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A Toolkit for Bui lding 
Communities through Play 
& Recreation Initiatives
Play and recreation bring communities together in a variety 
of meaningful ways. They develop physical, social, cognitive, 
and emotional skills in children and families. They also 
uniquely build social capital through (1) the many community 
engagement opportunities along the way, (2) the outcomes 
that result from the physical enhancement of the actual 
built environment, and (3) the resulting play and recreation 
experiences that will happen there over many years. 

This toolkit is intended to inspire communities to maximize the 
very process itself as a pivotal opportunity to bring stakeholders 
together for a community based initiative. Engaging people, the 
ultimate users of the play space, promises to ensure the following, 
each of which correlate to a title in the Blueprint for Play series:

Refined and user-focused 
planning process.

Robust funding initiative 
that embraces giving.

Unique play space designed to 
meet specific community goals. 

Dynamic build initiative that 
celebrates the community members’ 
talents and builds social capital. 

Comprehensive plan for using and 
sustaining the space to ensure a wise 
investment and a lasting legacy.

Just as every play space should be customized to a community, 
this toolkit is designed so that you can ultimately customize 
the resources to meet your needs. Use the comprehensive 
Blueprint for Play suite of tools to guide your overall master 
plan, or select the parts of the series that apply to the initiative 
you are pursuing. While the series does imply a comprehensive 
process, it is important to note that it isn’t necessarily a linear 
one. The most successful groups are engaged in a passionate 
and dynamic process that is focused on achieving defined 
outcomes. However you use it, it is designed to put the power 
that drives the decision process in your hands, and guide 
you in engaging both volunteer and professional resources 
to ultimately create a unique play and recreation space that 
meets your defined outcomes and inspires your community. 

Although your project may not require all of the guides in 
the Blueprint, we recommend reading each, as there are 
key planning points, programming ideas, and motivation 
in each that may help to inspire you and your team 
in the creation of your unique playground plan.

Blueprint for Play TM

Tip :  Request other 
books in  the Bluepr int 
for P lay toolk it 
to learn more on 
p lann ing ,  funding , 
design ing ,  bu i ld ing , 
and sustain ing your 
p lay space by v is it ing 
www.p laycore.com 
/toolk it .
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The purpose of the Blueprint for Play toolkit is to raise awareness and provide educational resources about some considerations for engaging the community in the planning, funding, designing, building, and 
sustainment of outdoor play and recreation environments.  It is not to be considered an all inclusive resource.  Please refer to the manufacturer specifications and safety warnings, which are supplied with 
playground equipment, and continue with normal safety inspections.  Safety goes beyond these comments, requires common sense, and is specific to the play environment involved.  While our intent is to 
provide general resources for building communities through play and recreation initiatives, PlayCore disclaims any liability based upon information contained in this publication.  Site owners are responsible to 
inspect, repair, and maintain all equipment and surfaces and manage site specific supervision sightlines, landscaping, and safety requirements.  PlayCore and its divisions provide these comments as a public 
service in the interest of uniting and engaging the community in play projects while advising of the restricted context in which it is given. 

© 2012 PlayCore, Inc.  All rights reserved.  Blueprint for Play is a trademark of PlayCore. 

(877) 762-7563 
www.playcore.com
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Design It

Create a Vision

Involving local children in the design process can be fun and 
insightful for giving additional perspectives.

Of all the steps you will take from start to finish, involving the 
community in identifying design considerations, facilitating 
design sessions, and ultimately choosing the final design 
can be some of the most exciting. While the master plan 
and design of your ultimate play space can be as unique 
as the individual users, the process for getting there also 
affords many critical opportunities to build community 
engagement. The outcome is assured to be more meaningful 
when a variety of stakeholders are involved throughout the 
process. By now, you and your team have a good idea of 
your community’s needs in regard to resources, funding, and 
programming-design is where you bring it all together and 
create a visual representation that allows the community to 
see the goal, and to build excitement and support around it. 

Design It focuses on what it takes to turn ideas into a unique 
design with support from community stakeholders. A design 
process that encompasses the views of numerous and varied 
stakeholders will help ensure that a variety of opinions and 
options are considered, therefore encouraging greater buy-in 
from the community. You and your team have the opportunity 
to imagine and then to create a playground that is elaborate, 
unique, whimsical, and inviting as well as affordable, flexible, 
and dependable.  You can allow for differences in age, interest, 
and ability.  You can address the play continuum, from free play 
to guided play to structured play. You can increase both the 
range of play behavior and the intensity of physical activity, 
moving, running, jumping, climbing, crawling, balancing, 
sliding, swinging, and spinning. You can make the outdoor 
playground an outdoor classroom, and incorporate loose 
parts and art.  You can design the community’s dream.

