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Making Space for Children
Re-thinking and re-creating children’s play environments



Since its inception in 1974, the 
Society for Children and Youth of 
BC has recognized and promoted 
the importance of children’s play. 
The Society played a key role in the 
National Task Force on Children’s Play 
in the seventies, which resulted in the 
establishment of the Children’s Play 
Resource Centre (CPRC) in Vancouver. 
For over 20 years, the CPRC has served 
as a clearinghouse on all aspects of 
children’s play.

Many play specialists involved with the 
CPRC through the years believe there 
are increasing obstacles to children’s 
play opportunities. An emphasis on 
achievement, busy schedules of adults 
and children alike, and rapid urban 
development are but a few of these.
Somehow, somewhere down the line, 
we have perhaps begun to lose sight 
of the nature of children’s play and 
in so doing, are perhaps also losing 
touch with the essence of childhood. 
Childhood is not merely a preparation 
for adulthood.

The purpose of this booklet, then, is to 
encourage planners of children’s play 
environments—be they early childhood 
specialists, teachers, parents, health 
professionals, social workers, landscape 
architects—to develop a “mindset” 
that will result in the best choices for 
children and their play.

Decades of experience addressing 
issues raised by thousands of 
individuals and organizations provided 
the foundation for Making Space for 
Children. 

I would like to thank the principal 
individuals involved in producing 
Making Space for Children. Special 
thanks to Gary Pennington, Professor 
Emeritus, UBC Faculty of Education, 
who contributed the benefi t of years of 
experience developing school play areas 
in BC and elsewhere. Jenny Chapman 
and Mitzi White, long time supporters 
of the Children’s Play Resource Centre, 
also lent expertise built over decades of 
experience. Last, but not least, thanks to 
Linda Graham, our writer, who put into 
clear and simple English some of the 
most complex ideas.

Valerie Fronczek, 
Society for Children and Youth of BC
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Do you look after children or have a role in creating their 
environment? Then this booklet is for you.

It reminds us of the importance of children’s play, the nature of 
play, and our crucial role in providing opportunities for play. It will 
be particularly useful for those who are thinking about creating or 
improving a child’s play environment.

Our aims are: 

To promote children’s play
To inspire, motivate … create a mind frame from which good 
decisions will be made about play spaces
To provide some practical guidance on how to move from 
inspiration to action—that is, some steps to take when planning 
play environments.

•
•

•

ABOUT THIS BOOKLET

“Play is the highest expression of human development for it alone is the free 
expression of what is in a child’s soul”
Friedrich Froebel, 1782 – 1852, developed the concept of kindergarten

The main focus is on young children and outdoor play, but the basics 
apply indoors or out, to young or older children. They also apply 
whether play spaces are large or small, and budgets sizable or limited.

Within each section you will fi nd Explorations. These sections provide 
you with practical sugestions and creative points of departure to 
arrive at solutions to help you develop play spaces for the children in 
your community that will respond to their needs. 
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To understand children’s play, we need to look at what it means and 
why it is so important.

We need to recognize a child’s right and need to play as well as the 
forces that infl uence their play opportunities, such as technology, 
mass media, urbanization, safety concerns, culture, abilities, and 
societal values.

We need to think about how adults can effectively facilitate children’s 
play to make sure that children have great play times and places. And, 
perhaps most importantly, we need to rediscover for ourselves what 
play is all about!

Children’s natural curiosity and desire to explore can be stunted by static surroundings.

PART ONE
ABOUT CHILDREN’S PLAY

photo by Amelia Mathieson
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A broad view of play covers everything from organized games and 
sports, to activities designed for building specifi c skills. Most have 
elements of play. All contribute to children’s learning.

Spontaneous—or free—play (which some specialists call ‘pure’ play) 
is marked by children feeling in control and being truly engaged in 
what they are doing. There is no need for external rewards and no 
right or wrong way of doing things.

Children play for the pleasure of causing things to happen. By being 
in control, they are able to reach a comfortable level of stimulation, 
preventing boredom on the one hand and too much excitement or 
stress on the other. Either way, it feels good. Freely chosen play is 
therefore self motivated. This is nature’s way of maintaining a healthy 
balance in children’s lives.

It’s ironic that efforts to promote the importance of play have resulted 
in an emphasis on play as an ‘educational tool’. While skills are certainly 
developed through play, that’s not why children play. If we focus only on 
this offshoot of play, the essence of play becomes lost.

Where children play affects how they play. Their natural curiosity and 
desire to explore can be blunted by static surroundings. Yet almost 
any space can be transformed into a cornucopia of play opportunities 
and experiences.

WHAT IS PLAY? 

“Play is a developmental progression in which the child adds new, more complex 
understandings about the world at each stage. Play has a unique and personal 
meaning for each child.”
Erik Erikson, 1902 - 1994, father of psychological development
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• It lets children be in control, allowing for reversal of power 
from adults to children

• It is self motivated and sustained. Children fi nd play satisfying 
so they keep playing

• It is ‘tailored’ by children to meet their needs. Each child’s 
development is unique; age alone cannot determine a child’s 
interests or abilities

• It encourages creativity and fl exibility, equipping children 
with ‘survival’ skills that cannot be taught through structured 
learning activities

• It contributes to sound mental health

VALUES OF 
SPONTANEOUS PLAY

Adults who rediscover play for themselves don’t have to ‘learn’ its value, 
they feel it.

photo by Amelia Mathieson
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REDISCOVERING PLAY

It is easy to lose sight of what’s important about play and, in turn, 
the role of a ‘play facilitator’. Looking after children involves so 
many other roles (educator, parent, safe-keeper, nutritionist, nurse, 

counsellor). Add to this our 
hectic schedules and competing 
priorities. It is not surprising 
that we don’t take time to 
consider the essence of play.

