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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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Sustain It:

Now that your play space is built, there are a variety of ways to 
engage the community and to continue the project momentum 
as you plan for meaningful usage and long term sustainability of 
this valuable asset. Focusing as much effort on this part of the 
process as you did on the others will exponentially impact the 
outcomes for the community. The best measure of the project’s 
success is to see how the community actually uses it! For 
communities to fully take advantage of the many benefits these 
play spaces have to offer, events, activities and programming 
should occur in and around them.  Outdoor programming 
can be critical to bringing life to outdoor recreation projects, 
engaging community members, and building a sense of 
pride and community ownership. It can also be an important 
component of crime reduction. If the park is used on a regular 
basis, it will not be as attractive to crime, loitering, or graffiti, 
as people engaging in these activities generally look for 
unpopulated areas so they are not observed in illicit activities.

In this section of the Blueprint for Play toolkit, we will address 
maintenance, supervision, and programming in relation to long 
term success. Although maintenance seems very different 
from programming, the successful implementation of the 
former is key to the success of the latter. A well maintained 
play space will be more attractive to users, and therefore will 
make planned activities and programming more successful.

Maintenance & Supervision

Creating, implementing, and reviewing maintenance and 
supervision plans is essential to the long-term sustainability of 
your play environment.   

Management Plans

Communities should develop management plans that address 
the broader, long-term strategy of sustainable success for both 
new construction and retrofit recreation projects.  Management 
plans should address the long-term healthy development 
of both natural elements such as trees, as well as lifecycle 
planning of manufactured equipment.  Management plans
may be developed by the parks and recreation department,
school system, neighborhood associations, non-profit
organizations, friends groups, or through collaborative efforts
between several organizations.  It is critical to build a strong 
base of community support, interest, and ownership so that 
community members and responsible parties become project 
champions with a clear vision of what the project needs and 
plans will be over time. Cost-effectiveness will be increased if 
management and maintenance of natural resources coincides 
to the routines for maintaining manufactured equipment.  

Maintenance

Maintaining the playground you have worked so hard to 
plan, design, fund, and build is equally important as all of the 

Tip :  P lan programs 
to meet the needs 
of intergenerational 
users with d iverse 
cu ltures/backgrounds.

1. Maintain & 
Supervise

4.  Market 
Serv ices

2. Plan for 
Programming

Success

3.  Offer 
Programs & 

Activ it ies

5.  Evaluate 
Programs
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steps you took to get to this point!  Regular inspection and 
maintenance is key to your playground providing enjoyment 
to the families who use it. It is also important in your overall 
risk management program.  Your maintenance program will 
depend on several factors, including the equipment installed, 
its frequency of use, and the type of surfacing utilized.

Proper, routine, and timely inspections and maintenance are 
important to ensure the useful life of your play equipment.

Well-maintained playground equipment can help children 
to develop cognitively, physically, communicatively, 
socially, and emotionally in a safer environment.  Along 
with helping to promote children’s development, a quality 
maintenance program has many positive outcomes.  

Protect your investment:  Play equipment, protective 
surfacing, planning, and site development of a playground 
are significant investments.  It simply makes good 
economic sense to maintain the equipment to extend its 
life and protect your school or agency’s investment. 

Manage risk:  Proper, routine, and timely maintenance 
is a way of managing risks in the community’s play 
areas, by implementing a regular inspection program, 
and repairing or replacing parts as necessary. 

Improve children’s play experiences: When playground 
equipment is broken or otherwise unusable, children miss 

opportunities for play.  That moment of connection with 
others and fun-filled learning might be lost.  The better 
maintained the equipment, the better the chance that a child’s 
life is improved.  Your work could make the difference!

Promote community values: Maintained and groomed play 
environments are a source of pride for the community.  
Taking good care of the playground equipment and 
maintaining a beautiful environment is an expression of 
your community’s values and commitment to play.

Control expenses:  Proper, timely, and routine 
preventive maintenance procedures help control 
expenses by reducing upkeep and replacement 
costs, enabling more accurate budgeting.

When designing a playground maintenance program, managers 
should consider, among other factors, these concepts:

• Inspections should be routine, timely, and 
followed up with immediate action.

• Have a system in place that ensures 
appropriate response to hazards.

• A successful program requires comprehensive commitment.

• Staff should be continually educated and trained.

• When necessary, bring in outside vendors to perform 
inspections and/or to do technical repairs.

• Practice complete documentation and keep 
records of maintenance and repairs.

It is important to follow the maintenance schedule 
recommended for your unique playground 
surfacing to ensure it performs properly.

Tip :  V is it  www. 
p laycore.com/ 
programs  to 
request gu idebooks 
on p layground 
maintenance and 
superv is ion .
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Because play equipment and surfacing are subject to changes 
from use, abuse, and climate, they must be inspected on a 
regular basis.  The frequency of inspection will be determined 
by many factors including equipment age, usage, materials 
and vandalism. Regardless of site-specific attributes of the 
playground, regular inspections should be performed on all 
playgrounds.  Reports detailing inspections, maintenance, 
and repairs need to be completed for all types of inspections 
and maintenance.  File these reports in an accessible 
location because they are invaluable references for ongoing 
maintenance, budgeting, staffing, design of new play areas, 
future play equipment selection, and other purposes.  

When new play equipment is installed, and at the introduction 
of a new playground safety and maintenance program, 
it is good practice to have an audit of the equipment 
performed by a Certified Playground Safety Inspector 
(CPSI). The audit will note conditions that are not compliant 
with current industry standards and will form the basis for 
a systematic program of removal, repair, and/or retrofit. 
For a list of Certified Playground Safety Inspectors in 
your area, contact the National Recreation and Park 
Association at 800-626-6772 or online at nrpa.org/CPSI. 