Master Planning

Developing a master plan, for both a specific site and the 
district’s sites overall, allows stakeholders to gain a deeper 
understanding of both the context and usage of the play 
project that is underway.  Master planning provides an 
overarching, long range direction for the community’s play 
values, strategy, and initiatives as it allows them to analyze 
current assets, usage, playground lifecycle and replacement 
needs, and relevant management and sustainability budget 
considerations.   Some urban areas have discovered that 
having existing compiled data about playgrounds have made 
their parks eligible for grant funding as they are able to clearly 
identify the needs and outcomes of such investments. 

Tip :  Request a 
render ing of the 
p layground to 
he lp  support the 
design process so 
stakeholders can 
v isua l ize how their 
v is ion and p lann ing wi l l 
come to l ife  through 
a design approach 
that combines the 
bu i lt  p layground 
env ironment with the 
l iv ing landscape for 
greater p lay va lue .

1. Create 
a Vision

4.  Engage 
the 

Community

2. Identify 
Goals & Best 

Practices

3.  Ensure 
P lay Value

5.  Report 
Outcomes
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Denver’s playground master plan inventoried existing playground 
and park resources to determine priorities and needs.  

Denver’s Play Area Master Plan, developed such that it works 
in concert with the larger park and recreation master plan, 
addresses the importance of designing adjacent play areas, 
such as school and park playgrounds that strategically provide 
maximum community benefits. The Plan identifies the need 
for various sizes, play settings, and types of parks that provide 
users with varying play experiences. This planning also allows 
for  more effective utilization of budgeted resources. Their 
master planning process includes gathering information from 
the community using surveys and GIS mapping to determine 
the needs and inequities for play in various neighborhoods. 
Pairing this data with a playground audit process, the master 
plan could identify current play spaces in need of updating 
and potential locations for new play spaces. The most 
critical component of the master plan is the implementation/
action plan, as vision requires execution to achieve results. 

Winning Design Visualization

As you identify and refine your wish list, and then translate 
it into a winning visualization, you’ll also be strengthening 
your fundraising approach and minimizing uncertainty 
once it’s time to build, use, and sustain the play space.  
Planning and design – especially when in sync – are where 
the stakeholder community is invited to the table, the 
conversation and compromise take place, and buy-in 
materializes in terms of champions, volunteers, and funders. 
It is important to determine the level of involvement the 
community will have in the actual build and how the overall 

design and  equipment selected will support this activity.  

At the end of the design process, you will have the input from 
both community and stakeholders to give to your playground 
vendor, so you can work together and create visual tools. 
These include a top view showing all the components to be 
used, a realistic rendering to generate excitement for the 
project, and a final cost to help define the fundraising effort 
required.  These tools can be used in outreach, advertising, 
grant and fundraising appeals, marketing, and to generate 
excitement. Use the rendering in posters, on t-shirts, in 
any way you can to build awareness. The community 
will be able to visualize the goal and therefore better 
understand and support its benefits for the community.

Design is a process – a series of actions you will take to 
reach your desired goal – creating a welcoming, vibrant 
outdoor play and learning environment.  Your playground 
vendor will become fully engaged in the process to 
determine how best to address your needs and wishes 
given your site, budget, and other parameters, so that the 
design becomes the next step in a tangible outcome.

 

Community partners engaged in a master planning process for 
the revitalization of El Sereno Park in Los Angeles, CA. The site 
now serves as a NatureGrounds National Demonstration Site 
and a testament to the community’s values for neighborhood 
connectivity, physical activity, and community capital.

Tip :  Be sure to 
check out other 
resources prov ided 
in  the Bluepr int for 
P lay toolk it  inc lud ing 
book lets on p lann ing , 
funding ,  bu i ld ing 
and sustain ing your 
outdoor p lay project.  
V is it  www.p laycore.
com/b luepr int
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Identify Goals & Best Practices

Determining the primary goal of the play project will help 
stakeholders prioritize and execute the design phase.  

