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Introduction 
Play combines imagination, creativity, and mimics real-world situations to help the participants explore and learn about their surroundings. Play can be as structured as a game with rules or as simplistic as exploring with no particular goal in mind, which is often messy and chaotic while stimulating and fun. 
Play is an important part of early childhood learning and the current Nature Explore Classroom (NEC) contains many opportunities for individual and group activities.  The SIUE Early Childhood Center (ECC) is interested in reviewing a design proposal for the creation of a web-based, exploratory nature learning center that is themed as an extension of the current Nature Explore Classroom at the ECC.  This proposal reflects the applicable learning standards for early childhood education as specified by the State of Illinois.

Project Objectives
Teachers may design specific learning activities or simply allow children to explore the Nature Explore Classroom.  The Early Childhood Center envisions a similar online environment that can extend and parallel the potential for learning and play activities that are available in the Nature Explore Classroom.  The activities will be multisensory, incorporating sound, video, animation, and varied interactions.  Many of the activities will be in a game format, “quest” format, an investigation format, or other formats that are appropriate for the age range of the children.  These activities also include the emotional, cognitive, and social learning pects that can be monitored and assessed for learning outcomes.  The data collected will 
be provided to the staff of the Early Education Center, as well as parents of the children.  
This website will be available outside of the EEC so that parents and the students of the Early Education Center will have access to the Virtual Nature Explore Classroom even though they are not in the physical classroom. Parent-guides will be available on-line with each lesson so that the parent can “scaffold” the child’s learning based on their age and skill level of the child.  Lessons for the older children will include scaffolding built into the games and quest activities. 

Learning Vision & Objective
       Imagination and creativity are key components to a desirable learning environment.  Absorb, do, and connect type activities that stress the interrelatedness of the child’s emotional, social, and cognitive growth are integral to the child’s mental development. As detailed in the early Learning Standards Handbook published by the Illinois State Board of Education, Language Arts, Mathematics, Science, Social Science, Physical Development and Health, Fine Arts, Foreign Language, and Social/Emotional Development are all areas that should be emphasized by an Early Childhood Learning facility –such as the Early Childhood Center- and experienced by Early Childhood learners.  The website will incorporate these guidelines by assimilating present activities in the Nature Explore Classroom and merging additional activities into a child-friendly, web-based, graphic interface that will be open to public use.

Experience Vision & Objectives
    We want the children to have fun while learning whether directly from the site or through activities that are inspired by the site. Each level of the game or quest will bring the child to a higher level of understanding. Activities for the younger children  will in some instances require an adult to provide more than just a play area in order to reach a higher educative objective. Parent/adult/teacher will use planning guides as the guild the child through the activities.  Children have a lot of curiosity about the world and are willing to explore as long as it is fun and interesting to them. The appropriate activities will be determined by our research data gathered by observing and surveying the different groups of children and what they like to do. Not every child will have the same interests so a wide variety of activities are essential. We will extend the ECC curriculum with activities such as Earth & the Environment and Seasons & Weather, for the children to do on their own or at home with a parent.  The activities will also be  interesting for the parent/adult to encourage their willingness and enthusiasm in participating in their child’s learning experience. If the parent is excited, the child will be excited. 
   
User Research
Overview
The data collection included obtaining from the ECC student records statistics of the children (age, gender), teacher interviews about their computer skills, as well as the children’s computer skills.  Parents were surveyed about their computer skills and child’s computer access at home, including internet connection speeds and mobile devise usage. Focus groups were coordinated to determine what activities were more appropriate for and enjoyed by their respective age ranges.  Parents and staff were included in a second focus group to determine the required and available parental/staff supervision and assistance with simulated web-based games.  Field test were created using existing websites that focus on Early Childhood learning to understand how the child and parent perceive and interact with these types of websites.

User Segments
The general categories of users of children aged 2 - 5 years of age are those children  with little to no letter recognition and those children with some to more complex letter recognition.  Both categories will need occasional assistance from adults, either teachers or parents, a sub-set of each category is dependent on the availability for parent/child web-based interaction.  Expertise categories will range from novices -having no experience with a  computer- to children with internet - including websites that are similar-  and video game experiences. These latter categories are mimicked within parent and staff categories as well. It is important to note that the child categories will have some overlap, meaning that no child learner will be exclusive to any one category, i.e. a 2 year old might know the ABCs but have no experience with computers, or likewise, a 5 year old might not know the ABCs but be very proficient in navigating the website and interacting with the activities with out adult supervision.

Contextual Analysis
The learning interaction will take place both at the Early Childhood Center and outside of the ECC. In some cases (both inside and outside of the ECC) there may be an adult -EC staff/parent supervision, but other times there will not. Learners will access both PC and Mac computers and use a wide variety of the current browsers (Internet Explorer, Firefox, Safari, Opera, Chrome) and mulitple versions of the browsers. Ideally, the child learner would have an adult present whenever a situation arises where assistance is required, but in the real-world this is not a practical assumption.  Therefore, the web site's navigation and instructions for activities will be as simplistic as possible so that a child learner is capable of interacting with the site without much necessary adult reinforcement.  Where fesible, instruction should be verbal with visual direction.  In most instances, written directions should not be required.
Activity / Task Analysis
 
Activities will range from very simple and basic for the younger child and the unattended child to more detailed activities for the older child and the child with adult/part/ECC staff supervision. The activities will be based on the standards for early childhood education as specified by the State of Illinois (See Appendix A for a more detailed breakdown of categories). Many of the activities will be in a game format, “quest” format, investigation format, or other formats that are appropriate for the age range of the children. While independent learning is encouraged, other activities will be based on group work or parent/ECC staff interaction.  
After an activity at any level is completed, a test simulation is triggered to assess if the activities were absorbed and can be connected in a different situation.  Likewise, a record of accomplishment can be maintained either online or hand written by the ECC staff.  This will allow the Early Childhood Center staff to assess the activities completed by the student, which can be compared to previous attempts and define the next goal for these activities by providing motivation, i.e. better time, complete an activity without help, or try a harder activity.