Ask your local playground vendor for a copy of their 
warranty, and be sure you understand its terms. You 
can also inquire  whether they offer maintenance and/
or supervision training or tools for your staff.  For more 
information on providing a safer playground for your 
community, request the Maintenance and Supervision 
Guidebooks in PlayCore’s  www.playcore.com/safetyseries.

Supervision

Playground supervision is also an important consideration, 
because it can reduce the number and severity of playground 
injuries. One cannot assume that everyone knows how 
to properly supervise children on a playground.  Lack 
of supervision can negatively impact not only children’s 
safety but their overall play experience.  Communities 
are encouraged to inform educators, programmers, park 
and recreation staff, and families about how to promote 
healthy, active, challenging play without compromising 
safety.  Schools and agencies are encouraged to embrace 
the playground as an important asset and to strive to 
minimize risk by focusing efforts on preparing playground 
supervisors, maintaining safer play environments, and adopting 
playground policies and procedures that continuously 
improve the overall quality of the children’s experience.  

The roles and responsibilities of playground supervisors are 
essential to ensuring that opportunities are provided for play 
along a developmentally appropriate continuum of learning in 
a safer environment.Supervision can play a vital role in making 
sure that playground needs are addressed proactively. 

Supervisors should play close attention to the 
following actions, among others, during play:

• Children getting on and off play equipment

• Young children, who may not have 
fully developed motor skills

• Children displaying lack of caution

• Overcrowding on play activities, such as slide entrances

• Items brought into the play environment that 
could become strangulation hazards

• Children rough housing, bullying, or other 
negative behaviors with playmates

• Falls

Playground supervisors need to maintain clear sight lines 
to the areas of the playground they are supervising.

Playground supervisors must be familiar with the play 
environment and the equipment, natural landscaping, ball 
fields, and any other areas that children may use for play. As 

Tip :  Request Strong 
Foundations, 
an educational 
resource on p lann ing , 
purchasing ,  and 
protecting your 
p layground surfacing 
investment.  V is it 
www.p laycore.com/ 
strongfoundations.
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part of developing a supervision program, staff should be 
encouraged to go out on the playground and closely examine 
all the equipment and relevant play areas.  Considering the 
environment and the types of activities that will occur there 
will help supervisors become familiar with areas that require 
greater supervision and help anticipate potential challenges. 

• Establish clear sight lines and discuss any 
areas of the play environment that are difficult 
to see into, through, and/or around.  

• Determine how to move through the play environment 
to provide a greater level of supervision in all areas.  

• Understand the abilities of the children that you 
will be responsible for supervising and ensure that 
they are playing on age-appropriate equipment. 

• Conduct pre-play site inspections before use of the 
playground since changes are constantly occurring 
to playgrounds due to climate, use, and/or vandalism.  
During the pre-play site inspection, the supervisor 
is looking for anything that seems out of order or 
abnormal.  Conditions to pay attention to often include 
environmental hazards (weather/foreign materials/
surfaces) and playground equipment hazards (broken/
missing/damaged parts, missing/loose hardware, 
movement to equipment, and swing areas).  

• Be aware of children’s play behaviors that may 
be potentially dangerous to themselves or 
others in order to respond proactively.

•  Pay close attention to dangerous behavior, misuse 
of equipment, and bullying/conflict resolution.

• Work with staff and children to develop rules and 
guidelines that promote safety, encourage positive 
behavior, and allow children to be active, experience 
new challenges, and mature developmentally.

Planning for Program Success

Careful attention should be placed during the design phase on 
programming goals for the project.  

Offering opportunities for free, guided, and structured play and 
various community events benefits the children, families and 
community members that live there.  When playgrounds are 
active, they are a greater resource to the overall community 
and become a destination for play.  Repositioning parks and 
playgrounds as a community resource for citizens, businesses 
and organizations to utilize for programming purposes and 
events can be key to the vitality of outdoor play environments. 
Programs held within these play spaces help reduce 
opportunities for crime and vandalism. Children and families 
will benefit from healthy physical activity, interact and connect 
with others, and reap the benefits of being outdoors in nature.

Offering creative play programming is an important strategy 
to position parks and playgrounds as community assets.  Parks 
can be ideal places for individuals to gather for birthdays, 
incorporate exercise routines, host special community events, 
offer outdoor learning opportunities, provide league sports, 
and bring communities together-constantly revitalizing the 
park. Innovative programming can serve as a catalyst in 
promoting health and wellness, increasing physical activity, 
improving quality of life, and building social capital. Planners, 
stakeholders, and committee members should set goals for 
how the park will be used after the “ribbon-cutting” and 
incorporate their goals throughout the planning process.  These 
program efforts provide opportunities to form supportive 
relationships and partnerships to create a sense of belonging 

Tip :  Check out how 
communit ies are 
us ing partnerships 
to create synergies 
that sustain 
programming efforts; 
request a copy of 
the national  report, 
Un if ied We Play: 
Partnership  Best 
Practices for P lay 
and Recreation by 
v is it ing www.p laycore.
com/ partnerships .
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and positive social norms and further integrate the efforts of 
park and recreation, schools, and other community initiatives.  

Providing a variety of programs to meet the needs of children 
and youth continue to be a top priority in parks and recreation.

In the recreation, sports, and fitness industry, the 2012 State of 
the Industry Report indicates that 29.6% of respondents stated 
that creating new and innovative programming is currently of 
top concern over the next three years.  96.8% of respondents 
indicated that they offer some form of programming and more 
than a third, 36.3% of the park respondents indicated that they 
plan to increase program offerings over the next three years 
in the areas of environmental education, teen programming, 
and fitness programs.  The most popular current programming 
activities include holiday or special events (62.5%), fitness 
programs (60.6%), educational programs (59.5%), day/summer 
camps (54.9%), and youth sports teams (51.8%) (Tipping, 2012). 