Identifying the goals and key objectives of the project will help 
determine the best practice design considerations to focus 
on accomplishing.  Best practices can be solely focused on 
one key objective or they may incorporate several different 
aspects that are important to meeting the needs of the 
community and purpose of the project. Stakeholders may 
find it helpful to determine what design considerations are 
the most important or valuable to their project goals and 
create a list of their top priorities.  This will aid in the overall 
design process, budget planning, and equipment selection.

To ensure the community capital is embraced to its fullest 
extent, a series of design considerations should be explored. 
By narrowing the considerations into a list of key outcomes 
that the community considers to be most meaningful, and 
aligning with the goals and initiatives of the community, the 
design process can be streamlined and guided to a more 
productive outcome.  Consider the following best practices 
as you discuss the priorities and goals of your project.

Context 

Determine the location, supervision points, institutional 
context, and if the site is an urban or rural setting. Choosing 
a location that can serve the greatest number of families, 
especially within walking distance of neighborhoods, and 
other meaningful destinations, will help ensure the play space 
is well connected to increase usage. To help address the 
unique needs of urban settings, request a copy of The Power 
of Urban Play by visiting www.playcore.com/urbanplay. 

Developmental & Learning Applications 

Consider the ages of the children who will use the play space, 
and decide how a developmental continuum of activities to 
encourage skill building will be included. If programming will 
be offered at the play space, what opportunities for learning 
can be included in the equipment, activities, or the natural 
environment to provide hands-on experiences outdoors?

Inclusive Play

Inclusive playgrounds make a fundamental statement about 
how communities value play for people of all ages and abilities 
and create play environments that are usable by more people, 
to the greatest extent possible.  Me2: 7 Principles of Inclusive 
Playground Design®, developed in partnership with Utah State 
University, Center for Persons with Disabilities, provides best 
practices for designing inclusive play environments. These 
guiding principles focus on the child’s perspective to create 
universally designed, inclusive play environments that move 
beyond accessibility to ensure that people of all ages and 
abilities are included both physically and socially during play.

Consider the following best practices for creating inclusive  
play environments:

• Implement the 7 Principles of Inclusive Playground Design 
to create meaningful outdoor play environments that 
break down both physical and social barriers to play.

• Provide equitable play experiences and activities 
throughout the environment that provide graduated 
levels of challenge as users advance their skills. 

• Choose activities that address the developmental 
needs of the whole child by intentionally providing 
opportunities for physical, cognitive, communicative, 
social/emotional, and sensory development.

Tip :  V is it  www.
naturegrounds.
org and www.
pathwaysforp lay.org 
to learn more about 
design ing outdoor 
spaces that engage 
ch i ldren ,  fami l ies , 
and communit ies 
with nature.
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Nature Discovery 

Designing nature back into the lives of children’s everyday 
play spaces is a critical strategy to providing opportunities 
for engaging with nature.  Child-friendly, native plants 
can be integrated in play environments to increase play 
value, promote physical activity, promote environmental 
literacy, and provide play opportunities with natural loose 
parts (Natural Learning Initiative, 2009).  Infusing play 
into pathway networks can motivate children and families 
to get outside and discover the wonders of the natural 
world.  (PlayCore, Natural Learning Initiative, 2010).

Consider the following design best practices to encourage 
active, healthy lifestyles with the natural world:

• Locate playgrounds in relation to site features and 
functional surroundings such as existing topography 
and trees to take advantage of these natural assets.

• Configure site layout to organize design components 
and network the play environment by naturalizing 
entrances, pathways, seating areas and boundaries.

• Incorporate planting pockets outside appropriate 
use zones so that child-friendly, high play value, 
native plants become part of the play experience. 

• Incorporate play pockets of specially designed, 
commercially manufactured components with natural 
elements along pathway networks to encourage discovery 
and continuous movement and attract more children and 
families to trails, greenways, and pathway networks.

Developed in partnership with the Natural Learning Initiative, 
College of Design, NC State University, NatureGrounds: 
Designing Play Environments that Integrate Manufactured 
Equipment with the Living Landscape and Pathways for Play: 
Infusing Play into Pathway Networks to Encourage Active 
Lifestyles for Children, Families, and Communities, offered by 
PlayCore, are useful resources that provide research-based 
best practices for designing play spaces with nature in mind. 

Physical Activity & Fitness 

Specific design considerations can be made to encourage 
children to move, be physically active, and develop important 
fitness skills.

