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Designing a Natural Playground 
 

1. 5 Common Elements: 

o Change of Topography 

o Pathways 

o Boulders  

o Logs 

o Trees and Shrubs 
 

This is the ‘100 mile diet’ for playgrounds. 
 

2. Grading and drainage come first in your design process and construction schedule.  
 

3. Your main path should be wheelchair accessible, utilize 3 different surfaces, roll up and down 

with the topography, and include at least one loop. The secondary paths or narrow foot paths 

should be built to match the patterns of the children once the playground has been opened. 
 

4. Always include a large open green space.  This open space becomes your ‘sacred’ place.  It 

allows opportunities for gathering, games, and construction with loose parts found in nature. 
 

5. Use your vertical surfaces (fences and walls) in your playground for art, music, planting trellis, 

abacus, and a stationary ball track. 
 

6. Make sure you have a large enough gathering space or seating to accommodate all of the 

students from one class. 
 

7. Your playground needs to have 25 % shade.   

o Use big 20 foot tall trees and 8 foot shrubs.  

o 30 % of the trees should be big enough to climb on the day that you plant them.  

o Have a mix of evergreen and deciduous trees. 
 

8. Storage areas for curriculum materials and bikes should be no deeper than 4 feet.  
 

9. Think of what you are missing when engaging children in all 5 senses and add more engagement 

in the sensory experience that is lacking. 
 

10. Have a balance of different activities. Give equal opportunity to all areas of development; gross 

motor, fine motor, creative, cognitive, social, and language.  Don’t overload your playground in 

one focus or developmental area. 
 

11. Your playground should respect and reflect the cultural, industrial, natural history of the 

surrounding landscape. 
 

12. Having a plan is imperative before adding natural features to your space.  A plan allows you to 

budget and involve the community in its creation.  Enjoy the process, it’s a fun one! 

 