The Power of Urban Play, a national survey conducted with 
park and recreation leaders, was executed to gain insight 
about the unique needs of urban communities. It indicated 
that 69% of the respondents stated that providing programs 
at playgrounds was a top initiative (PlayCore, 2009).  

Providing unique programs to promote cities’ park and 
recreation facilities add value to new and existing playgrounds-
ultimately attracting a variety of users, connecting neighbors, 
providing meaningful experiences, and fostering communities 
that value and appreciate the benefits of play, recreation 
and having fun with fellow members of their community. 

Assessing the Needs of your Community

Programming should be tailored to the specific needs and 
wants of the residents that live in the community and designed 
to include a diverse group of people of all ages and abilities.  By 
carefully assessing the members of the community, valuable 
information can be obtained about how to develop, market, 
manage, and promote programs for the most participation 
and value. Information about what types of activities and 
programs community members wish to see can be collected 
through surveys, interviews, public meetings, focus groups 
with parents or teachers, suggestion boxes at local community 
centers and various social media  forums. Partnerships with 
community organizations can also be a meaningful way to 
combine resources and grow programming opportunities. It 
is important to assess programs regularly to drive continuous 
improvement and inform future program planning.

Partnering for Program Success

Now more than ever, communities are searching for ways to 
fund and bring more opportunities for play and recreation to 
their residents, but are often under-resourced. As populations 
grow across America, the need for open spaces is increasing.

Partnerships are essential to promoting children’s play 
and recreation opportunities.  This rings true for park and 
recreation departments of varying size and jurisdiction 
across the country.  In The Power of Urban Play, one of 
the five best practice recommendations that emerged 
was to execute partnerships for play to establish and 
strengthen the variety and reach of resources, facilities, 
and programs (PlayCore, 2009).  Strong partnerships can 
increase usership and ensure sustainability over time. Public/
public, public/private, public/non-profit and faith-based 
partnerships should be considered for potential sources of 
play funding, programming, and community development.

The 2012 State of the Industry Report reinforces the prominent 
role of partnerships. In 2012, the study reflects the insights 
of 2,000 professionals working in the managed recreation, 
sports and fitness market. Just over 86% of these professionals 
reported forming partnerships with other organizations, 
local schools, local government and non-profit organizations 
leading the way. Narrowing the focus to parks, just over 94% 
form partnerships “to extend the space and programming 
they can offer, as well as to uncover additional sources of 
funding and patrons for their programs” (Tipping, 2012). A 
majority of parks respondents reported that local schools, 
local government, non-profit organizations and corporate 
or local businesses were their most common partners.

Tip :  Request a copy 
of School-Park 
Partnerships:  A Case 
Study of Exce l lence 
at www.p laycore. 
com/schoolpark 
to learn more 
about the benef its 
of schools and 
parks & recreation 
departments 
partner ing together 
to promote p lay.
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Creating School-Park Partnerships 

School-park partnerships can provide a solution to the question 
of obtaining people, ideas, and funds to help support and 
strengthen various programs and activities across communities. 
Schools and park and recreation departments often enter 
partnerships to maximize resources and allow access to 
playgrounds before and after school hours to increase children’s 
access to recreation. Forging school-park partnerships can 
help overcome barriers such as cost, liability, and vandalism to 
meet the needs of community members and share costs and 
responsibilities. School-park partnerships can open doors to 
new services, enhance current services, and maintain services 
that may be threatened due to budget cuts. Potential benefits 
include resources such as shared staff, facilities, equipment, 
reduction, duplication of services, increased visibility, 
accessibility and walkability of programs to the neighborhoods 
they serve, and safer places for children and families to play.

To learn more request a copy of School-Park Partnerships: A 
Case Study of Excellence at www.playcore.com/schoolpark.

Programming & Activity Options

Playground programs provide fun ways for children to enjoy healthy 
physical activity and develop a lifelong love of physical fitness.  

Promoting Physical Activity

Physical activity is essential for healthy development of the
mind, body, and spirit. One in three children are now considered
obese or overweight (Domestic Policy Council, White House 
Task Force on Childhood Obesity, 2010), and the nation 
is seeking ways to provide a variety of age-appropriate, 
enjoyable, and diverse activities to engage children and 
adolescents in 60 minutes or more of moderate to vigorous 
levels of physical activity daily (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2008).  Studies show that physical activity 
is also linked to positive academic achievement (Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2010).  The Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention recently released the School 
Health Guidelines to Promote Healthy Eating and Physical 
Activity to encourage community involvement with their 
local school policies, programs, and guidelines (2011).   

Parks and playgrounds play a critical role and provide 
opportunities for children to naturally enjoy physical activity 
at school and in their neighborhoods. Playgrounds can 
be specifically designed to promote physical activity and 
fitness by offering a variety of swinging, sliding, spinning, 
brachiating (overhead climbing), balancing, and climbing 
activities, as well as equipment that provides a developmental 
progression of skills. Playground naturalization, providing 
natural or manufactured loose parts, and thoughtful equipment 
configuration are other ways to increase physical activity.

Placing adult fitness equipment near the playground is 
a great way to provide active options for parents.

Tip :  Interested 
in  design ing and 
programming your 
p lay space to 
promote physica l 
act iv ity?  V is it  www.
p laycore.com/p layon 
to learn more about 
Play On! :  P layground 
Activ it ies for 
Youth F itness.  
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Outdoor playground programs such as Play On!: Playground 
Activities to Promote Youth Fitness, developed in partnership 
with American Association for Physical Activity and 
Recreation(AAPAR) and PlayCore, can further help promote 
physical activity, fun, and learning during recess, physical 
education, activity breaks, or recreation programming, while also 
meeting national standards for physical education through play.