Yet adults’ attitudes toward play have a tremendous infl uence on 
children’s lives—affecting their play time, places, and experiences. If 
its intrinsic value is not understood, ‘play’ may become merely a way 
to keep children occupied for specifi c periods of time in structured 
activities that adults direct and control.

Adults who rediscover play for themselves don’t have to ‘learn’ its 
value, they feel it. This makes them more willing and able to provide 
rich play experiences for children and also for themselves!

How do we go about this process of rediscovery? By reminiscing, 
observing, and playing!

‘We were discussing our childhood play… Happy memories came tumbling out 
as we revisited these experiences. A few play scenes we talked about took place 
indoors, but most of the happy memories of childhood play were outdoors, 
surrounded by nature.’    ECE Students from Lower Post, BC

ADULTS’ ATTITUDES 
TOWARD PLAY 

INFLUENCE  
CHILDREN’S LIVES
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EXPLORATIONS

• Think back to your own childhood. What kinds of play did you 
fi nd most enjoyable? Talk with your friends, relatives and other 
adults about their childhood play experiences.

• Watch children engaged in spontaneous, unstructured play. Your 
own children, your friends’ or neighbours’ children, children at 
the park or playgrounds. Watch their faces, their movements, 
their interaction, their ‘rules’.

• Show interest in children’s play. What are they doing, imagining 
and creating? Join in child-directed play when invited.

Play is one of the basic human rights of children.

photo by Amelia Mathieson
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THE RIGHT & NEED TO PLAY

Children have the RIGHT to play under Article 31 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which Canada ratifi ed 
in 1991. Why did the United Nations include play as one of the basic 
human rights of children?

Perhaps because ‘in the early formative years, play is almost 
synonymous with life. It is second only to being nourished, protected, 
and loved. It is a basic ingredient of physical, intellectual, social, and 

emotional growth’ (Ethel Bauzer 
Medeiros). This is not just opinion. 
Research has found strong 
relationships between play and 
development of cognitive, social, 
and language skills in children.

Through play, children use their senses and body movements to 
explore and learn about their environments; use their imagination to 
create their own special worlds; fi gure out how to organize things 
and cooperate with others; develop their identity and self-confi dence; 
and on and on. Play enhances virtually every aspect of a child’s 
development, whether we think of the body, brain, or personality.

Play is an essential part of each child’s day. Outdoor play seems 
to offer some advantages over indoor play: a greater variety of 
experiences, opportunities for more children of different ages to be 
involved in group play, connection with nature, and fresh air!

‘The right to play is the child’s fi rst claim on the community. Play is nature’s 
training for life. No community can infringe on that right without doing deep and 
enduring harm to the bodies and minds of citizens.’  
   David Lloyd George, former British Prime Minister

PLAY IS ALMOST 
SYNONYMOUS 

WITH LIFE
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The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child requires 
governments:

• To recognize the right of the child… to engage in play and 
recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child

• To encourage the provision of appropriate and equal 
opportunities for cultural, artistic, recreational, and leisure 
activity.

ARTICLE 31...

Schoolyards are not always ‘play-friendly’

photo by Amelia Mathieson
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INFLUENCES ON PLAY

Children will always fi nd a way to play—it’s an inherent part of their 
nature. But there are serious and increasing threats to their play 
opportunities, particularly where outdoor play is concerned.

Canadian children spend an average of 42 hours of TV and computer 
weekly (2010 Report Card, Active Healthy Kids Canada)! Even more 
startling is that about 90% of children begin watching TV before the 
age of two, even though it is recommended that children under the 
age of two should not be exposed to any screen time at all. 

Street and playground play are much reduced in housing 
developments designed predominantly with adults in mind. Even 
schoolyards are not always ‘play-friendly’, offering little variety of 
experiences. And access to public play spaces is denied to some 
children because of physical design or cost.

Cultural values about play also have a major impact. What happens 
when too much emphasis is placed on work (over play), achievement 
(over experiences), and ‘order’ (over exploration)? Many children 
end up spending their leisure time in highly-structured, goal-oriented 
activities. Consider too what happens when technology is valued 
more than nature, directions more than dialogue, and fi xed gender 
roles more than opportunities.

How can we balance these trends? By adopting a universal ‘culture of 
play’ that:

• Respects children’s right, and understands their need, to play;
• Places high values on play and adults’ role in facilitating play.
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Encouraging children to try out new things and, yes, allowing them to tumble and 
get dirty.

photo by Cliff Lemire

‘It is not suffi cient for adults and society to merely provide facilities for play—
they must offer a positive attitude toward it’    John Bertelsen, author
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Parents, caregivers, and other adults assume many different roles 
with respect to children’s play, for many different reasons. They are 
observers, facilitators, participants—and sometimes—directors, 
judges, or entertainers. Some are even laundry police!

