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NATURE PLAY BEGINS AT YOUR ZOO/AQUARIUM 
2017 Grant Opportunity and Guidelines 

 
BACKGROUND OF AZA GRANT OPPORTUNITY 

The Association of Zoos & Aquariums (AZA) is a professional association that strives to provide 
its members with the services, high standards and best practices needed to be leaders and 
innovators in animal care, wildlife conservation and science, conservation education, the guest 
experience, and community engagement. Accredited zoos and aquariums are gateways through 
which millions of people learn about and value the rich diversity of life that is humankind’s 
wildlife heritage. AZA envisions a world where, as a result of the work of accredited zoos and 
aquariums, all people respect, value and conserve wildlife and wild places.   

The Walt Disney Company is likewise committed to connecting kids with nature to build lifelong 
conservation values.  “Conserving nature begins with connecting to nature. We immerse kids in 
the magic of the natural world to ignite their imagination and develop lifelong conservation 
values. It is our hope that our actions will inspire others to be positive environmental stewards, 
ensuring the health of our planet for generations to come.” (DisneyCitizenship.com)  

Since 2014, $760,000 has been awarded to AZA-accredited zoos and aquariums to establish or 
enhance family-centered nature experiences in their communities. With support from the 
Disney Conservation Fund, AZA is offering a 2017 grant opportunity for $5,000 and $10,000 
individual awards to accredited zoos and aquariums for expanding nature play programming 
and creating exciting and innovative ways to connect families to nature.   

 

BENEFITS OF BECOMING AN AZA NATURE PLAY SITE 

• Participation in an innovative, engaging, and fun way to showcase facilityal strengths 
and build community support. 

• Contribution to the world-wide effort to connect families to nature.  

• Connection to the International networks of Children & Nature Network and AZA  

•  Networking opportunities (online and in person) with other AZA-accredited facilities 
that engage their guests in nature play experiences.    

• Access to an online platform that provides resources and tools to support nature play 
programming. 

• Recognition as a grant recipient at the 2017 AZA Annual Conference.   

• Description of your facility’s project in AZA publications with spotlight opportunities in 
CONNECT or other publications.   
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APPLICATION PROCEDURES 

Completed applications are due by 11:59PM EST on June 15, 2017 to scholarships@aza.org. 
All applications will be reviewed by the AZA Nature Play Task Force using a rubric based on 
specific criteria outlined below.  Multiple $5,000 and $10,000 awards will be given from a total 
of $270,000. Recipients will be notified in July.   

Please save completed application with an updated file name to begin with your full facility 
name, e.g.  “UtahsHogleZooNPBApp2017” and email the completed application with the subject 
line “Nature Play Application [Facility Name]. 

 

ELIGIBILITY 

Any AZA-accredited facility is eligible to receive funding. Limit one application per accredited 
facility. Past applicants and grant recipients are welcome to apply.   

Successful applications will:  

• Provide a detailed description with main objectives, timing, and frequency included 

• Present a clear, well-justified case for funding 

• Fully encompass the family nature play experience (i.e., unstructured nature play and 
process-based learning) 

• Include a strong element of mentorship 

• Reach community partners and identify multiple community needs 

• Have a substantial outdoor component beyond the typical guest experience 

• Facilitate multiple play-based learning activities off zoo/aquarium grounds 

• Address potential barriers to participation 

• Include a detailed plan for marketing and sustainability 

• Identify additional funding, match opportunities, resource acquisition, or expanded 
means for support 

• Demonstrate how evaluation requirements will be met 

• Show creativity and innovation 

 

FAMILY AUDIENCE REQUIREMENT 

The primary target audience of the nature play project must be families, defined as at least one 
parenting adult or guardian (e.g., parent, grandparent, aunt, uncle, foster parent, etc.) with their 
child or children. 

The project should raise the adult participants' level of comfort with facilitating nature play 
experiences for youth.  
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NATURE PLAY REQUIREMENT 

Projects should include a significant component of “nature play.” In her book, Nature and Young 
Children Ruth Wilson explains, “nature play involves playing with nature, not just in nature. 
Nature play involves natural materials, is authentic play and should be fun, self-directed, and 
freely chosen.” Programs should include a clear connection to and interaction with nature 
(whether indoors or outdoors) and encourage free, self-directed play. The project should involve 
family mentors (e.g., parents, other adults, older youth) who support children's play. 

The project must be progressive, meaning families are offered opportunities for multiple 
contacts over time. 

Preference will be given to project that encourage and facilitate unstructured play, both on and 
off zoo/aquarium grounds, and that place a greater emphasis on process-based learning than 
fact-based learning.  

 

OUTDOOR EXPERIENCE REQUIREMENT 

At a minimum, the project should include an outdoor component that extends beyond the 
general admission guest experience. 

Any potential or perceived barriers to participation in outdoor experiences should be specified 
and addressed.  

Preference will be given to those projects that have a significant outdoor component external to 
the main zoo/aquarium campus. 