Below are some ideas to help you get started in 
using your play environment to offer activities 
that create healthy bodies through play:

•  Highlight an “activity of the week” by 
demonstrating a fun playground game or activity 
for children to play with their friends.

•  Create “stations” by providing play activities or 
fitness stations using the playground equipment 
and additional materials such as balls, hula 
hoops, etc. for children to rotate through.

•  Encourage imaginative and dramatic play 
by pretending the play structure is a pirate 
ship, coral reef, space shuttle, or house.

•  Incorporate games such as Red Light-Green 
Light, Freeze, Follow the Leader, Hide-N-Seek, 
Simon-Says or I Spy using the play space.

•  Use the play equipment to act out your favorite story or song.

•  Try to move around the play equipment without 
touching the playground surfacing.

•  Create relay races using slides, climbers 
and overhead ladders.

•  Provide a variety of natural and/or manufactured 
loose parts to encourage children to move, cooperate, 
manipulate, and build new and exciting play experiences. 

Engaging with Nature

Playground naturalization provides opportunities to connect 
children to nature by providing hands-on learning, natural loose 
parts, and sensory rich activities. 

Research reveals a strong link between children’s exposure to 
nature and their psychological well being and healthy human 
development. Widespread technology use, overscheduled 
lifestyles, and high-stakes testing often contribute to less time 
spent playing outdoors. It is imperative that parents, educators, 
and professionals encourage outdoor play and find ways to 
reconnect children with nature and infuse the natural world 
into the everyday spaces of childhood. Designers, planners, and 
committees are often seeking ways to bring nature to people 
and bring more people to nature. NatureGrounds: Creating 
& Retrofitting Play Environments, developed in partnership 
with PlayCore and the Natural Learning Initiative, College of 
Design, NC State University, offers best practice guidelines for 
integrating “planting pockets” to add play value around and 
between play equipment, in areas large enough for shade trees, 
shrubs, decorative grasses, and perennial plants. Research 
shows that naturalized play environments not only add play 
value, but increase physical activity, social interactions and
environmental sustainability (Natural Learning Initiative, 2009).

When a playground is designed to include nature, it opens 
the doors for a variety of formal and non-formal educational 
programs and initiatives. As an example, you can create lessons 

Tip :  Access seasonal 
act iv it ies that 
encourage ch i ldren 
to engage with 
nature,  promote 
physica l  act iv ity , 
and have fun a long 
trai l  and pathway 
networks,  v is it  www.
pathwaysforp lay.  org.
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that help children to visually identify local floral and fauna found 
in your play and recreation space, identify key factors healthy 
plant growth, learn the importance of photosynthesis and/
or identify chlorophyll and other pigments of colored leaves. 
Consider making these activities easily accessible to local 
schools, parents, or other groups through downloadable lesson 
plans, website activities for children, or simple handouts located 
at the site to further encourage field trips, nature walks, and 
meaningful learning opportunities.  Nature themed elements 
that are combined with educational signage can also help 
implement curriculum goals and promote environmental literacy. 

Depending on the goals of the programming, child-
friendly plants that are native to your region can provide 
loose parts, wildlife enhancement, seasonal change, and 
multisensory benefits to your programming efforts. 

Other opportunities such as sand/water play, gardening, 
and wildlife observation can provide endless opportunities 
for children to develop a passion for the natural world and 
develop a strong sense of environmental stewardship. 

Infusing play into pathway networks promotes family fun, 
learning, and physical activity.  Supportive research shows that 
playful pathways attract more children and families.

Pedestrian and bicycle pathway networks also have great 
potential for bringing children to nature as part of their 
daily routines.  Through a collaborative partnership with the 
Natural Learning Initiative, PlayCore, and American Trails, 
Pathways for Play: Best Practice Guidelines for Infusing Play 

into Pathway Networks to Encourage Active Lifestyles for 
Children, Families, and Communities, was developed, which 
addresses the need to design “play pockets” along shared-use 
pathways, greenways, and trails to attract more children and 
families outdoors by creating playful pathways that encourage 
family fun, learning, physical activity, and increase play value.  
To learn more visit www.pathwaysforplay.org where you 
can download a variety of educational activities that can be 
done before, during, or after your visit to the trail. Seasonal 
activities, tips for planning your journey, as well as songs and 
games to participate in along the way are just a few examples 
of the resources that are available on Pathways for Play’s 
“My Path” web page especially for children and families. 

The following activities will help you get started in providing 
ways for children to explore the wonders of the natural world: 

• Incorporate simple games such as Í Spy, 20 Questions, 
Mother May I, Hide-and-Go-Seek, Kick the Can, or 
Red Light, Green Light as you go on a hike.

• As you walk along, take turns calling out, “1-2-3 hide 
behind a tree” or “1-2-3 point to a red leaf” or “1-2-3 
pick up two acorns”, etc. as you all race to follow the 
called out direction.  This simple game is sure to bring 
smiles and laughter from kids and adults of all ages!

• Look for items found in nature beginning with the 
letter A and working your way through the alphabet.  
You can make this game even harder by searching for 
more specific items in just one category such as birds, 
leaves, or wildlife.  This is a great way for children to 
become more aware of what is around them in nature.

• Make up a story together about a great adventure outdoors 
or reenact a part of a story from a favorite storybook or 
song.  Use natural loose parts you see or find as props.

• Kids enjoy collecting all kinds of small, natural objects like 
leaves, rocks, feathers, shells, flowers, and seed pods.  Make 
a “sticky” bracelet on your child’s wrist out of masking tape 
with the sticky side facing up.  As you explore, let them 
collect items they find along the way and stick them to 
their bracelet.  Children will love wearing their creations 
and comparing with others what treasures they found. 