Arguably the most important role for adults in children’s play is that 
of play facilitator, which basically means setting the stage for children 
to engage in play of their own initiative.

What kind of things does this role involve?

Making sure children have time for spontaneous play, outdoors as 
well as indoors.
Understanding children’s developmental needs while respecting 
that each child has unique abilities and interests; ensuring that 
children who need extra support have it.
Providing safe places and materials for play, particularly natural 
places and things to explore and manipulate.
Encouraging children to try out new things and yes, allowing them 
to tumble and get dirty!
Praising them for the ways they are creative and imaginative.
Providing stimulation when children need it.
Creating an atmosphere of acceptance, support, and respect for 
individual and cultural differences.
Helping children extend their physical activity and fi nd out about 
the world around them.

•

•

•

•

•
•
•

•

FACILITATING PLAY

‘…Play comes from within the young child and not from the initiative of the 
parent, though we have a vital role to play as enablers and facilitators.’
   Mildred Marsheder, child development educator and author
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NOTES ON 
CHILDREN’S PLAY
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‘Think of play space as a smorgasbord of play opportunities. How many different 
kinds of experiences can children have here? And remember, the biggest spaces, 
or those that appear most exciting, are not always the best. Some small or ‘quiet’ 
spaces can be very rich environments for children.’
      Valerie Fronczek, Play Advocate

PART TWO
CHILDREN’S PLAY ENVIRONMENTS

To create an enriching play environment, we need to think about the 
types of experience the setting should offer children, and what its 
basic components should be and why.

Natural elements, loose parts, built structures, and storage. Why do 
many play specialists consider these fundamental to children’s play 
environments? Why do natural elements come fi rst?

We also have to think about ‘accessibility’, in the broad sense. What 
impact do factors such as safety concerns, children’s abilities and 
cultural backgrounds have on play? What does this tell us about 
designing environments for children?

Here we are talking mostly about outdoor play areas, but some of the 
basics will apply indoors too.
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FUNDAMENTALS OF 
PLAY ENVIRONMENTS
Equally important as children having ‘fun’ is for them to be truly 
engaged in play. What do we see on their faces? Expressions of 
concentration or wonder? When children are engaged in play, in 
a setting that offers a variety of experiences, this results in many 
developmental offshoots—motor skill development, decision making, 
learning, drama and social development.

Looking at outdoor play spaces, what are the basics of an enriching 
setting? We have grouped these into four elements.

‘Playing should be fun. Smiling faces and laughter are the clearest indicators of a 
successful play environment.’
    Moore et. al., editors of Play for All Guidelines

THE 4 ELEMENTS
1. natural elements
2. loose parts
3. built structures
4. storage
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Fundamentals of children’s play environments… 
the basics of an enriching setting.

natural elements

loose parts

built
structures

storage

oh hello! 
didn’t see you there

1

2

3

4
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CHILDREN ARE 
INTRIGUED BY THE 

NATURAL WORLD 
AND ITS INFINITE 

VARIETY

photos by Cliff Lemire
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1. NATURAL ELEMENTS
Young children will play in dirt, sand and water for hours—splashing, 
squishing, creating highly-treasured muck and mud. They are intrigued 
by the natural world and its infi nite variety. It provides them with 
an inherent sense of beauty. Watch children smelling fl owers, playing 
among reeds or ferns, climbing trees, rolling on grass, picking 
dandelions, mimicking birdsongs, routing for bugs, gazing at drifting 
clouds, or hiding out in a hollowed tree trunk.

One of our crucial roles as adults is to ensure that children have a 
real and continuing connection with the natural world. As cement, 
asphalt, large buildings, and busy roads continue to erode our natural 
environment, it’s increasingly diffi cult for children to fi nd natural 
places to play, explore, and discover.

What can we do? Preserve and reintroduce nature in day care 
centres, kindergartens, schools, hospitals, homes, yards, parks—
settings in which children spend so many hours of the day. Provide 
natural elements for children to play with, in and on, and to observe 
and nurture. This includes the basics—water, sand, different types 
of ground cover, plants, and trees—as well as fl ower and vegetable 
gardens, perhaps even animals. Shelter from the weather can even be 
provided using natural elements, such as trees and mounds.

Don’t just talk about the weather—feel it. Remind yourself, from 
time to time, of its wonders. Stand in the rain, bask in the sun’s 
warmth, be swayed by the wind, watch the clouds slow dancing.
Teach and learn about nature. If you live or work near an 
underdeveloped area, go for a group nature walk and see how 
many different plants, trees, and even bugs you can identify. Make it 
a fun game!

•

•

EXPLORATIONS
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‘…we need to fi nd ways to let children roam beyond the pavement, 
to gain access to vegetation and earth that allows them to tunnel, 
climb, or even fall.  And because formal playgrounds are the only 
outdoors that many children experience anymore, should we be 
paying more attention to planting, and less to building on them?’
 
 Gary Paul Nabham, co-author of the Geography of Childhood

Moveable items provide children with a wide variety of play 
opportunities… and the experience of control.

photos by Cliff Lemire
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2. LOOSE PARTS

We all need to manipulate and alter our environment. This helps 
us make sense of it and have some control over it. It also allows us 
to be creative and express ourselves. As adults, we can decorate 
our homes, build things, landscape, and so forth. For children, loose 
parts can provide similar opportunities for them to alter their play 
environment.