Consider the following design best practices to create healthy 
bodies through play:

• Variety - Offer various elements of play such as 
swinging, sliding, spinning, brachiating (overhead 
climbing), balancing, and climbing.

• Continuum of Skills- Provide a developmental progression 
of skills by selecting equipment for beginning, intermediate, 
and advanced level users that will promote healthy risk 
taking, and provide challenging activities at every skill level.

• Naturalization- Naturalized playgrounds support 
higher levels of physical activity. Utilize child-friendly 
plant materials, pathways, and existing topography 
to encourage movement and add play value.

• Loose Parts- Providing additional loose parts 
encourages children to move and cooperate 
together as they manipulate their environment.

• Active Play- Disperse equipment and consider pathway 
layouts for configurations that will encourage movement 
through running, chasing, exploring, and active play.

• Adult Fitness- Outdoor adult fitness equipment 
can be located nearby to provide caregivers 
a way to be physically active.

Developed in partnership with the American Association for 
Physical Activity and Recreation, Play On!: Playground Learning 
Activities for Youth Fitness offers 100 fun activities that 
promote physical activity while also meeting national standards 
for physical education on the playground. The program also 
provides tips for parents and fun ways for families to move and 
play together. To learn more, visit www.playcore.com/playon.

Programming

Determine how the playground will be used and make sure 
the overall design goals and objectives will enhance and 
support the programs, activities, and special events that will 
be held at the site.  Will play facilitators or programming 
staff be utilized?  What types of amenities will be needed 
such as restrooms, picnic areas, trash receptacles, bike racks, 
grills, and signage?  Play environments can be designed to 
offer opportunities to bring learning outdoors.  You may 
choose equipment that provides reinforcement of academic 
concepts such as language, mathematics, science, social 

Tip :  V is it  www. 
inc lus ivep laygrounds. 
org to request 
a copy of Me2:  7 
Pr inc ip les of Inc lus ive 
P layground Design 
and learn more 
about design ing 
p lay env ironments 
for people  of a l l 
ages and ab i l it ies .
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studies, and/or creative arts.  Ask your playground vendor 
if they offer any curriculum or activity programs that will 
further enhance your programming efforts.   Natural or 
manufactured loose parts may be incorporated into the play 
space to provide additional hands-on learning opportunities. 

For more information on programs, curricula, and activities to 
bring learning outdoors, visit www.playcore.com/programs.  

Surfacing 

Decide what type of surfacing will best support the overall goals 
of the community in respect to inclusion, maintenance, and play 
value.  Opportunities to increase play value can be incorporated 
through a variety of surfacing options.  Safety surfacing can 
be designed to carry out themes, or learning activities and 
interactive games can be embedded into a unitary surfacing 
option. Using colors and sound can provide added play value, 
visual cues, and/ or multisensory features into your play space.   

Request a copy of Strong Foundations from www.playcore.com/ 
strongfoundations to learn more about planning, purchasing, 
and protecting your playground surfacing investment. 

Maintenance & Supervision

It is essential to discuss who will be responsible for the 
maintenance and overall management of the play space. How 
can their perspectives be included in the design process to 
ensure long-term sustainability of the site?  Will your design 
goals be manageable with their resources and budget?  

Playground supervision is also key to providing a 
safer play environment for your community members. 
Ensure that your play space offers clear sight lines for 
supervision and comfortable areas for caregivers to 
observe children at play. For additional information on 
supervision, be sure to read the Blueprint for Play book 
titled Sustain It, or check out the educational program 
information at www.playcore.com/programs.

Community Culture & History

Historical or community specific aspects can be incorporated 
into the space through theming or custom design options to 
help create a truly unique destination. Are there elements that 

would help link to local environmental, social/cultural, and/
or natural history topics to provide opportunities for learning?  
Discuss what your community is known for and how you 
might highlight those features with custom themed products, 
signage, artwork, natural resources, and/or programming.  

Ensure Play Value

Play value can be increased when diverse activities that 
support a variety of developmental domains are addressed.  

As you move through the steps involved in bringing a play 
space from dream to reality, you will certainly encounter 
the term “play value.” Understanding a basic definition of 
this term will help you understand what makes a play space 
meaningful, enjoyable, and how it can sustain repeated use 
by the community. In his book, Play and Playscapes, Dr. Joe 
Frost, a world renowned play scholar with over 30 years of 
work on early childhood and children’s play environments, 
provides the following perspectives on a playground’s 
contributions to play value. Playgrounds should: 

• Promote learning and development.