• What traces of animals can you find along your pathway 
journey? What types of insects do you see?  Take a 
journal and record clues you find of animals, insects, and 
other wildlife. Maybe you see a burrow of a rabbit, a nest 
of a bird, or a collection of acorns from a squirrel.   You 
might take a look under a rock for some earthworms or 
look closely on the leaves for some hiding insects.  Fall 

Tip :  V is i it  www. 
naturegrounds. 
org to learn more 
about the benef its 
of p layground 
natural izat ion and 
to se lect ch i ld-
fr iendly  p lants from 
your region that 
i ncrease p lay va lue .
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is a good time to learn about how animals begin to get 
prepared for the colder months of winter.  Observing 
animals opens the window to discuss the importance of 
protecting the natural habitat of animals, safety precautions, 
and the importance of never leaving any food or trash 
outdoors that could be potentially harmful to wildlife.

Imaginative games are a fun way to teach and learn. 
At this walking trail, children stop along the way to 
pretend they are birds hatching from the egg.

 • Act out various characteristics of different forms of 
wildlife such as insects, spiders, reptiles, amphibians, and 
mammals. How do these animals behave in the fall?  What 
do they eat?  What do they spend their time doing?   To 
add even another layer of fun, ask your friends or family 
to guess what type of animal you are pretending to be.

• Collect pine cones, large seeds, leaves and 
other natural loose parts to create your own 
creatures. Use markers, construction paper, pipe 
cleaners, and stickers to decorate them.

• Collect leaves and make patterns using the types and/
or colors. Take turns with a friend or family members 
finding leaf matches to make pairs of the same type 
and color of leaf.  Collect leaves and other nature 
treasures along your journey to take home and make 
a self portrait or other common objects or make 
leaf rubbings of the different leaves you collect.

• Look for items in nature that look like letters of the 
alphabet. For example, you might see a branch that looks 
like the letter “V”, a flower that looks like the letter “O” or 

a feather that looks like the letter “I”.  Older children may 
enjoy taking photos with a camera and making their very 
own book as they make their way through the alphabet.  
You will be surprised what letter treasures you will find!   

• Make a list of various sounds, signs, critters, and other 
items to find in nature as you make your way down the 
trail. Children can be “super nature sleuths” as they locate 
and/or collect these items during a scavenger hunt.

•  As you explore nature, sing songs like, “We’re 
Going on a Bear Hunt” or “The Ants Go Marching” 
or other loved animal or seasonal songs.

• Go fishing or camping, skip rocks, build a fort, play in 
the mud, jump in a pile of leaves or a rain puddle, or go 
on a picnic.  Sometimes the simplest activities in nature 
offer the most meaningful memories for children.

Supporting Inclusive Play

Inclusive play programs and events held at universally designed 
playgrounds can help foster meaningful friendships through the 
power of play.

Providing inclusive play opportunities for people of all ages and
abilities is critical for promoting play, healthy physical activity,
and learning. A truly inclusive and embracing play experience 
addresses the developmental needs of the whole child by 
intentionally providing opportunities for physical, cognitive, 
communicative, social/emotional and sensory development.  
Universally designed playgrounds seek to create usable 
play environments which recognize everyone’s right to fully 
participate in equitable play opportunities and independently 
engage in the lifelong developmental benefits of play.

Programs and special events at inclusive playgrounds are 

Tip :  Use “people 
f irst” language when 
referenc ing people 
with d isab i l it ies .  For 
example :  ch i ld  with 
autism,  parent with a 
d isab i l ity ,  person who 
uses a wheelchair , 
etc .  For more 
d isab i l ity awareness 
t ips and activ it ies , 
request a copy of 
2Play Together: 
Foster ing Fr iendships 
Through Inc lus ive 
P lay by v is it ing www. 
inc lus ivep laygrounds. 
org.
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a wonderful way to bring the community together and 
showcase how the community values play for people 
of all ages and abilities.  Me2: 7 Principles of Inclusive 
Playground Design, developed in partnership with 
PlayCore and Utah State University’s Center for Persons 
with Disabilities, offers child-centered principles for 
designing inclusive play environments that move beyond 
accessibility to address physical and social inclusion.

Designing inclusive play environments is a critical first step to 
provide the foundation for inclusive play to occur.  Teaching 
or facilitating children about how they can successfully play 
together can be just as important.  Contact among children 
with different abilities is often not enough to get children 
playing together or to create a truly inclusive play experience 
(Schwartz, Billingsley, McBride, 1998).  Research shows 
that disability awareness intervention has significant and 
positive effects on children’s understanding and attitudes 
toward people with disabilities (Cooper, 2003).  Educators 
and programmers that use intentional strategies to promote 
disability awareness provide children with the tools to ask 
questions, get accurate information, explore feelings, and learn 
how to positively interact with their peers (Wolery, 1994).  

Consider the following resources and programming ideas 
for creating inclusive communities through play:

• Create awareness, break down barriers, and foster 
friendships by providing playground activities and events 
that promote character development and create a sense 
of community among children of all abilities while at play 
on the playground.  2Play Together: Fostering Friendships 
Through Inclusive Play, developed in partnership with 
PlayCore and the National Lekotek Center, provides inclusive 
playground activities and tips that promote character 
development, understanding, and fun between children 
with and without disabilities.  These activities provide ways 
to create more inclusive communities at school, church, 
camp, or special events through the magical and intuitive 
behavior of play!  These playground activities address 
common character education traits and how to include 
children with physical, social, sensory, communicative, and 
cognitive disabilities.  Each playground activity includes 
an introduction, directions for leading the activity, and 
inclusion tips through various modifications and adaptations 
to the activity or equipment used. You will know your 
efforts have been successful when children of all abilities 
freely play with each other independently and by choice.  

