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Flatirons Elementary 4th and 5th graders gathered at Chautauqua Park on September 29, 2025,
to share their ideas for park improvements.
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By the Numbers

Date: September 29, 2025
Participants: Flatirons Elementary School students, their teachers, and adult chaperones
e 4th Grade: 18 students
e 5th Grade: 25 students
Total: 43 students

Executive Summary

On September 29, 2025, Growing Up Boulder and Open Space and Mountain Parks staff
engaged 43 fourth and fifth grade students from Flatirons Elementary School to gather their
recommendations for improving Chautauqua Park. Students participated in interactive activities
at the Ranger Cottage and trailhead, sharing their perspectives on what makes the park special
and how it could be an even better park for locals and visitors alike. Each activity included
exploration of the space, reflecting on what they liked about the space and how the space could
be improved. Students participated in Visual Preference Surveys and adults scribed ideas offered
in discussions. The activities proved to be engaging and students in both classes appeared to be
invested in offering their ideas for the improvement of the park.

The data within this report comes from 3 sources: conversations with youth, sticky note
comments written by students, and Visual Preference Survey voting (see appendix for photos).
Nearly 100% of 4th and 5th graders expressed that they are already active park users who hike,
climb, explore, and play in the area regularly. They love the park and don’t want these aspects to
change. In regards to the Visual Preference Photo data, students showed strong enthusiasm for
wildlife education, with 100% of participants wanting interactive animal replicas and displays.
They also expressed high interest in hands-on learning experiences (93% wanted interactive
displays) and nature play/discovery opportunities (84%). Popular topics included Chautauqua's
history (63%), climbing and hiking information (60%), and learning about local birds and
wildlife (93%). Most feel confident hiking to Royal Arch (86%) and climbing boulders (98%),
showing they understand the park well. However, many struggle with reading maps (16% cannot
do this even with help) and identifying park rules (26% cannot do this), suggesting opportunities
for clearer wayfinding and educational signage.

Key recommendations include creating more interactive, multi-sensory learning experiences at
the Ranger Cottage, improving welcoming and wayfinding nodes, and developing engaging
educational content about local wildlife, geology, and park history. Students also requested
practical resources like trail difficulty information, climbing and hiking programs for youth
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wanting to develop more advanced skills, safety education including mountain rescue, and ways
for users to report animal sightings. 100% of students expressed wanting a much larger
Visitor Center.

4th Grade Recommendations:

What 4th Graders Love About Chautauqua

Fourth graders are already enthusiastic park users who enjoy hiking, playing in the playground
and in The Green, getting ice cream from the General Store, and exploring the "secret"
neighborhoods around the park. They use the park with their families for sledding and skiing in
winter and celebrate with classmates at end-of-school parties there. During a moment of quiet
observation, students noticed natural elements like Haystack Mountain in the distance, flowers
and tall grasses, and oncoming storm clouds, demonstrating their keen awareness of the
landscape around them.

Above laft: OSMP staff member asks 4th graders a senies of guesfions to get them thinking about what they like fo do and
seg in the park. Students place sticky dots on their favorite ideas for improving the park. Students also had the option of
writing a sticky note with ideas thaf were nof represented on the survey

Ranger Cottage and Visitor Center Ideas

e Interactive Learning (Top Priority)

e Animal replicas and taxidermy: 4th graders want realistic animal models they can
interact with, including buttons that play animal sounds, information about habitats and
diets, and life-size replicas of mountain lions, bears, snakes, and birds of prey

e Rock animals for climbing: Sculptures shaped like animals that kids can safely climb on
outside

e Interactive tanks: Live animal exhibits featuring local snakes and other wildlife
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Educational Content
e Rotating films: Movies about Chautauqua history, geology, and how the Flatirons were
formed
e Educational video games: Fun games where you get "lost" and find your way back,
Pokemon-style games for identifying local plants and animals, and hunting simulation

games
e Geology displays: Physical rock exhibits showing local geology and how the area was
formed
Wayfinding and Safety

e Trail difficulty signs: Clear information showing what you need for each hike (difficulty
level, length, elevation gain, equipment needed)

e Interactive hiking resources: Videos showing what it looks like to be properly prepared
for different trails

e 3D physical models: Raised relief maps showing elevation and hiking routes

History and Storytelling
e Historical photos: Images showing what Chautauqua looked like in the past
e Educational riddles: Signs with riddles that help you choose which direction to go
e How taxidermy works: Explanations of the process from start to finish