 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT REQUIREMENT 

At least one community partner should be included to enhance the nature play experience. 
Partner organizations may help connect with a new audience, bring additional capacity or 
expertise, and/or provide opportunities for off-site outdoor experiences. Applicants are 
encouraged to consider how partners can help ensure that the project reflects and engages the 
diversity of your community. 

Applicants are also encouraged to partner with a local Family Nature Club registered with the 
Children & Nature Network or to facilitate the organization of a new Family Nature Club.   

List of registered Family Nature Clubs: www.childrenandnature.org/directory/clubs/  
Natural Families Network resources: 
www.childrenandnature.org/movement/naturalfamilies/ 

Family Nature Clubs & You Toolkit: www.aza.org/nature-play  

 

BUDGET 

Each facility may apply for funding at the $5,000 or $10,000 level. A detailed budget justifying 
specific costs must be included. Projects requesting $10,000 must also submit a budget that 
scales the request back to $5,000.  In the event that a project cannot be funded at the $10,000 
level, it may be funded at $5,000.   

http://www.childrenandnature.org/directory/clubs/
http://www.childrenandnature.org/movement/naturalfamilies/
http://www.aza.org/nature-play
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Funding may be used for materials, equipment, staff salaries and benefits (only new or newly-
assigned staff), transportation, training for staff and/or community partners, travel, meetings, 
marketing and promotion, etc.  

Funding for indirect costs cannot exceed 10% (overhead, administrative fees).  

Funding cannot be used for developing online/web-based elements of the program.   

Budget-related inquiries may be directed to scholarships@aza.org.  

 

REPORTING REQUIREMENTS 

Each recipient must provide an interim report by December 1, 2017 that describes the project's 
progress to date and plans for the remainder of the budget year and a final report, including 
evaluation of the project/program, by July 1, 2018. Templates for the interim and final reports 
will be provided to grant recipients with the award letter.  

At least one photo (min. 300 dpi) and accompanying release form is to be provided with each 
report submission. A copy of the required release form giving permission for AZA and Disney to 
use the photo in publications and promotional materials will be provided. Final reports must 
include at least one meaningful story that describes an observation/experience which resulted 
from this project/program (for example, families who have begun to experience nature on their 
own).  

Recipients will be required to share two communications that highlight their program and the 
benefits of nature play (health, cultivating stewardship of nature, etc.) throughout the grant 
year. These may be shared via a facility’s social media account, in a member newsletter, on a 
website or through a local media outlet. A copy of these published communications should be 
attached to the interim and/or annual reports depending on when they are shared. These 
communications are distinct from any purely promotional communications intended solely to 
drive attendance or registration to programs. A communications tool kit will be shared with all 
grantees to provide additional guidance, assets, and sample messages. 

 

EVALUATION REQUIREMENTS 

The following metrics must be measured and included in both interim and final reporting: 

• List of community partners or other organizations involved and their role in facilitating 
nature play opportunities. 

• Expected number of programs delivered (if program-based), or opportunities given to 
participate. 

• Actual number of programs delivered (if program-based), or opportunities given to 
participate. 

• Expected project reach (# of individual participants). 

• Actual level of participation (# of individual participants). 

• Number of zoo/aquarium members participating. 

• Number of family groups that participated, with a description of family unit 
composition, if possible. 

mailto:scholarships@aza.org
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• Number of hours of audience engagement in your project and how that estimate was 
derived. Note that if engagement varies across an opportunity (e.g., some participants 
stay for 30 minutes, and others for two hours) an average should be taken. 

• Ages of youth participants, expressed as a percentage of the total, in the following 
categories: Infants/Toddlers, Pre-K, Early Elementary, Late Elementary, Middle School, 
High School.  

An additional evaluation tool will be provided for you to use with staff and parents to assist in 
assessing the collective impact of Nature Play Begins at Your Zoo/Aquarium projects/programs. 
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NATURE PLAY BEGINS AT YOUR ZOO/AQUARIUM 

2017 Grant Application 
Completed applications are due by 11:59 PM Eastern Time on June 15, 2017 see the guidelines 
for full submission details.  Applicants will be notified of funding decisions in July. 

 

Project Information 

Title of Project       

 

Amount Requested   

 $5000  OR    $5000 & $10,000 

(both budget options required) 

AZA-Accredited Facility       

Project/ Primary Contact Name       

Project/ Primary Contact Title       

Email Address       

Phone       

 

Did you apply for the other Nature Play  funding opportunities? Please list all that you have 
applied for including but not limited to AZA, C&NN. 
 

 No  Yes, my facility applied  but was not selected in            

 

 Yes, in            my facility was selected and funded at the  $   level 

 

Collaborators 

Collaborating Partner(s) or Organization(s)        
             
              

  

If funded previously: Identify which partnerships are continued and which are new partners. 
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Project Background 

Is the proposed project: 

 entirely new 

or  

an extension of a Nature Play Begins at Your Zoo & Aquarium project funded 
previously, or an extension of a different pre-existing project? 