• Stimulate the senses through a rich array 
of textures, colors, and sounds.  

• Nurture curiosity, creativity, and imagination 
through a rich ever-changing environment.

Tip :  Ask about 
custom design 
options to 
h igh l ight h istor ic 
or community 
spec if ic  aspects.
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• Be fun, provide a place to relax and escape from 
from routine, mental fatigue and boredom.

• Support the child’s basic social, physical, and cognitive 
needs.  It should be comfortable, scaled to the child’s size, 
yet physically and intellectually challenging.  It should 
provide for all the forms of cognitive play (exercise, 
dramatic, construction, organized games, and social play,) 
consistent with the developmental stages of the children.

• Encourage and allow interaction among 
children, materials, and adults.

• Be dynamic, provide graduated challenge, and 
be continuously changing (Frost, 1992).

In the end, there should be careful thought given and 
proper attention paid to how play equipment fits together 
and works together.  Play value is not about having the 
biggest or tallest structure. The idea of play value can 
be concisely applied by designing so the play space is 
usable and enjoyable by the greatest number of people, 
providing the widest opportunity for skill development and 
engagement over the life of the play space. Play value is 
what children find by “reading” the play affordances of a play 
environment (Natural Learning Initiative & PlayCore, 2010).  

Engage the Community

Children enjoy working with a facilitator to ideate the vision of 
their school playground project, while also learning valuable 
educational lessons. 

There are a variety of techniques you can use to engage 
the community in designing your community project. The 
design process can be as simple as gathering input at a 
community meeting to provide to the playground vendor’s 
design team, or as elaborate as holding a series of interactive 
design workshops that engage the community in a variety 
of ways. The more the community is involved in the overall 
process, the greater the opportunity to engage future users 
and to count them as advocates who will help fundraise and 
assist in bringing the concept to life. Identify who should 
be a part of the design process and actively seek to involve 
them.  Community members, community planners, landscape 
architects, educators, site staff, potential funders, and 
children can be a part of the process to maximize support, 
ownership, and participation. Maintenance, supervision, and 
management staff should offer input to ensure long-term 
sustainability of the site. Ultimately, it is important to consider 
who will be impacted or affected by the project and whose 
support or involvement is critical to the project’s success. 

No matter how you invite it, input is valuable, so be sure 
you are getting feedback on your vision, plan, and design 
proposals through a variety of available means.  Develop an 
“elevator speech” on the purpose of the project and show your 
genuine interest in the opinions of others to help you engage 
the community and build up your anecdotal evidence around 
design needs and budget, as well as other related requirements.

Community engagement, in whichever format you choose, 
builds awareness and credibility for the project, adds value 
to both the playground and larger play space design, 
and creates excitement and a strong sense of ownership 
within the community.  It also gives the project leaders 
and the technical experts the opportunity to publicly 
acknowledge and champion the community’s ideas and 
recommendations, which further reinforces that this is 
a community centered and community led project.  

Professor Robin Moore, Director of the Natural Learning 
Initiative (NLI) at North Carolina State University strongly 
supports holding participatory design workshops 
during both the planning and design stages – as these 
sessions serve different purposes, generally involve 
different participants, and reflect your commitment to 
the community and the project’s long-term success.  An 
expert in engaging the community as part of the design 
process, he elicits participation in a variety of ways such 
as children’s workshops, stakeholder design charrettes, 

Tip :  Tap into the 
expertise ,  resources, 
and sk i l ls  of the 
community.   Ask 
pub l ic  forum 
attendees to 
complete a personal 
information survey 
to see what ta lents 
and resources they 
may be interested 
in  contr ibut ing .  
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conceptual design development, and review meetings.

Because design workshops occur early on in the life of the 
project, you and your team or committee will walk away with 
input that your prospective partners need for their conceptual 
designs, and a much better sense of the requirements that 
must be met by your chosen partner(s). You may wish to 
have other meetings, gatherings or perhaps even contests 
to elicit more feedback from a variety of stakeholders and 
the public on the design proposals or concepts. These are 
important opportunities to engage the community, promote 
advocacy, and move your project closer to the BUILD!

Public meetings, design workshops with children, design 
charrettes for adults and stakeholders, and surveys are 
valuable ways to obtain input from the community.
  