• Unlimited Play™, a non-profit organization whose vision is 

to build playgrounds where all challenges and limitations 
created by disabilities are forgotten, holds special play 
dates for school classes and youth groups, so that children 
can experience all the fun of a fully accessible playground. 
Their “Come & Play” events are designed to introduce 
youngsters and adults to the countless benefits of 
“unlimited play.” The group also hosts monthly “Let’s Play 
Days” with locations rotating between their playgrounds 
in Missouri, and invites the community to participate 
as sponsors, volunteers, or participants. The events 
promote the benefits of inclusive play, while providing 
opportunities for children of all abilities to play together. 

• Promote disability awareness through a variety of inclusive 
play events that celebrate the abilities of all people.  
Disability awareness activities can include up close and 
personal sessions with people with disabilities, storytelling 
or puppet shows, adapted sport demonstrations, 
or interactive disability simulation activities. 

To learn more about designing and programming inclusive 
playgrounds, visit www.inclusiveplaygrounds.org.

Bringing Learning Outdoors

Students complete a hands-on outdoor science lesson on leaves 
while visiting a playful pathway that has intentionally infused 
play and learning into play pockets along the way.

Play equals learning across developmental domains and 
occurs in many places besides the classroom. Outdoor 

Tip :  Br ing creativ ity 
and imagination 
outdoors with the 
Outdoor Creative 
P lay and Learn ing 
System.  For more 
information on th is 
and other standards-
based curr icu lums, 
v is it  www.p laycore.
com/curr icu lum.
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programming offers children developmentally appropriate 
experiences with a balance of skills, concepts, games, and 
learning  that support the interests of individual and groups 
of children. Play environments should be viewed as dynamic 
resources for learning and child development. Well designed 
playgrounds can be ideal outdoor classrooms, especially when 
paired with fun, hands-on experiences. When integrated into 
play, these programs help deepen children’s understanding 
of skills and concepts, and even meet academic standards 
(Sattlemair & Ratey, 2009). Children solve problems, negotiate, 
evaluate and engage in other high cognitive skills such as 
dramatic and imaginative play.  These activities often can be 
cross-curricular and easily implemented for a new, exciting 
way to bring learning outside through informal activities 
and formal outdoor lessons for experiential learning. 

Activities that promote math concepts, music through 
the use of musical playground equipment and rhythm 
principles, language and vocabulary development, and 
science concepts such as biology and physics are just a 
few examples of learning that can occur outdoors.  

You may consider bringing learning outside by developing 
activities around fun themes that interest children.  Here are a 
few to consider:

• Water Day-Children will enjoy activities such as painting 
with water on the sidewalk, water slides, pools filled 
with different types of textures and temperatures (mud, 
jello, ice, soapy water, etc.) car washes, variety of bubble 
making items, baby washing, mud pies, water sprinklers, 
bobbing/scooping for items,  or creating a “rainforest”.

• Camp Out- Include a variety of camping activities such as 
pitching tents, finding specific objects/materials through 
games like I Spy or Scavenger Hunts, singing camp songs, 
telling stories, teaching fire prevention, playing pretend 
games like roasting marshmallows, fishing, and canoeing, 
and acting out “Going on a Bear Hunt”. You can also use a 
variety of props, such as a compass, sleeping bag, canteens, 
butterfly nets, lanterns, fishing rods and back packs.

•  Summer Athletics- Enact your own “Athletic Games” by 
having a variety of events between peers. Incorporate an 
opening ceremony by having flags, costumes, choices of 
countries to represent, medal ceremonies, and closing 
ceremonies. Activities can include obstacle courses, field 
games, trike/bike races, shot put by throwing different 
sized balls, broad and high jump, and various relay races.

• Harvest Day- Include square dancing with blue grass 
music, hay rides in wagons with shredded paper and/ 

or hay, sliding down into a “haystack”, apple cider and 
apples to munch, face painting, scooping/bobbing for 
apples and little pumpkins, picking pumpkins from garden 
or “patch”, painting pumpkins and gourds, exploring 
pumpkin pulp and seeds, rolling pumpkin relay race,  
pumpkin and apple hunt, painting with apples,  produce 
stand (decorated cardboard box with props), and even 
dress up clothing can bring fun fall learning outdoors.

• Fall Leaves-Host a day full of fun with fall leaves!  Children 
can collect leaves for collages, have leaf relay races, 
rake leaves, sort leaves by colors, match leaves to trees, 
simulate falling leaves through dance and movement, 
learn about the process of photosynthesis, and make 
their own costumes/accessories from leaves.  

• Community Helpers-Set up different areas for 
children to learn about various community helpers 
through games, meet and greets, and art/learning 
activities.  This is a great way to get the local police, 
fire, and emergency medical employees engaged.

•  Snow Fun!-Kids will love these winter themed activities 
that can include “snow ball fights” (balled white paper, 
small sections of white stockings or socks stuffed with 
soft fillers), “bob sledding” (scooter boards), tracking 
footprints in the snow, or snowball roll (filled white sturdy 
trash bags).  If real snow is available, make snow angels, 
build igloos or a snowman, or make snow cream to enjoy!

• Around the World-Set up stations to represent different 
countries, provide props (food, clothing, etc.), use 
different types of riding toys (scooter boards, tricycles, 
bicycles, scooter bikes, wagons, and cars) to travel to 
different countries, make a variety of maps and ask 
children to follow maps to different “countries” on the 
playground, or pretend to be flying on an airplane and 
visit different countries and discuss what you might 
see and compare and contrast the differences. 

Tip :  Learn how 
conf igurab le  loose 
parts p lay equipment 
can be a great 
addit ion to your 
programming efforts.  
Learn more at www.
snugp layusa.org.
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Consider providing education signage along pathways 
and in play areas to provide fun learning opportunites.

• Magic of Butterfly Metamorphosis-Plant marigolds to 
attract butterflies, pretend to be butterflies with wings and 
props that you make from tissue paper and other simple 
art supplies,  model the life stages of the butterfly, hide 
plastic butterflies around the playground for children to 
find, use butterfly nets to catch and release  butterflies, 
or release the butterflies after they hatch from cocoons.

