
Adventures in Mimicry
Enhancing Children’s Motor 
Skills Through Imitation Play
and Interactive Habitats in 
the Kansas City Zoo
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2011 - Sky Safari

2003 - Chimpanzee Exhibit

2010 - Elephant Exhibit

2013 - Penguin Plaza
2000 - Lorikeet Encounter

2012 - Polar Bear Passage

2015 - Orangutan Exhibit

Recent
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Size of the zoo-it's quite large, but unlike Omaha or San Diego, 
it's not dense at all. There are long walks in between exhibits.

 - David A.

I respect and love animals and I don't want them to be harassed 
into activities, but you can just tell the KC zoo inhabitants are 
bored out of their mind. Other zoo's I've been to the animals are 
more engaging.  

- Becki G.

With the exception of the kangaroos, it felt like everything we 
looked at was in cage... ‘things are better when’  they try to 
recreate an animals natural habitat as much as possible. 

- Tanya L.

Most Common Complaints



Design Question
How can zoo environments be designed to 

create more interactive exhibit space, therefore 
enhancing motor skill development in children?



Exhibits that challenge their 
inhabitants both mentally & 
physically

Breaking down visual barriers 
between animals and visitors

Using mimicry to develop 
motor skills in children

Engaging

Imitating

Connecting

Design Goals



Landscape as Playscape: The Effects of Natural 
Environments on Children’s Play and Motor Development 

Ingunn Fjørtoft
Telemark University College

Three Types of Play
Functional Play

Constructive Play

Symbolic Play
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Natural Environment’s Effects on Motor Skills



Orangutan Canopy
Kansas City Zoo

Features
Outdoor Forest

Orangutan University

Orangutan Agility Course
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Zoo’s Incorporation of Play
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1909 Zoo Opening

1966 Ape House Built

1993 Australia Declared

2003 Ape House Shut Down

2015 Ape House Removal

Site Timeline
1993

1995

1948

1997

1970

Kansas 
City Zoo



Australia

Discovery Zone

Unattached Space

 Site
Map



Movement

Inhabitants
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- What are Motor Skills?
- Motor Skill Table
- Where is Play Encouraged 

- Species Involved
- Barrier Style
- Enrichment Options

Issues To
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Physical Mental
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What Are These Examples Of?



Gross
Motor
Skills

Fine
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Combined
Motor
Skills

What Are Motor Skills?



Emu
Dingo

Tree Kangaroo
Red Kangaroo

Aviary

Waterfowl
Camel

Goat
Llama
Sheep

Koi

Digging
Running

Climbing
Jumping

Flying

Paddling
Carrying

Jumping
Kicking
Pushing

Swimming

Preening
Tearing

Puzzles
Object Recognition

Opening Small Objects

Holding Breath
Chewing

Chewing
Braiding
Braiding

N/A

Species Gross Motor Skill Fine Motor Skill

Motor Skill Match-ups



Active

Adaptive

Structured

Passive

Types of Play



Active
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Active
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Unused
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Kangaroo Scenic View

Gravel Pit

Interactive Ecology

Broken Nest Egg

Discovery Barn

Garden & Picnic

Playground

Where Is 
Play 

Encouraged?



Preliminary 
Design Work



Camel Barn

Discovery Barn

Bluey’s Bar & Grille
Train Depot

Pest Species

Outback Exploration

Kangaroo Night Pen

Marketplace
Hoof-stock Barn

Dingo Run

Nest Building

Koi Pond

Detailed Exhibits
Permanent Structure

Preliminary Master Plan



Kangaroos & Tree Kangaroos
 

Pest Species, Sheep, 
Llamas, Bats
 

Goats, Donkey, Koi
Ducks, Camels, Tasmanian Devil,
Koala, Platypus, Spiders, Snakes

Birds, Emu, Dingo

Dingo Run

Nest Building

Koi Pond
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Retaining Wall

Play Interruption

Synthetic Turf

Play Interruption

Viewing Windows

Play Interruption

Tunnel System

Keeper Access Point

Climbing Stones

Fallen Timber

Entry Points
Two Path Entrances
Interior Den Entrance

Sneak Peak Windows

Agility Poles

Open Window

Play Den

Systems

Topography
Preliminary
Dingo Run



Primary Path
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Final Design



Camel 

Tree KangarooDingo Run

Koala

Emu
Kangaroo

Aviary

Koi

Tasmanian
Devil

Waterfowl

Platypus

Sheep
& 

Llama

Rabbit

Goat

Bat

New Exhibits
Existing Exhibits

Raabbbbiit

Koala

TasmTassmmaanniiaann DDeevvvvviiiiillllll

Plaattttyyyypppuuusssss

Bat

New Species

Exhibit Plan



Braiding
Station

Dingo Run

Koala
Climb

Dig Site

Kangaroo Hop
Mental
Puzzles

Marshwalk

Paddle Pond Mountain Climb

Play Intervention

Motor Skills

Nest Building Water Swirl

Bunny Hop

hrowiinnnnngggg

Pushing

ulling

limbimbbiinng

Runningg

umping

Swimmiinng

JJuu

R

S

TTh

C

PP

P

M

a
b

P b

Motor Skill Plan



Keeper Chat Windows
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Large Viewing Windows
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Concrete 
Path

Crushed Fines

Faux Limestone Enclosure

Open Window Viewing

Dingo Run
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Primitve Wooden Fence

Wall Climb

Rope Climb

Four - Limb Climb

12” Rubber Surface
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Koala Climb
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Cubbies for Nest C
Aviary Entrance

Nest Build Sites
Synthetic Turf
Stamped Concrete

Cubbies for Nest B
Raised Planters

Nest Building



Nest Build Site

Eye - Level Planters

Built-in Seat
ing

Synthetic Turf

Nest Piece

Nest Building



Planting Plan

Dusky Cranesbill Geranium

Mexican Feather Grass

English Lavender

Cat mint ‘Blue Wonder’

3’ Soil Depth
 

Drainage passes 
through to 

permeable surface 
below  
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Cubby System 
categorizes 
pieces by size 

Low openings provide 
opportunity for shorter 
children, or those with 

limited mobility 

Concrete Form
to Mimic a 

Soil & Rock Mixture 

1.5% Slope for Drainage
 

Nest Building Section



Processes Involved
Mental Focus 

Body Awareness 

Sensory Perception
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Can zoo exhibits be designed to create a more 
interactive exhibit space, therefore enhancing motor 

skill development in children?
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