Children’s toy boxes often contain such loose parts as building blocks, 
Lego sets, plastic gardening or tool sets, miniature people, buildings, 
or landscapes. These small symbols of the real world can really engage 

children. But why not add to store-bought toys and 
props, some parts of the real world itself? For little 
or no cost, a vast array of play materials can be 
provided.

Tools/building stuff: Real shovels, tools, hardware, 
nails, nuts and bolts, wood planks and blocks, 
plywood, paint brushes, string, rope, and 
wheelbarrows allow children to create new things 
while learning real skills, many of them social ones. 

Nature’s bounty: among its benefi ts, the natural world provides a 
wide range of loose parts for play, such as water, sand, dirt, fallen 
branches, leaves, acorns, pebbles and stones.

‘Junk’: Many household items destined for refuse/recycling bins can be 
valuable play materials: cardboard boxes and tubes, wrapping paper, 
old clothing and fabric, egg cartons, plastic tubs and bottles, corks, 
plastic and Styrofoam trays, aluminum pie tins, paper and plastic bags, 
juice cans, and much, much more!

WHY 
NOT ADD 
PARTS OF 
THE REAL 

WORLD?
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3. BUILT STRUCTURES

Children’s play spaces usually include some form of built structures. 
Why? Because the play worlds of many children no longer involve 
climbing trees, sliding down the banks of ravines, or balancing on 
fallen tree trunks. Built structures include everything from tree 
houses, overhead tarps and other kinds of shelters to ropes, ladders, 
swings, teeter-totters, climbing frames, and slides.

These playground features allow children 
to use their bodies in a myriad of ways: 
running, climbing, swinging, crawling, 
balancing, jumping. Built structures serve 
as places for children to share, cooperate, 
and interact. Or they may serve as havens 
for children to nestle in and retreat 
from others. They may also have a more 
‘practical’ purpose—to provide areas of 
shelter from the sun, wind, rain, snow.

Providing good quality play structures for children means much 
more than simply buying playground equipment, structures need 
to be carefully selected or designed. They should meet a variety of 
children’s needs and encourage them to play in many creative ways. 
Most importantly, they should not replace natural elements already 
rich in play value, but enhance them.

A group of caring adults (staff, parents, community members) can 
handcraft structures that will have lasting quality and value and will 
blend in with the natural environment. Children too can have an 
active role in designing and building play forms.

RUNNING
CLIMBING 
SWINGING 
CRAWLING 
BALANCING 
JUMPING
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Walk, ride or drive by some playgrounds in your community. 
Make a list of the types of built structures there are and think 
about (or better yet, watch) how children use them. 
Beside each type of structure, write down what you think its 
values and limitations are.

•
•

•

EXPLORATIONS

Built structures should not replace natural elements already rich in 
play value. They should enhance natural spaces.

photo by Cliff Lemire
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4. STORAGE

Where to put things once play time is over is a often a problem in 
our lives because we tend to overlook storage when designing or 
arranging our living space. The same problem occurs if storage is not 
considered as a key component of the play environment.

Neglecting storage may mean that outdoor equipment and materials 
suffer from exposure, theft, or vandalism. Indoors or out, it may mean 
that play materials aren’t fully utilized if it takes too much effort 
to get them out and put them away. Outdoors, deglecting storage 
can also mean that we’ve no place for recycling bins, compost, and 
gardening stuff.

Storage needs and solutions will be unique 
to each play space. Some may have a 
standard tool shed off to one side for larger, 
portable equipment, with store-bought 
storage bins in areas where loose parts 
are used. Others may construct storage 
facilities especially for the play environment. 
They need not take up lots of space—
storage capacity can be built right into play 
structures as long as materials don’t have to be removed for children 
to play in/on the structures. How about storage units that double as 
benches? A cupboard along one wall of a fort?

Integrating storage within play structures has other benefi ts: 

Storage may be very near to where materials are used.
Cleanup may be less of a chore to children and caregivers (e.g., 
sorting things into nooks and crannies of play structures).
Theft/vandalism may be reduced if storage is camoufl aged.

•
•

•

HOW ABOUT 
STORAGE 

UNITS THAT 
DOUBLE AS 

BENCHES?
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Integrating storage within play areas can greatly increase their play 
value.

In a group of adults and children, make a list of some built 
structures you might want to have in a play area. 
For each structure, ask the group for ideas about how to build 
storage space into it. 
Be imaginative!

•

•

•

EXPLORATIONS

photo by Amelia Mathieson
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KEY DESIGN 
CONSIDERATIONS
Beyond the four ‘fundamentals’, there are some key things to consider 
in designing a play area. Design issues (adapted from PLAY FOR ALL 
Guidelines, see ‘Some Good Sources’) include:

Accessibility. All children should be able to enter and 
move around in the area, join in play activities and use playthings. 
Covered outdoor areas for all-weather play, and direct access from 
an indoor play room to the outdoor area, improve accessibility. 
Layout of the space and selection of equipment and materials should 
generally be guided by the developmental levels, needs and interests 
of users. It should also take into account the needs of adults (as 
facilitators, observers).

Safe challenges. A broad range of safe 
challenges should be offered, with different levels of diffi culty and 
accomplishment. This means balancing the need to ensure children’s 
safety with the need to encourage risk-taking experiences.