Trailhead Improvements
e Nature Discovery Area (100% priority): Spaces dedicated to exploring and learning about
the outdoors
Interactive displays (83% priority): Hands-on learning stations that teach about nature
Site models (55% priority): 3D maps showing the park layout and trail system

Learning Priorities
Fourth graders want to learn about:
1. Birds and wildlife (100%): Identifying local animals and understanding their behaviors

2. Chautauqua's Hidden Gems (72%): Lesser-known trails, spots, and park features

3. Chautauqua History (44%): Stories about how the park came to be

4. Climbing and hiking (39%): Safety tips and route information

5. Geography and geology (33%): How the Flatirons and surrounding landscape formed
What They Can Do

Fourth graders feel confident:
e Climbing boulders (94%)
e Identifying 3+ animals (89%)
e Hiking to Royal Arch (78%)
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e Hiking the Chautauqua or Flatirons Trail (78%)

Where They Need Help

Areas where 4th graders struggle:

Identifying park rules (44% cannot do this)
Hiking to Royal Arch (39% cannot do this)
Reading maps (17% cannot do this)
Identifying plants (17% cannot do this)

5th Grade Recommendations:
What 5th Graders Love About Chautauqua

Fifth graders use Chautauqua Park for many of the same activities as 4th graders—hiking
popular trails like Royal Arch and Bluebell, bouldering and climbing, eating at the Dining Hall,
and playing in the playground and exploring the "secret" neighborhoods. They're more
experienced park users who engage in advanced activities like technical climbing and longer
hikes.

Above laft: Sth grade students shudy bulterfly and moth cases. Above rght: Studants discuss their ideas for improving
Chawlaugua Park and prapare 1o vole on mages.
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Ranger Cottage and Visitor Center Ideas

Debate: When asked, 50% of 5th graders believe a new Visitor Center should be built to
accommodate modern needs, replacing the historic Ranger Cottage and 50% feel the Ranger
Cottage should be preserved as part of Chautauqua's heritage, and a new, separate Visitor Center
built to accommodate modern needs.

Interactive and Multi-Sensory Experiences
e Live animals: Snakes and other local wildlife in safe, educational exhibits
e Touch and feel stations: Hands-on materials that let visitors interact with natural objects
e Listening stations: Buttons to play bird calls and animal sounds
e Museum-style takeaways: Interactive activities visitors can engage with
Educational Displays
e Geography maps: Detailed maps showing the area's topography and features
e Nature documentaries: Films about local wildlife and ecosystems
e More taxidermy: Updated specimens showing adult-sized animals (current mountain
lion and bobcat are juveniles)
e Scat identification: Information about animal droppings and the decomposition cycle
e Rock sorting activity: Hands-on geology learning
Unique Ideas
e Maker's Space: Area where kids can craft nature-related projects to take home
e Scavenger hunts: Activities that get families exploring the park
e Video games from Native American perspectives: Educational games that teach
Indigenous history and relationships with the land
e Weather station: Real-time information about conditions at 5,450 feet elevation
Design Elements
e Indoor materials: Use of natural wood and earth-tone colors
e Themed games: Interactive stations with specific educational purposes
e Video map of the park: Dynamic, easy-to-understand navigation tool (addressing parent
concerns about wayfinding being "chaotic")

Trailhead Improvements

e Interactive displays (100% priority): The highest priority for 5th graders

e Educational signs (76% priority): Information about trails, wildlife, and safety
e Nature Discovery Area (72% priority): Outdoor learning spaces

e 3D models (52% priority): Physical representations of the park and trail system
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Outdoor classroom (48%): Dedicated space for group learning

Animal sighting stations: Places where hikers can report what animals they saw,
including size and behavior

Learning Priorities
Fifth graders want to learn about:

N oo h N

Chautauqua History (76%): What the space looked like before, historical context

Birds and wildlife (72%): Including endangered species and animal sounds

Climbing and hiking (72%): Different routes, historical climbers, and safety information
Chautauqua's Hidden Gems (44%): Secret spots and lesser-known features

Native vs. invasive species (40%): Understanding which plants and animals belong here
Geography and geology (24%): Formation of local landmarks

Poop and scat (24%): Animal tracking and the nutrient cycle

Special Requests

Treehouse observatory: A structure with glass or open roof where kids could observe
nature and use ID books and binoculars

Dog park: Separate areas for small and large dogs (noted that Boulder only has one dog
park far from many homes)

Mountain biking on some trails: Expanded access for bikes

Soccer goals on the Green: Added sports equipment in the central field area

What They Can Do
Fifth graders feel confident:

Climbing boulders (100%)
Climbing a Flatiron (100%)
Identifying 3+ animals (100%)
Hiking to Royal Arch (92%)
Identifying 3+ plants (80%)

Where They Need Help
Areas where 5th graders struggle:

Climbing a Flatiron (44% cannot do this despite feeling confident—shows ambition)
Identifying 3+ animals (40% cannot do this—contradicts confidence data, suggesting
desire for more education)
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Talk to a ranger (24% cannot do this—suggests rangers need to be more
visible/accessible)

Getting back to the trailhead (20% cannot do this—wayfinding issue)
Identifying plants (20% cannot do this)

Themes Across Both Grades
4th & 5th Grade Priorities

Universal and Nature Play (100% of all students) Both grades want to continue to
enjoy unstructured free play and exploration when coming to the park with their friends
and family. Experts know that nature play supports young people’s physical, cognitive,
and emotional development while fostering lifelong connections to the environment.
Young people know that it’s fun and they feel good while engaging in it.

Interactive Wildlife Education (100% of all students) Both grades
overwhelmingly want hands-on experiences with animal replicas, taxidermy, live
animals, and buttons that play animal sounds. Students want to learn about local wildlife
including bears, mountain lions, snakes, birds, and other animals through multiple
senses—touching, seeing, and hearing.

Movies and Video Content (89% total) Students strongly prefer video-based
learning about Chautauqua history, geology, wildlife, and outdoor safety. This suggests
traditional text-heavy displays are less engaging for this age group.

Interactive Displays Over Static Signs (93% total) Nearly all students want
hands-on, interactive learning experiences rather than just reading signs. They prefer
pushing buttons, touching objects, and engaging with exhibits actively.

Nature Discovery and Outdoor Exploration (84% total) Both grades want
dedicated spaces for discovering and learning about nature, not just indoor exhibits.
They have been to the Wild Woods Nature/Discovery Area at the Civic Area and they
think that young people and their families would like one to be built at Chautauqua.

Shared Learning Interests
Wildlife Education (93% total) Both grades are fascinated by local animals and want to:

Identify birds, mammals, and reptiles

Learn animal sounds and behaviors

Understand predator-prey relationships

Discover rare and endangered species

Learn about animal tracking through scat identification

Chautauqua History (63% total) Students are curious about:

What the park looked like in the past
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e How people used the space historically

e Historical photos and stories

e Native American perspectives and heritage
Climbing and Hiking Information (60% total) Young people want practical information about:

e Different climbing routes and their difficulty

e Historical climbers who have used Chautauqua

e Safety equipment and preparation

e Trail difficulty ratings and what to bring
Map Reading and Wayfinding (51% want 3D models) Students and parents struggle with
navigation. Solutions suggested:

e 3D physical models of the park

e Video maps that are easier to understand than printed versions

e (Clearer signage from parking areas to the Ranger Cottage

e Digital wayfinding tools
Geology and Geography (28% total, but strong interest from those who chose it) Students want
to understand:

e How the Flatirons were formed

e Local rock types and geology

e Elevation changes and topography

Skill Level Assessment
High Confidence Activities:

e Climbing boulders (98% can do this)

e Identifying animals (95% can do this)

e Hiking to Royal Arch (86% can do this)

e Climbing Flatirons (81% can do this)