• Gardening Fun-Let children plant seedlings in cups 
or flower beds, place worms in gardens after learning 
about their role in enriching the soil, role play “Jack and 
the Beanstalk”, create a community herb or vegetable 
garden, compare and contrast weeds and plants, and 
hold taste tests of a variety of fruits and vegetables. 

• Exploring the Seasons-Host a day of kite flying that 
children make or bring to your site. Other activities can 
include making wind chimes, learning stations setup with 
the different seasons, seasonal props to correlate with the 
season for different activities, and learn about rainbows 
and find the “Pot of Gold” (smooth rock painted gold).

Planning Activity Options

Providing a balance of facilitated and free play programs on 
your playground is important to support child development. 

Your playground is an ideal location to host a number of 
outdoor activities. In the Plan It section of the Blueprint 
for Play guidebooks, you learned how to incorporate 
ancillary structures like shade, tables, seating, grills, and 
trash receptacles, to help your play space be an attractive 
option to families looking to organize and host outdoor 
events. From birthday parties, to reunions, your play and 
recreation area is a great resource for these activities! 

Important considerations:

Post a sign in the recreation or gathering area of the 
facility that directs interested parties to a website or phone 
number where they can reserve the space. It wouldn’t be 
very much fun for a family to plan a party, only to discover 
three other families had the same idea, so be sure there are 
options to reserve parts of the area for these gatherings.

Decide if there will be a fee for reserving the gathering area. 
Nominal fees can help pay for your maintenance program.

Establish clear rules for the usage of the space in 
advance, and be sure they are available for easy 
reference online and are posted at the site.

Tip :  Determine the 
s ite amenit ies you wi l l 
need to support your 
programming goals . 
Shade,  p icn ic  tab les , 
comfortab le  seating , 
b ike  racks ,  and trash 
receptacles are 
just a few items 
to consider . 
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Understand what permits may be required by 
city or county governments and establish a 
clear procedure for dealing with them.

Establish a schedule for the site; will it be open year round? 
Closed holidays? Open from sunrise to dusk only? Available 
for 2-4 hour blocks of time? Set these rules in advance so 
people have a clear understanding of the venue’s availability.

Determine what types of outside equipment families, teachers, 
and various user groups can bring to the play space. Some 
examples to discuss may include bounce houses, stereo 
equipment, and food preparation equipment. Clear policies 
should be made available so users are aware of their options.

Decide if you will offer the site to special events, in addition 
to family gatherings. Fundraisers, concerts, exhibits, etc.
are a great way to promote the area and raise funds for 
maintenance, but will require special handling. Food service 
and sales, sound systems, ticket sales and admission all 
require additional staff, and likely special permitting, so 
be sure you understand all requirements for this type of 
event and have a plan to execute them successfully!

Simple ideas to use and program your playground:

• School field trips
• Art festivals
• Fitness routines (playground fitness for adults and children) 
• Family celebrations (birthdays, reunions, etc.)
• Meetings for various clubs
• Holiday events (egg hunts, costume parties/

trick-or-treating, tree decorating, etc.)
• Inclusive play days
• Outdoor classrooms and learning
• Gardening
• Supervised drop-in play days
• Field and playground games
• Game playing (bingo, chess, cards)
• Movie nights
• Storytelling
• Camp programming
• Outdoor music concerts
• Scavenger hunts 
• Themed dress up days (pirates, super heroes, ocean animals)
• Food truck/cart vending days
• Water fun days (sprinklers, water 

balloons, slides, small pools)
• Tournaments (basketball, volleyball)
• Picnics
• Loose parts play to build and create (large 

movable loose parts such as cardboard 
boxes, blocks, cones, parachute, etc.)  

• Farmer’s market
• Before and after school programs
• Service events (park clean-up, beautification 

events, walk-a-thons, fundraising races, etc.)     
• Book clubs/storytime
• Sports
• Bike/trike races
• Dog days
• Ice cream/popsicle social
• Snow day (building igloos, snow angels, 

snowman building, sledding)
• Crafts
• Poetry reading
• Sidewalk chalk/paint murals
• Community barbeque/pot luck
• Talent show
• Teddy bear picnic or tea party
• Fall festival (games, prizes)
• Kite flying
• Parade
• Children’s fair (engage children in creating ways 

to sell lemonade, baked good, crafts, etc.)
• Jump rope, hacky sack, yo-yo or hula hoop contests
• Movement, yoga, and dance
• Flash mob
• Drum circle
• Lego™ build day
• Chili cook-off
• Parent playground safety/supervision seminar
• Puppet shows or plays

Providing Playworkers

A playworker assists, encourages, and enhances play to ensure the 
broadest possible range of play is available for children.  According 
to the Natural Learning Initiative, playwork supports play that 
is freely chosen, personally driven, and intrinsically motivated. 
Playworkers can help provide a safer play environment and often 
intervene just when necessary.  Over the years, there has been 
a significant decrease in the number of playleaders provided on 
public playgrounds.  However, a renewed sense of importance 
for providing playleaders to provide supervision, learning, and 
physical activity programs is trending.  New York City Parks and 
Recreation employs college students during the summer to staff 
many of its playgrounds and Oklahoma City Department of Parks 
and Recreation has had much success with its playleader program 
utilizing youth participant days at local parks for youth aged 8-14.  
Los Angeles has also developed a successful youth leadership 
program, where their Department of Recreation and Parks is 

Tip :  P layworkers 
can prov ide 
“spr ingboards” to 
encourage ch i ldren’s 
physica l  act iv ity , 
interactions 
with nature,  and 
imaginative p lay.
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the single largest employer of youth aged 16-23 years old who 
provide play programming as summer day and residential camp 
counselors, lifeguards, or other community service roles.  Some 
cities have utilized retirees as volunteers, especially those who 
have experience working with children.  Training playleaders and 
volunteers is critical and playground supervision training should 
include information about playground safety, maintenance, and 
play facilitation. Playleaders can model play experiences for 
children, provide new and exciting ideas for children to engage 
while outdoors, or lead activities that may draw more children 
and families to your play space and promote fun, active play 
behavior (PlayCore, 2009).  
 