 

Project Type (Select all that apply) 

 After-hours program or event 

 Designated nature play space/area** 

 Facilitator workshop for parents and/or instructors 

 Family Nature Club  

 Mobile nature station 

 Nature play opportunity at special event(s) 

 Nature swap program 

 Overnight experience 

 Other          

**Project must include some Nature Play/Family Nature Club programming that will 
occur during construction or before construction completion 

Targeted youth age ranges (Select all that apply)  

 Infants/Toddlers 

 Pre-K 

 Early Elementary (K-2) 

 Late Elementary (3-5) 

 Middle School (6-8) 

 High School (9-12) 

Additional explanation (optional)         
             

 
Expected program reach (# individual participants)     

 
Estimated total hours of engagement for project      

 
Describe how this estimate was derived:         

  



Page 8 of 13 

Project Details 

Narrative. Please provide a response in the seven categories that follow. (Maximum 250 words 
each.) 

1. Overview: Provide a brief description of the project, including main objectives.  Please also 
explain the timing of the project, whether it is program or event based (i.e., participants 
commit to a series, or individuals attend at-will), and the frequency at which it will be 
offered.  
             
             
             
             
             
             
             

             
    

 

2. Family Audience: How will this project target the family unit and facilitate adult 
participants’ comfort level with facilitating nature play experiences for youth?  
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
      

             
             
       

 

3. Nature Play: How will this project encourage or facilitate unstructured play and process-
based learning on or off zoo/aquarium grounds? How will adult mentors be engaged as part 
of your project? Please specify number of opportunities on-grounds vs. on-site.  
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
    

  



Page 9 of 13 

4. Outdoor Experience: How will this project extend the community’s outdoor experience 
beyond the typical zoo/aquarium visit? How will it help remove barriers that inhibit your 
audiences with connecting to nature? Identify specific perceived and real barriers when 
possible and how they will be addressed. 
             
             
             
             
             
         

             
             
          

 

5. Community Engagement:  

a. How will this project engage community partner(s) to achieve their objectives? What 
mutual objectives are shared with your facility and these partners?  Please identify 
specific community partners in your response and whether the project includes a 
Children & Nature Network Family Nature Club (FNC) partnership or seeks to 
facilitate organization of a new FNC.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

b. AZA recognizes that in order for its members to be effective in their missions they 
must reflect the diversity of their communities in their employees, volunteers, 
governing bodies, vendors and guests and have facilities and programs that 
demonstrate respect for differences.  How will this project reflect and engage the 
diversity of your community? 
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6. Communications & Marketing Plan: How do you plan to promote and market this 
project, including sharing the importance and impact of nature play? Include how project 
objectives will be met and desired audiences will be targeted.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Sustainability: Please describe how you expect the program to continue in the short-term 
and long-term. How will the project be sustained beyond this year? Have you identified 
match opportunities or other additional means for support or resource acquisition?   

 

 

 

 

 
             

8. Mentorship: Answer the option that describes you as an applicant. 

Returning grantees: 

a. How could you work with another facility that’s new to nature play as a mentor? 

 

 

b. How will you be active in advancing the role of nature play in the AZA community 
through tools like the AZA Network, social media, conferences, and engaging 
leadership? 

 

 

New grantees: 

As a new grantee would you be interested in having a mentor, or feel that you would 
need a mentor?  If so what aspects would you most look for from your mentor? 

 

All:  

If selected as a grantee, can we share your application with other future grantees?      

Yes        No  
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Budget Justification. Provide a detailed budget, using the spreadsheet(s) on the following 
page(s). Please also include narrative justification for any requests that require additional 
explanation. The narrative justification may be included as a separate attachment if needed. 

Each facility may apply for funding at the $5,000 or $10,000 level. A detailed budget justifying 
specific costs must be included. Projects requesting $10,000 (page 12) must also 
submit a budget that scales the request back to $5,000 (page 13).   

 

 

Completed applications are due by 11:59 PM Eastern Time on June 15, 2017 and must be 
submitted via email to scholarships@aza.org.  Please direct any questions to 
scholarships@aza.org.   

  

mailto:scholarships@aza.org
mailto:scholarships@aza.org
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NATURE PLAY BEGINS AT YOUR ZOO/AQUARIUM 

Budget Justification for $5,000 Grant 
 

Budget Item Method of Calculation  
(e.g., 2 persons x 10 days 
x $25 per day) 

Total Amount Requested 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

Total Project Budget (round to the nearest whole dollar)  

 
Additional Narrative (if needed).         
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NATURE PLAY BEGINS AT YOUR ZOO/AQUARIUM 
Budget Justification for $10,000 Grant 

 
Budget Item Method of Calculation  

(e.g., 2 persons x 10 days 
x $25 per day) 

Total Amount Requested 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

Total Project Budget (round to the nearest whole dollar)  

 
Additional Narrative (if needed).         
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