Public Meetings

Public meetings are a dynamic way to invite community input 
so that everyone’s voices can be heard. Public meetings may 
include forums, workshops, focus groups, or interviews. It is 
important to document the suggestions made and inform 
participants that although it may not be possible to incorporate 
all suggestions in the final plan, the input received will be 
critical to setting priorities and the overall design process.  

A white paper released by the National Recreation 
and Park Association, Rejuvenating Neighborhoods 
and Communities Through Parks- A Guide to 
Success, offers many important considerations to 
hold successful public meetings to solicit input.  

The following recommendations can help ensure the public 
meeting is organized, comfortable, and productive: 

• Be strategic and proactive with invitations so that you 
identify and recruit key stakeholders.

• Be clear about the goal, the agenda, and the timeline, and 
be respectful of participants’ time by sticking to it!

• Be thoughtful in advance regarding room layout. Will you be 
facilitating a group discussion, break out sessions, or both, 
and how does the table arrangement facilitate interaction? 

• Provide sign in sheets and name tags for the meeting.

• Introduce yourself, welcome people to the meeting and 
thank them in advance for their interest, active participation, 
and contributions.

• Have some technical experts at the meeting with you and 
have them introduce themselves.  They can help you answer 
the group’s questions about playground design, safety, 
licensure and standards, as well as what’s possible overall, 
and what’s possible given budget parameters.

• Remind everyone of the purpose of the meeting and desired 
outcomes.

• Share any ground rules you have for the meeting that will 
keep the group on task and respectful of all participants’ 
contributions.

• Move from simple to complex issues and from non-
controversial to controversial subjects so that participants 
can warm up to the conversation.

• Listen more than you talk and focus on facilitating a 
relevant, meaningful discussion.

• Ensure no one person dominates the discussion by using 
techniques such as direct questions, encouraging body 
language, awareness of when participants want to speak 
but can’t break in, or limiting the time for contributing to 
the discussion topic.  

• Be sure you have a good scribe so that participants can 
visualize their progress and you can capture every idea.

• Provide refreshments and incentives (if required) to 
motivate and appreciate.

• Follow-up with thank-yous, a recap of the outcomes, next 
steps, and ways they can continue to be involved.  
(O’Sullivan, 2011). 

 

Tip :  Submit press 
re leases to loca l 
media to inv ite 
community members 
to pub l ic  meetings.  Be 
sure to prov ide other 
options for the pub l ic 
to prov ide input 
for those unab le  to 
ab le  to attend.
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Ask children to cut images from catalogs and draw their ideas of 
what they would like to see or do on their school or community 
playground.   

Design Workshops with Children

Design workshops conducted with children ensure that 
the ideas and perspectives of local children are taken 
into account.  By actively including children in the design 
process, communities can strengthen their ability to “sell” 
the project to local decision makers and funders. 

Design workshops can occur over a period of time as the 
project develops, or could include a single session. Insight 
from a diverse snapshot of the children that make up the 
community should be collected by including variety in age, 
ability, gender, socio-economic status, race, and culture. 

When it specifically comes to engaging children and 
youth in design workshops, you’ll need extra prep time 
and team support, not to mention a facilitator who can 
connect, communicate, and positively interact with 
children to fully engage them in the discussion.  The 
facilitator – by managing the goals and expectations, 
the activities and atmosphere, the discussion and the 
documentation – helps make the magic happen. 

The facilitator should keep conversations moving in the right 
direction towards the desired close or learning outcome.  The 
key is being honest and open with the children participating in 
your project about not only what is to/can be accomplished, 
but also how involved and engaged they will be.  A design 
workshop is a great opportunity for adults to see what excites 
and motivates children to help influence the design process.  
Be sure to group children by age group for design sessions, as 
the process for engaging young children will be different from 
their older peers.  The facilitator should share the purpose of 
the workshop and explain the ground rules for participation.  
It is also important to discuss safety as part of the design 
process.  The facilitator may lead discussions surrounding 
play, community, favorite activities, and considerations 
such as inclusion, nature, colors, surfacing, and even 
maintenance.  You may wish to provide catalogs or magazines 
for younger children to cut out or circle events they like.

Children can draw ideas with colored pencils or crayons, 
search for ideas online, or even watch videos of playground 
activities and respond with their thoughts.  Providing hands-
on manipulatives such as pipe cleaners, popsicle sticks, clay, or 
other materials can help children create visual representations 
of their ideas.  Design workshops may include small group 
activities in which each group is asked to present their 
ideas.  All the ideas should be documented and valued as 
insights into the minds of children at play.  Recurring themes 
and common threads in their designs will often emerge, or 
you may consider having children “vote” for their favorite 
concepts to help prioritize their wish list.  If available, you 
can demonstrate their ideas through computer aided design 
(CAD) to bring their concepts to life before their eyes.   