Marketing Services
Marketing events and programs is important in order for 
community members to be aware, involved, and fully 
participate.  Marketing efforts can drive attendance, which 
can drive revenues if fees are required.  Promotional 
marketing efforts may include advertisements, brochures, 
public service announcements, flyers, email, newsletters, 
and social media. Successful programs and events, in which 
the public understands and promotes the value of play and 
experiences the benefits, helps to make play become an 
integral part of the community fabric.  Marketing and increasing 
participation is the third top concern according to the 2012 
State of the Industry Report with 41.2% of respondents 
currently, and 36.6% of the respondents stating it will be a 
top concern over the next three years (Tipping, 2012).

Impactful marketing campaigns should target key audiences 
and remain consistent to ensure community engagement and 
desired outcomes. Programs should be tailored to meet the 
needs and communication preferences of individuals within the 
community. Understanding the cultural preferences of recreation 
participants may aid marketers in this process. Partnering 
with health, media, banking, public utilities, schools, and other 
organizations can often assist with spreading the word about 
upcoming events and further create awareness. Providing 
an annual calendar of events online, collateral, or printed on 
promotional giveaways can also provide community members 
an at-a-glance snapshot of scheduled events in order to make 
arrangements in advance to attend special events of interest. 

Consider the following questions prior to developing 
your marketing plan and promoting programs:

• Who is the primary target audience?
• What is the ideal season/date/time for the event?
• What materials/equipment are needed?

• What type of signage, promotional items, 
food and giveaways will be provided?

• How will participants register and what 
information do you want to collect?

• Will there be an admission fee?
• In what ways will you promote the event 

and how will they be recognized?
• How will the event/program be staffed?
• How many people will be required to 

meet the staffing needs?
• Will there be sponsors for the event?
• How will you continue to market the event afterwards?
• How will the event or activity be facilitated and supervised?
 
 
Creative marketing with clear, simple, consistent 
information is often most effective for publicizing program 
efforts.   Marketing to different generations is also an 
important consideration.  Search the Internet and park 
and recreation program websites to explore program 
marketing ideas being offered across our nation that would 
be applicable and meaningful to your community.

Also, be sure to embrace the trends in social media when 
promoting your play programs. Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, 
and YouTube offer great methods to reach out to the 
community, and to invite their input in a public forum. You 
can even hold contests–as an example, ask people to post 
their “best photo of a birthday party” or the “healthiest 
playground activity.” It will take a while to build a network 
of “friends, and followers” but it is a fantastic opportunity to 
solicit endorsements from the public, which are very powerful 
in attracting others to your site!  Consider the following 
marketing strategies to promote your marketing efforts.  
  
Marketing Tools:

• Newsletters
• Brochures/Pamphlets
• Billboards
• Flyers
• Local newspaper 
• TV/Radio
• Ads in coupon books, magazines, papers
• Social networking-Twitter/Facebook/
 MySpace/Pinterest/YouTube/Instagram
• E-blasts/E-vites
• Letters sent home from school
• Websites
• Community bulletin boards
• Promotional items
• Annual community event calendars

Tip :  Socia l  media is 
a great tool  to keep 
your community 
updated about the 
programs and events 
you offer ,  whi le 
broadening your 
reach and impact.  
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Evaluating Programs
Programming efforts need to be documented and evaluated 
continuously to demonstrate outcomes, monitor before 
and after measurement, and understand overall impact 
and effectiveness. Programs should be evaluated by 
children, families, staff, volunteers, and stakeholders, so 
that providers receive a broad overview of the success of 
the program and meaningful input on future improvements 
or adjustments. Programs can be evaluated through 
registration data, participant surveys, observation, or other 
indicators. Evaluating programs can help administrators 
prioritize modifications, and provide accountability 
data to share with funders and stakeholders.  Outcome 
reports can be critical for fundraising efforts and can 
help ensure that programs are sustained in the future. 

You may want to consider including one or a 
combination of the the following evaluation strategies 
to collect the data you need to report outcomes.

Qualitative and Quantitative Evaluation Strategies:

• Surveys (online, paper)

•  Program observations

• Focus groups

• Before-after measurements

• Partnering with local university/college for 
evaluation design and/or implementation

Your play and recreation space provides an exciting and 
stimulating environment for physically active children and 
families to play in and explore. Your programming can help 
ensure it is used, while challenging them to reach, think, 
interact, explore, and have fun. Furthermore, families can 
enjoy hours of close interaction in an outdoor environment.

As people have become more interested in health and 
wellness, family attention to active behavior has increased 
dramatically. This trend will continue as parents attempt to 
provide a healthier lifestyle for their children. Your play and 
recreation space offers a venue for families to participate 
in  fun and healthy activities together through the thoughtful 
planning and execution that you have followed throughout 
the Blueprint for Play guidebooks. By implementing active 
plans for maintenance, supervision and programming, you 
can promote your dedication to the health and well being of 
families, encourage usage of the space, and build advocacy for 
the current, and future play spaces throughout the community.

Families are gaining awareness of the importance of 
physical activity and interaction with nature.  Providing 
well designed, programmed, and marketed spaces 
to participate benefits the entire community!

Be sure to inc lude 
ch i ldren and fami l ies 
in  your eva luations, 
they often have 
great ins ight on the 
programming offered 
at the p lay space.
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