Areas Needing Support:

e Reading maps (16% cannot do this even with help)
Identifying park rules (26% cannot do this even with help)
Getting back to the trailhead (16% cannot do this even with help)
Talking to rangers (19% cannot do this even with help)
Identifying plants (19% cannot do this even with help)
These gaps suggest needs for:

Improved wayfinding signage

Clearer communication of park rules at entry points
More visible and accessible ranger presence

Better plant identification resources along trails
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Age Differences
4th Grade Characteristics:

More interested in playful learning (free play, games, climbing structures, riddles)
Want simpler educational content (basic animal facts, simple geology)

Need more guidance with navigation and rules

Excited by the idea of getting "lost" and finding their way in games

5th Grade Characteristics:

Want time to hang out with friends

More interested in complex topics (scat identification, nutrient cycles, invasive species)
Want deeper historical context and storytelling

More focused on conservation and stewardship

Interested in contributing to park knowledge (animal sighting stations)

Ready for maker spaces and creative projects

More opinionated about preserving historic structures

Design Preferences

Materials and Atmosphere:

Natural materials (wood) and earth-tone colors
Indoor-outdoor connections

Multi-sensory experiences (touch, sound, sight)
Interactive over passive displays

Video and digital content over text

Welcoming spaces for families

Conclusion and Recommendations

The September 29, 2025 youth engagement with Flatirons Elementary students revealed clear
priorities and valuable insights for Chautauqua Park improvements. These 43 young people are
already active, knowledgeable park users who provided OSMP staff and planners specific,
implementable recommendations.

Critical Findings

1.

Wayfinding is a significant challenge, with youth data showing 16% of students cannot
find their way back to the trailhead even with help. Additionally, map reading can be
difficult for both youth and adults.

Interactive, multi-sensory learning is essential for engaging young visitors. Traditional
signage and static displays do not resonate with this generation. They want to touch,
hear, see, and interact with content.
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3. Wildlife education is the top priority, with 100% of students requesting interactive
animal exhibits. This represents an incredible opportunity to build stewardship and
environmental awareness.

4. The historic Ranger Cottage presents a dilemma. When asked, half of 5th graders want to
preserve it as a historic structure while building a new Visitor Center to meet modern
needs. 100% of students expressed wanting a much larger Visitor Center.

5. Students lack basic knowledge about park rules and plant identification, despite being
confident in physical activities like climbing and hiking. Education should focus on these
gaps.

Design Principles

Based on student input, all improvements should:

e Prioritize interaction over observation: Push buttons, touch objects, hear sounds, engage
physically
Use video and digital media: This generation learns best through dynamic content
Incorporate multiple senses: Touch, sight, sound, and even smell (12% wanted scents
along trails)
Tell stories: History and conservation messages resonate when presented as narratives
Provide practical information: Trail difficulty, safety requirements, what to bring
Use natural materials: Wood, stone, and earth tones that fit the park environment
Make rangers accessible: Students want to talk to rangers but many don't feel they can
Celebrate local wildlife: Focus on animals students may actually encounter at
Chautauqua

Accessibility and Inclusion Considerations

The engagement data reveals that while students are physically capable, they struggle with:
e Navigation (map reading, finding their way back)
e Understanding and following rules
e Identifying plants and understanding ecosystems
Improvements should address these learning barriers through:
e Universal design principles that help people of all ages and abilities
e Multiple formats for the same information (visual, audio, tactile, digital)
e C(lear, simple language for rules and safety information
e Stepped learning opportunities (beginner to advanced content)

Appendix
1. 4th & 5th Grade Summaries
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2. Best Photos folder
3. Engagement data
4. Visual Preference Survey Posters with voting percentages



https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1FCwL5o_EphCuGc01-BvDh7HjIzCLlgKf?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hD7XCoJ962DWPUVkOXeyyFm_NGsiMzDtJw1nXmefuZw/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/14zud5OEpo_0gsi1lqnAbwpTQrWdFRTfHrCjdHEiqciw/edit?usp=sharing
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a. What things should be included in the Ranger Cottage



GROWING UP
BOULDER

What things should be included at the Ranger
| Cottage/ Visitor Center?
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