Diversity. Children should be exposed to diversity in play 
settings. Some aspects of the environment should be stimulating (new, 
unpredictable) while others should be more familiar and comfortable.

Flexibility. As children’s needs change, so should the play 
space. This means having some fl exible structures and materials 
(those that can be easily changed, rearranged or removed) to offer 
different play experiences over time.

These design issues apply to ALL children. That means taking 
into account the needs of children with mobility, sensory and/or 
developmental disabilities.
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COVERED OUTDOOR AREAS 
FOR ALL-WEATHER PLAY 
IMPROVE ACCESSIBILITY

‘A hazard is something a child does not see; a challenge is a risk the child can see 
and chooses to undertake or not. Children need to take risks to challenge their 
skills and courage. A risk-free play area is neither possible nor desirable.’ 
    
    Moore et. al., editors of Play for All Guidelines

photo by Amelia Mathieson
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NOTES ON 
CHILDREN’S PLAY
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PART 3
DEVELOPING YOUR CHILDREN’S 

PLAY ENVIRONMENT
Children play everywhere—under porch stairs or in the ditch at the 
back of the house. Be aware of these favourite places and enhance 
them any way you can. However, if you look after a number of 
children and are thinking of ways to develop or improve a specifi c 
play area, this part will help guide you. Don’t be daunted by the 
apparent size of the task. Take it one step at a time and you may be 
surprised at how enjoyable it can be.

Where do you start? From the ground up. Learn from children, 
parents, other community members, and experts. Figure out exactly 

what you have to work 
with (the site), who will be 
using it (the players), and 
what other play spaces your 
neighbourhood has to offer.

Get lots of input and support. Aim for the sky. Then, make a plan 
based closer to earth. Find out what challenges you face and rise to 
meet them. Make it happen. Celebrate completion! Dare to go on…

This part of the booklet provides a step-by-step approach to planning 
and developing play spaces. Because every project is different, 
from small spaces in a specialized agency to playgrounds for whole 
communities, you may want to change some of the steps or add 
others. See what works best for you in your journey from ideas to 
action.

AIM FOR THE SKY ... 
THEN MAKE A PLAN 

CLOSER TO EARTH 
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STEPS TO SUCCESS

1. close those catalogues, for now

2. talk, look, and listen

3. know your site

4. know your play-ers

5. create a wish list

6. make a plan

7. rise to challenges

8. make it happen

9. celebrate completion!

10. dare to go on ... 

Following a step-by-step approach to planning 
and developing play spaces helps keep the 
focus on children’s experiential needs.
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‘The design phase should 
begin by asking the users fi rst 
to identify what activities 
and experiences the new 
environment should afford 
rather than beginning with 
preconceptions of a fi nal 
design.’

Roger Hart, environmental 
psychologist

1. CLOSE THOSE 
CATALOGUES, FOR NOW

There’s no question that catalogues advertising play equipment and 
materials can provide ideas for play spaces. They can also tell us what 
kind of commercial equipment is available and how much it costs.

There may be a time for catalogue shopping but it isn’t at the start 
of the planning process. Why not? Because decisions about what type 
of equipment to purchase can greatly affect the nature of the play 
setting. Such decisions are best made after taking the time to identify 
children’s needs, priorities for the play area, and the natural resources 
already available.

• Try to start with an open mind
• Plan your space from the ground up.
• Leave any equipment shopping until later on.

photo by Cliff Lemire
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‘When I began this line of work, I found that people were often centered on a 
‘thing’ approach to playground planning… where to put ‘the slide’, ‘the swings’, 
etc. Now the wish list is a lot more experiential: a place to hide, places to run, a 
place to grow things, somewhere to play with sand and water…’
    
   Robert DeGros, playground designer/builder

The youngest members of the community are often the most 
valuable sources of information.

photo by Cliff Lemire
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2. TALK, LOOK, AND LISTEN

Each community harbours a wealth of information to draw upon 
in planning a children’s play area. The youngest members of the 
community are often the most valuable sources of information. 
Involving neighbourhood children may also help prevent future 
vandalism of the site.

Watch children playing in a variety of contexts. Try to fi nd out what 
children think a play space should have by talking with them about the 
kinds of experiences (e.g., building things, splashing in water, hiding) 
they most enjoy. But make sure to do so in context, such as when 
they are playing outdoors rather than when they are watching TV or 
playing video games. Also, be aware that children’s suggestions will 
depend on the range of play experiences to which they have been 
exposed.

EXPOLORATIONS
Identify children and youth who will use the space and engage them 
in dialogue

Talk with parents about their children’s and their own treasured 
play experiences.
Consult with other community members, especially those who 
facilitate play and those who have helped develop play spaces.
Learn from experts outside your community. This may involve 
reading recommended books (e.g. see Some Good Sources at 
the end of this booklet) as well as writing or calling key people or 
organizations.
Assess the size, layout, and natural resources of your site.
Be aware of any restrictions on its use.
Address any ‘neighbouring’ concerns (yours or theirs).
Check out other play areas in your community.