User Models (Personas)
Mary
Age: 2
Family: Mom, Dad, newborn baby, older sister
“I can’t read yet, but I don’t want to have an adult constantly staring over my shoulder.”
SKILLS: Can use a mouse but cannot type, cannot read
NEEDS: Games that are verbally explained, letter and number recognition, small word association with pictures.
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT ECC: Playing outside, arts and crafts, story time.
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT HOME: Playing with my cat, arts and crafts, watching Barney. 
Bobby
AGE: 4
FAMILY: Dad, older brother
“I’ve played a few video games before, but like having my dad play with me.”
SKILLS: Can use a mouse and recognizes letters on the keyboard but does not type. 
NEEDS: More complex letter and number recognition, 3-5 letter word association with pictures, verbal foreign language association with pictures, larger word explanation and text when having adult assistance.
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT ECC: playing games, music time, playing outside
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT HOME: Playing with my Wii, watching TV, playing with my dog
Jimmy
AGE: 5
FAMILY: Mom, Dad
“I know my ABCs and can figure out any kind of games by myself.  But sometimes I like it when mommy and daddy play games with me.”
SKILLS: Can use a mouse and recognizes letters on the keyboard but does not type. 
NEEDS: More complex letter and number recognition, 3-6 letter word association with pictures, verbal foreign language association with pictures, larger word explanation and text when having adult assistance.
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT ECC: messy activities like finger painting, playing outside, playing anything with a ball (kick ball, baseball, etc)
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT HOME: sports (baseball, football), playing with my friends, watching TV
Johnny
AGE: 5
FAMILY: Mom
“We don’t have a computer at home and I rarely get to play on one.”
SKILLS: low technical skills. 
NEEDS: Technological instruction.  Simplistic verbal and visual instructions with navigation clues.
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT ECC: reading, arts and crafts, playing with my friends.
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT HOME: playing with my friends, watching baseball on TV
Ms. Jane
TEACHER: 3 years experience
“I love working with kids and I’ve been using a computer most of my life. I think kids can learn a lot from computers and the internet.”
SKILLS: Good with computer software. Tech savvy and can instruct children and staff and navigation and computer usage 
NEEDS: ???
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT ECC: Music time, story time
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT HOME: reading, hanging out with my friends, Facebook, 
Mrs. Sue
TEACER: 25 years experience
“I don’t really do computers. My kids are trying to get me on-line but I just don’t get it.”
SKILLS: Works well with children. Patience. Can apply knowledge of activities being duplicated in the virtual environment.  
NEEDS:  Requires technological instruction.
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT ECC: story time, outside play activities
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT HOME: reading, baking, walking
Mr. and Mrs. Ramirez
PARETNS OF: son 5 years old, daughter 8 years old
“We love to  play with our children and look forward to spending many educational hours on the new website.”
SKILLS: Technology most up-to-date, including moblie devices.  Older sibling and parents available to assist and interact with son when warrented on web site.
NEEDS: Interactive guides to help with lessons
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT HOME: Family game night, taking the kids to the park
Ms. Johnson
PARETNS OF: daughter 3 years old
“Being a single mom with a full time job and work I have to bring doesn’t leave me much extra time for games.  A website that I know is child-friendly would be a great addition to her learning experience, but our computer is a little outdated.”
SKILLS: Good computer skills  
NEEDS: Little extra time to spend on computer with daughter, computer barely meets minimum requirements.  Does possess a smartphone with internet access. Interactive guides to help with lessons
FAVORITE ACTIVITIES AT HOME: Reading
Other Design Considerations
Roles and Responsibilities
LXdg staff will be responsible for design services and for the production of all content and media related to the project. The client will provide approvals for all design specifications and content developed following the milestones in the production schedule that will be developed in a separate document. 
As various visual and instructional assets are completed, they will be linked to the project Web site for approval by the client. We assume that client approval of the assets and other project components will continue to be prompt (5 business days or less), as it has been on project documents completed to date. Timely approvals of assets will allow us to maintain a somewhat ambitious production schedule.
Project Management
Project Web Site
LXdg will maintain a project Web site where communications regarding the project can be centered. The Web site will be used to facilitate approvals of various program components by the Client. The site will include draft documents (both design and content drafts), links to various assets (for approvals during design and production), and archives of all project communications.
Participation and Sign Offs
It is expected that the Client will sign off to indicate approval at various points throughout the project. At a minimum, these points are indicated in the production schedule included as a separate document. Additional approval points may be added at the request of the Client during the negotiation of a Letter of Intent to initiate the project as outlined in the final version of this document.
Project Phases
We expect to manage the project in phases common to the field of interactive design. These phases, along with the various approval milestones, are shown in the following diagram.
Client and SME, with technology support
Needs Validation
n
Design 
(see Project Vision)
Development
Testing
Implementation (including “marketing”)
Evaluation
Approved Design Document
Ongoing Asset Approvals
Evaluation Report
Approved Vision & Scope
Appendix A
Use as needed.
Science Curriculum 
· Balancing/Scales
· Beginning Measurements
· Earth & Environment
· Five Senses
· Insects & Spiders
· Magnification
· Seasons & Weather
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