Specific benefits for young people are many and 
summarized below in, Creating Better Cities with 
Children and Youth by David Driskell in collaboration 
with members of the Growing Up in Cities Project.  

• Participate in a new and exiting activity.

• Look at and understand their local community and 
environment in new ways.

• Learn about democracy and tolerance.

• Develop a network of new friends, including community role 
models and resource people.

• Develop new skills and knowledge.

Tip :  Consider setting 
up a booth at a loca l 
festiva l  or  event 
to educate the 
pub l ic  about your 
project.   Prov ide 
art mater ia ls  and 
catalogs for ch i ldren 
to prov ide ins ight 
into their  “wish l ist” 
and d isp lay their 
work for a l l  to v iew.  
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• Create positive change in the local environment.

• Develop a sense of environmental stewardship and civic 
responsibilty.

• Develop confidence in their abilities to accomplish the goals 
they set.

• Strengthen their self-esteem, identity and sense of pride 
(Driskell, 2002).

The Trust for Public Land (TPL) has created a well-recognized 
model for engaging children and youth in design workshops, 
which goes far beyond choosing the type of equipment.  TPL 
is known for involving children in every step of the design 
process from creating the vision, brainstorming ideas, planning, 
and even project sustainability and stewardship.  Complex 
considerations such as measuring the playground for orientation 
and scale, considerng green initiatives such as water runoff and 
school gardens, mapping and visual observations of current play 
space activities, and the positioning of sun and shade in relation 
to location of potential activities strengthen the learning and 
real-life experiences for children. The program fully engages 
students in the decision making process, while meeting core 
curriculum requirements by reinforcing key concepts in biology, 
mathematics, geography, and other subject areas for students.    

Design Charrettes for Adults & Stakeholders

Design charrettes are also good options to engage the adult 
community and gather input. They are especially effective 
when the community has a clear objective to implement, for 
instance nature, inclusion, or historical implications; but no 
clear direction on incorporation. In an effective charrette, a 
morning educational course can be taught on best practices 
for the key objective, followed by lunch, giving participants 
the opportunity to discuss what they learned in the morning 
session. After lunch, an intensive design session can be 
held, where ideas are recorded and target design initiatives 
are discussed, giving the design team a clear direction for 
implementation. Attendees register for the sessions, providing 
the organizers with a method to follow up with outcomes, 
planned goals, and the opportunity to reach out for support. 

Facilitated design charrettes can be beneficial to educate and 
implement best practices into the collaborative design efforts of 
stakeholders.

Open Community Forums

Public forums generally include a large group of diverse 
community members.Attendees will depend upon the stated 
purpose and desired outcomes, but may include the general 
public, the impacted community and key stakeholders, as well 
as technical experts, primary users, and your partner network.  

Additional targets include elected officials, community and 
business leaders and their representatives, potential funders, 
educators, parks/arts/public health/youth service advocates, 
parents, and children, among others.  Public works personnel 
should also be considered if they will be managing and/or 
maintaining your playspace project after the ribbon cutting.

In these meetings, the focus may expand beyond design 
options. Community impact, critical steps for success, individual 
motivations and perspectives, and potential objections may 
play a part in the meeting. To show that your group has been 
thoughtful, be prepared to address concerns related to potential 
noise, vandalism, maintenance, and supervision, in addition 
to input on the overall look and functionality of the space. 

Tip :  To learn more 
about hold ing an 
effective design 
charrette,  v is it  www.
p laycore.com/cpd.  
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Since open community forums may be too populous to 
provide opportunities for specific design discussions, you may 
decide to offer voting by survey sheet as an option.  Create 
your wish list up front on a printed survey sheet, and be sure 
each attendee gets one. Tell them they have five votes for the 
items on the list, they can choose five different things, or for 
something that is really important to them, they can cast up 
to all five votes for one item. Be sure to stress they can only 
make five marks on the sheet. Also provide a way for attendees 
to sign up to participate in other areas of interest, from 
fundraising to build day! This is a great opportunity to recruit! 