•

•

•

•
•
•
•
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YOU MAY WANT TO START WITH A 
SIMPLE SITE DIAGRAM
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3. KNOW YOUR SITE

Early in the planning process, assess the physical site for your children’s 
play environment. If you don’t have a site map, draw a rough diagram 
of your site. It doesn’t have to be perfect. Start with the shape and 
dimensions. Draw it big enough so details can be added, such as:

• Physical features (terrain, trees, fencing, ground cover, soil quality)
• Exposure to the elements (sun, wind, rain, drainage)
• Underground or overhead services (hydro, gas, sewer, water)
• Land use restrictions (easements, rights of way, setbacks)

Is your site open to the public? Will it be used for purposes other than 
children’s play? If so, think about what impact this may have on how you 
develop your play environment.

Also consider who your neighbours are 
(residents, businesses, parks). Do they 
have concerns about how your site will be 
used (e.g. noise, appearance)? Do you have 
concerns about how adjacent properties 
are being used (e.g. security)?

Farther afi eld, you may want to explore 
areas for children’s play that are open to 
the public in your community. What types 
of play experiences do they offer? Knowing 
what your community offers will help you 
to develop a play setting that provides 
experiences children are unlikely to have 
elsewhere.

EXPLORE 
AREAS FOR 

CHILDREN’S 
PLAY THAT 

ARE OPEN TO 
THE PUBLIC 

IN YOUR 
COMMUNITY
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4. KNOW YOUR PLAY-ERS

Who are the players and what are their needs? Think about the ages, 
developmental levels, and abilities of children in your care now as well 
as potential users of the play space. For example, even if you do not 
currently look after children with disabilities, try to plan your space 
so that ALL children will be able to use it. This 
doesn’t mean that you need in-depth knowledge 
about every type of disability and its effects—it’s 
more important that you have a positive attitude 
about including children with disabilities. For 
practical suggestions, take a look at the PLAY FOR 
ALL Guidelines and talk with parents of children 
with disabilities or local disability groups as your 
plan develops.

What about children’s cultural backgrounds? We 
know there are universal elements to play as well 
as culturally-specifi c play values and experiences. 
Play facilitators can create an atmosphere 
that fosters respect for individual and cultural 
differences. But do cultural issues have implications 
for the design of your play area? To answer this, you don’t have to 
become an expert in the play norms of various cultures. Again, talk 
with parents or local cultural groups as your plan develops.

Also, in assessing the needs of those who will use the space, consider 
the needs of adults, For example, will you want a sheltered sitting 
area for watching children at play?

TRY TO 
PLAN 
YOUR 

SPACE SO 
THAT ALL 

CHILDREN 
WILL BE 
ABLE TO 

USE IT



page

35

Society for Children and Youth of BC

‘A three year old child is a being who gets almost as much fun out of an 
[expensive] set of swings as it does out of discovering a small insect.’
         Bill Vaughn

yoo hoo!!

photo by Amelia Mathieson

EXPLORATIONS
Think about: 

Who will use this splay space—which ages, cultures, ability levels?
What needs will the adults have and how can these be addressed?
Establich connections with different community groups/cultures and ask for 
their input

•
•
•



page

36

Making Space for Children

5. CREATE A WISH LIST

You have assessed the characteristics of your site and needs of users. 
You have some great ideas for your children’s play space. What now? 
Create your wish list!

Get together with others who are or want to be involved, including 
the playground designer or any other experts who will be helping 
you. (If it’s a multi-use site, make sure to involve others responsible 
for its use.) Share information you have gathered so far, including 
information about children’s play from this booklet and other 
sources. Then have a brainstorming session. Weather permitting, have 
it outdoors at your site.

You may want to organize your brainstorming around the four 
fundamentals of play environments discussed in Part Two (natural 
elements, loose parts, built structures and storage). Go around the 
group and ask members to identify the things they think the site 
should have in each category and why. At this stage, just get the ideas 
down—try not to censor them or to explain why you feel they won’t 
work. 

You’ll probably end up with a fairly long list of suggestions within 
each of the categories. The next stage is to set some priorities. Ask 
members of your group to vote on the suggestions in each category 
so that you end up with a shorter list. This will refl ect the priorities 
for your play environment.

Dialogue with boy in sandbox and preschool: 
What would make this place better for playing in? Sandboxes all round the edge. [Had 
chain link fence.] 
Anything else? Yes, 20,000 rocks. 
Why rocks? [Look of disgust as if dumb question; picks up a handful of pea gravel.] 
How come? Cause they’re fun to run in!
      Jenny Chapman, play facilitator
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1. NATURAL ELEMENTS

2. LOOSE ELEMENTS

3. BUILT STRUCTURES

4. STORAGE
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6. MAKE A PLAN

As you get down to the ‘nuts and bolts’—the specifi c physical 
elements and layout—think about how to address both the 
fundamentals of play environments and key design considerations 
discussed in Part Two. Some of the Good Sources at the end of this 
booklet will be very useful at this stage, whether or not you have the 
help of a design specialist.

It may not be necessary, right away, to put in place all elements of 
your site plan. You may want to focus on your top priorities now and 
identify elements to be phased in later.

Plan for action. Your ‘to do’ list should identify what steps to take, by 
whom and by when. As part of this, you may need to:

Assess compliance with any relevant regulations or guidelines 
(e.g., CSA Standards, community care facilities licensing, municipal 
requirements);
Figure out what fi nancial and human resources you need (develop 
a budget and seek funding, donations, volunteers);
Clarify any approval processes (e.g., your organization, funding 
agencies, governing bodies) and get the green light;
Check that your insurance protects you from liability while the 
play space is being developed (and afterwards).

