	 to	 provide	 and	 promote	 free	 play	 so	 that	 all	 of	
Philadelphia’s	children	can	grow	up	happier,	healthier,	and	more	resilient.			
	
We	 invite	you	to	honor	 the	 important	and	unique	role	Smith	plays	 in	promoting	play	 for	
children	 and	 families	 by	 making	 a	 donation	 to	 the	 Preserving	 Play	 Campaign.	 Your	
contribution	 will	 make	 sure	 that	 children	 can	 soar	 down	 the	 iconic	 Ann	 Newman	 Giant	
Wooden	Slide,	ride	tricycles	through	Smithville,	find	new	ways	of	connecting	to	the	nature	
all	around	them,	and	discover	the	joy	of	play…	for	the	next	100	years	and	beyond.	
	

Smith	stood	at	the	forefront	
of	a	national	playground	
movement	at	the	turn	of	the	
20th	century,	serving	as	a	
model	for	the	importance	of	
play	in	children’s	
development.		
	
Today,	Smith	continues	our	
legacy	of	leadership	by:	
	
1. Maintaining	a	proud	

tradition	of	free	family	
admission	six	days	a	
week,	with	the	
Playhouse	open	year-
round.	

		
2. Partnering	with	

community-based	
organizations	to	reach	a	
diverse	audience,	
including	over	30	social	
service	agencies	and	
homeless	shelters	that	
serve	children	living	in	
crisis.	

	
3. Advocating	for	play	by	

leading	trainings	for	
parents,	caregivers,	and	
providers	and	
organizing	speaking	
events	for	the	public.	

	

About Smith 

Smith is situated on its original 
historic Fairmount Park 
landscape and is home to a 
16,000 square-foot Playhouse, 
century old Ann Newman Giant 
Wooden Slide, certified Nature 
Explore outdoor classroom, and 
other unique pieces of play 
equipment. With free admission 
year-round, Smith is one of 
Philadelphia’s most affordable 
family entertainment 
destinations.

Programs at Smith use play to 
support the physical, social, 
emotional, and cognitive 
development of children. 
Increasingly, Smith has focused 
on play-based and play-inspired 
learning designed to increase 
pre-literacy skills, improve 
kindergarten readiness, and 
engage children in quality 
nature-based curricula.  
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