Surveys

You may also consider inviting public input through 
electronic facilitation, using online forums, social media, 
survey tools, or an e-mail address the community can use 
to communicate their ideas. Even tried and true suggestion 
boxes, strategically positioned throughout the community 
can promote the idea that your team is interested in what 
the community has to say in regards to the final design.

Though not as dynamic as public sessions, this may be a means 
to invite public input if public sessions are not an option.  
Be sure to communicate desired outcomes clearly, so that 
community members can communicate effectively.  You can 
position the desired outcomes in a survey format, with an essay 
option at the end of the survey so community members can 
elaborate. Giving the community a scale to vote on can help 
determine what aspects are important, so you have a “punch 
list” for the vendor’s design team, without inviting a range of 
suggestions too broad to accomplish, or asking the question in a 
way that the community member may not know how to answer. 
For instance “How important is a fully inclusive play space on a 
scale of 1-5?” may be more effective than asking “What should 
be added to the design to make the play space inclusive?” 

Report Outcomes

Celebrate and share your accomplishments in engaging the 
community and how you reached your goal to promote play.  

Though they take up significant time and energy, design 
sessions and community feedback outlets produce extremely 
valuable results. Like the planning meetings of the past and 
the building meetings of the future, design workshops help 
prioritize goals, foster understanding and cooperation, and 
create the buy-in you need to proceed effectively.  Your 
recognition of others, your expression of gratitude, and your 
communication of successes throughout this journey are 
critical to maintaining, even strengthening, the relationships 
you’ve made and related buy-in you’ve cultivated.

Design sessions, in any format, provide the listening, the 
learning, and the imagining that makes your playground come 
alive.  Ultimately, this is a chance for the community to be heard, 
and for you to hear what is important to them. It is a powerful 
opportunity to learn community history and priorities you 
may not have been aware of. At a design meeting for Selena 
Sloan Butler Park, a 3+ acre park in Atlanta, GA, named for the 
National Parent-Teacher Association co-founder, the community 

Tip :  Don’t forget 
to market your 
community 
engagement and 
design efforts from 
start to f in ish 
through posit ive 
pub l ic  re lat ions, 
d ig ita l  marketing ,  and 
other media out lets.  
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turned out in large numbers, and people of all ages, from 
young families to elderly residents, reinforced how important 
the park was as a resource for local residents. This  caused 
the committee to shift focus, and include additional amenities 
and activities designed for citizens of all ages to the plan. 

This is your opportunity to be a community hero, and to 
gain support and activism you may not be aware of. Be 
aware that the priorities of the group at large may be 
greater or slightly different than you originally envisioned. 
Keep an open mind and embrace the feedback. 

Design sessions with children, community members, and/
or stakeholders bring energy, productivity, fun, and create an 
overall more rewarding experience for those involved in making 
the project come to life. The sheer power of the collective 
imagination is an amazing and wonderful thing to behold.

With the master plan and comprehensive computer-aided 
design drawings that the vendor will produce, you’ll be able 
to visualize the playground, the surrounding landscape, the 
natural elements, and the site amenities to help people connect 
and celebrate the sense of community that will be created. 
Your vendor may also be able to augment the drawing with 
planting pockets and child-friendly plant material to create a 
naturalized play environment specific to your region and to 
provide benefits such as wildlife enhancement, multisensory 
features, natural loose parts, and overall aesthetic quality.

Once you have planned your outcomes, completed your 
fundraising, and finalized your design, it’s time to place 
the order!  Your playground vendor will provide you with 
a timeline on when your equipment will be delivered. Be 
sure to ask them what your responsibilities are during 
this period. Read the Build It and Sustain It guidebooks 
in this Blueprint for Play toolkit for additional information 
as you move closer to reaching your final goal!

Through the NatureGrounds program, phased naturalization can 
be visualized as a cost effective solution to integrating a variety 
of native trees, shrubs, and grasses into your play environment.

Tip :  Ask your vendor 
to prov ide you with a 
phased master p lan 
of your p lay space 
to he lp  you pr ior it ize 
needs and p lan for 
the future.   Phased 
recommendations can 
inc lude rep lacements, 
addit ions,  surfacing , 
natural izat ion ,  and/
or accessib i l ity .    
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Tip :  If  design ing 
a p lay space for 
an ear ly ch i ldcare 
env ironment,  be 
sure that you 
are design ing the 
outdoor env ironment 
to he lp  them meet 
local ,  state,  and 
national  standards.  
To learn more,  v is it 
www.naeyc.org.
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