•

•

•

•

Although serious accidents in playgrounds are rare, we would all agree that even one is too many. 
To help reduce hazards, the Canadian Standards Association (CSA) produces a manual, Standards 
on Children’s Playspaces and Equipment. Many play specialists emphasize, nonetheless, that the best 
protection against playground hazards is well-trained, caring adults who understand what children’s play 
is all about.
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The best protection against playground hazards is well-trained, caring adults who 
understand what play is all about.

Prepare a detailed site plan identifying all physical elements and 
their layout
Prepare a plan for action outlining steps to take
Make sure to address regulatory and approval processes, resource 
requirements, liability issues

•

•
•

photo by Cliff Lemire

EXPLORATIONS
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‘A successful playground is often a deceptively simple affair, a natural playscape 
which is, however, full of subtle stimuli and sensory experiences.’
      Prue Walsh, playground designer

7. RISE TO CHALLENGES

What if some of the priorities on your group’s wish list don’t seem 
feasible? Before abandoning the ideas, try to be creative in making 
them work, for example:

Resource limitations. You want to include 
everything in your wish list but your budget falls somewhat short 
of your needs. What about looking for donations such as pea gravel, 
plants or construction materials? Building a structure instead of 
buying it? Having some sort of local fund-raising event? Phasing in 
some elements at a later stage?

Regulations/safety concerns. You are 
required to install a particular kind of fence that you feel will detract 
from your play area. What about growing plants along the fence? 
Using the fence to hang cardboard for children to paint on? Maybe 
you want to have water for children to play in but have concerns 
about the safety of a pool. What about having a moving source of 
water like a running hose, shallow stream, some form of waterfall 
arrangement with a puddle-splashing area?

Vandalism. You’re worried about having certain types 
of equipment/materials for fear of vandalism. What about portable 
items that can be put away at the day’s end? Or involving the local 
community (including teens)? Experience has shown that this 
can vastly reduce playground vandalism. Signage can also help, for 
example: ‘This playground was built by children and parents of…’.



page

41

Society for Children and Youth of BC

If you are required to install a fence that you feel will detract from your play area, 
grow some plants to reduce its negative aspects.

‘When play leaders and the community are not involved in decision-making, fi xed, 
rigid equipment is a compromise, and perhaps a symbol of having given up.’
   
   Eva Noren-Bjorn, Swedish Council for Children’s Play

DON’T JUST 
ABANDON GOOD 
IDEAS THAT SEEM 
DIFFICULT

BE CREATIVE IN 
FINDING SOLUTIONS!

photo by Amelia Mathieson
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8. MAKE IT HAPPEN

This involves, but means much more than, the ‘mechanics’ of digging, 
planting, building, etc. It also means getting people involved, on a 
temporary as well as long-term basis.

Try to involve children and parents in putting it all together. Ask your 
local high school for some youth volunteers—this will give them a 
sense of investment in the space and a sense of ownership.

Try to enlist the support of adult community members who are 
knowledgeable about landscaping and building with young children in 
mind. They will pay attention to detail, like rounding sharp edges and 
corners of wood.

If you can involve such volunteers as 
you are developing your plan, they will 
probably be more committed to the 
project.

At least some of your volunteers will be 
really excited about what you are doing. 
See if you can get these people to make 
a longer-term commitment to your 
children’s play environment, in whatever 
role seems appropriate for them; for 
example, facilitating play events, fundraising, 
or maintenance and repair (see Step 10).

‘The best playground builders are good scroungers and recyclers who see a play 
use in most found materials.’
    Gary Pennington, playground designer/builder

INVOLVE 
CHILDREN 

AND PARENTS 
IN PUTTING 

IT ALL 
TOGETHER
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HANDCRAFTED 
STRUCTURES ADD 
QUALITY AND VALUE

• Involve parents and children
• Gain the support and muscles of local youth
• Try to fi nd ‘qualifi ed’ volunteers for building and landscaping
• Involve people early on, before breaking ground

photo by Amelia Mathieson

EXPLORATIONS
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9. CELEBRATE COMPLETION!

You’ve done it. You’ve developed a children’s play environment that 
you are really proud of. Now’s the time to celebrate your success 
and thank all the people who helped make it happen. This includes, of 
course, those who provided fi nancial or other contributions. 

Naturally, you’ll want to have some sort of fun event with everyone 
who was involved in the planning and development. Consider too 
having an open house, planting ceremony, or other event so that 

members of the larger community can see what you’ve 
done. Inviting local media may help to spread the word 
even farther. This will give you the chance to acknowledge 
publicly the help of volunteers and other contributors. 
As well, such an event may broaden the level of support 
you have in the community, which will come in handy for 
ongoing maintenance and future development of your 
children’s play environment.

Whatever type of event you decide to have, make your 
play space come alive with play activities that everyone can 

participate in. Add to this food and music, and make your celebration 
one to remember!

Thank everyone for their contributions.
Celebrate with the people who worked on the project.
Consider having a larger community event.
Contact the media.

•
•
•
•

MAKE 
YOUR 
PLAY 
SPACE 
COME 
ALIVE

EXPLORATIONS
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TAKE TIME TO 
CELEBRATE 
YOUR SUCCESS!

‘Play spaces that are rich in diversity act as a beacon for the community. They 
draw in children of all ages, parents, grandparents and caregivers to experience 
the joys and wonders of play. These rare spaces should be celebrated and, more 
importantly, replicated.’
   Kim Sanderson, City of Edmonton Community Services

photo by Cliff Lemire
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‘A good play environment is never fi nished.’
    Gary Pennington, playground designer/builder

10. DARE TO GO ON

After the dust has settled and the party favours have been put away, 
it’s a good idea to think about the immediate and longer-term future.

What needs to be done to ensure that your children’s play 
environment is maintained? You’ll need to consider the small jobs 
(day-to-day type maintenance) as well as the bigger jobs (periodic 
maintenance such as annual painting). Set out who is going to be 
responsible for what, and when. Try to sustain relationships with 
volunteers who helped develop the site.

What about future development of 
your children’s play environment? 
If your plan was to phase in some 
elements at a later stage, you’ll 
want to identify your next steps. 
Even if you’ve done everything 
you set out to do, you may want 
to reassess, from time to time, the 
various components of the setting you have created. View it as a 
living, evolving environment. And if this leads you to plan for further 
development of your place space, the process will, by then, be ‘old 
hat’. 

As you continue your efforts to improve play opportunities for the 
children, keep the community involved. Keep the media informed and 
interested. And, above all, promote the value of children’s play!

CONSIDER THE 
SMALL JOBS AS 
WELL AS THE 
BIGGER JOBS
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ONGOING MAINTENANCE

IDEAS FOR THE FUTURE

…ensure that your play environment is maintained.   
And view it as a living, evolving environment.
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NOTES ON DEVELOPING 
YOUR CHILDREN’S PLAY 
ENVIRONMENT



page

49

Society for Children and Youth of BC

ARRANGE FOR ONGOING AND 
SEASONAL MAINTENANCE

OUTLINE THE NEXT STEPS IF 
YOUR PLAN HAD SEVERAL 
PHASES

THINK ABOUT RE-EVALUATING 
YOUR PLAY AREA PERIODICALLY

FOSTER ITS EVOLUTION OVER 
TIME

BE A PLAY ADVOCATE!

DON’T FORGET ... 
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SOME GOOD SOURCES

Broto, Carles (2008). Playgrounds Design. Barcelona, Spain. Links 
International. ISBN 9788496969605
Imaginative solutions in playground design. Programs which combine the needs 
of creating an entertaining environment on the one hand and, on the other, 
providing an aesthetically pleasing public space, while also ensuring that the 
necessary safety requirements are met. 

Dannemaier, Molly (1998). A Child’s Garden: Enchanting 
Outdoor Spaces for Children and Parents. New York, NY: 
Simon and Schuster. ISBN 0-684-83725
This book is fi lled with wonderful photos and text that give us hope for the 
future of the planet. This book includes ideas for building natural caves out of 
woven willow branches, climbing vines, or weeping shrubs. Look at it, read it, and 
act on the information to help adults and children reconnect with the natural 
world. 

Greenman, Jim (1988). Caring Spaces Learning Places: 
Children’s Environments that Work. Richmond, WA: Exchange 
Press Inc. ISBN 0-942702004-2
This easy-to-read book opens our eyes to the importance of physical space and 
play materials for young children. It covers a range of issues from understanding 
children’s settings, their dimensions and characteristics, to important design 
details such as storage.

Jones, Elizabeth and Reynolds, Gretchen (1992). The Play’s the 
Thing... Teacher’s Roles in Children’s Play. New York, NY: 
Teacher’s College Press. ISBN 0-80773171-4
This book demystifi es the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of play so adults can understand the 
true value of play, play time, and play space.
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Moore, Robin C., Goltsman, Susan M. and Iacofano, Daniel S., Eds. 
(1992). PLAY FOR ALL Guidelines: Planning, Design and 
Management of Outdoor Play Settings for All Children. 
Second Edition. Berkeley, CA: MIG Communications. 
ISBN 0-944661-17-3
These guidelines contain a wealth of detailed information (including drawings, 
checklists, etc.) on developing outdoor play environments for children from 
pre-school age on. Design issues related to children with disabilities are well 
integrated throughout, following the principle that children with disabilities 
should be integrated in play settings and experiences. A must read.

Rivkin, Mary S. (1995). The Great Outdoors: Restoring 
Children’s Right to Play Outside. Washington, DC: National 
Association for the Education of Young Children. ISBN 0-935989-71-4
This book is well worth consulting before designing an outdoor play space for 
young children. Mary Rivkin encourages us to reclaim space for children in which 
they can play surrounded by pulsating, changing, beautiful life.

The Evergreen Foundation (1995). Grounds for Change: School 
Ground Naturalization. Videotape (15 min). Toronto, ON.
This great video shows how one school in Ontario transformed its playground 
into a rich, natural learning environment. Teachers, parents and children talk about 
what it means to them and how playing and learning have changed.

The Canadian Standards Association publishes the 
Children’s Playspaces and Equipment Standards. To order 
the most recent copy of the standards visit www.csa.ca. 

These standards help inform playground design with the 
goal of avoiding preventable deaths and creating accessible 
playspaces for all children to enjoy.
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Re-thinking and re-creating children’s play environments
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