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Playgrounds

Each year we get requests from center
directors asking for ideas on how to
“soften” their playgrounds with more
natural play elements.

It’s safe to say that most of the 330,000
licensed child care centers and family
child care homes in the United States
(2004 statistics from the National
Child Care Information Center) use
plastic and metal equipment on their
playgrounds. The ground beneath this
equipment is usually covered with
woodchips to prevent injury from
possible falls, a concrete pad or path
may provide connecting links and a
place for children to play with
wheeled toys, and typically there is
not enough shade. This all adds up to
a pretty harsh outdoor play environ-
ment which does, indeed, need
“softening.”

Directors are rightfully concerned and
wonder whether anything can be
done to address the problem. Though
our company’s designs are equip-
ment-free, we have also found ways
of incorporating more natural play
experiences in manufactured play
environments. 

Here’s how you can do it, too.

be opposite that on the south end of the
arrow. We find it helpful to draw a big
red circle on the south edge of the map
to remind us that in the late spring, all
summer, and early fall, it’s hot on the
playground, and that we need to do
something about it. We’ll talk about this
later.

Step 2:
Highlighting the negative spaces

Find a piece of tracing paper and
staple/tape it to the front of your map. 
Use a black marker to trace over all
boundaries, light poles, large sheds, and
buildings. Fill in the sheds and build-
ings with solid black.

Softening Your Playground

by Ron King

Step 1:
The assessment

(Getting the “lay of the land”)

The first step is to assess what you have.
The easiest way to do this is to make an
accurate map of your site using graph
paper, a 100’ tape, and a direction
compass. Measure accurately, and use
the graph paper to record it. 

Make sure you show all your existing
features: boundaries, fences, buildings,
trees, concrete or macadam paths, fixed
playground equipment, light poles, large
shrubs, streams, ponds, drainage ditches,
and so on. To determine exact locations
of items in the middle, triangulate using
the corners of buildings or fences. At this
point, don’t include anything that can be
easily moved, such as sheds, play
equipment that sits on the ground, and
small shrubs.

If your land has a varied terrain, try
finding a way to show the size, shape,
and location of the little hills and valleys,
and indicate with arrows the general
slope of the land. This will come in
handy later.

Now use your compass to orient your
map, and then draw a big arrow
pointing North. The noontime sun will
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Playgrounds

children should learn early, so creative
jumping might be one of those activities
you’d like your children to be able to do
when they’re outside.
We’ve developed a very comprehensive
questionnaire for teachers that gives
them a chance to explain what kinds of
play and learning opportunities they
need to effectively teach children what
they want them to know. 

You might want to develop a similar
tool that gets teachers thinking about
the outside play environment in a
different light. One benefit of doing this
is, that with a written preface to the
questionnaire, you have a wonderful
opportunity to introduce teachers to the
idea of using the outdoors as a class-
room, and to inspire them to think of
creative ways to provide learning
opportunities for children when they’re
outside playing.

One caution when you’re talking or
writing about this project: don’t use the
word “playground.” For instance, don’t
say, “What kinds of things would you
like to see on your playground?”
Children and adults have only one
frame of reference for playgrounds —
those filled with equipment. An open-
ended question will result in lists of
equipment they’ve seen elsewhere and
will not generate the information you
want.

Try “outdoor play and learning area,” or
“outdoor classroom,” or “play park,” or
“green play area,” all of which convey a
more inclusive concept.

Step 4:
Responding to the information

If you find that teachers want their
children to learn about birds, squirrels,
chipmunks, butterflies, bees, inch
worms, earth worms, and earwigs in
their natural habitats, then clearly you
need to find ways to include more
wildlife habitat such as shrubs, trees,

Using a red marker, outline in red all
the areas taken up by playground
equipment and the fall zone around it,
and outline in red all the paved and
concrete pathways and pads. Fill in
these outlines with solid red. 

If you have any water or wet areas on
your property, use a blue marker to
outline and fill these in. This area
should include intermittent water 
flow such as from roofs after rains, as
well as low areas that remain wet or
muddy.

Use a yellow marker to circle and fill in
all large trees, large shrubs, and well-
established gardens.

All the left over space that’s around —
and between — the above colored-in
areas — is called “negative space.”
Outline and fill in all this space with a
solid green marker. This is the space
available to “soften” your playground
using the ideas below.

Step 3:
What do you want children

to learn?

The third step is to get a good sense of
your curriculum goals — what is it
you’re trying to teach children about
their outdoor environment, and what is
it that you want them to learn? For
instance, on your “thematic units” list
may be items like spiders, snow,
farming, apples, birds, rocks and
minerals, water, weather, wild animals,
simple machines, and probably many
other subjects that are better taught
outside than in. But also on your list
may be things you want your children
to be able to do. 

For instance, we are continually amazed
at how many children don’t know how
to jump. Knowing how to handle your
body’s momentum after a running
jump, or what to do with your knees
after jumping off a height, is something

brush piles, flowers, compost piles, and
so on in the play yard.

Or suppose teachers say they need more
shade. If you’re trying to make a softer,
more natural play space, then the
answer to too much sun is not another
gazebo or shade tent, but is instead a
living willow hut, or a sunflower house,
or a vine-covered arbor, or a cave, or
shade trees.

One last example: suppose everyone
feels that children should have more
opportunities to make things, build
things, play with loose parts, develop
eye-hand coordination, be creative, and
discover things on their own. 

The response to this is a list of very
creative solutions that will go a long
way to softening a play space. Here are
just a few ideas:

■ large, deep (2’ or more, and drained
well), free-form sand pit with lots of
small shovels, hoes, spoons, trowels,
cups, and buckets (use a lightweight,
nylon mesh to cover when not in use)

■ water supply near the sand
■ pile of 4’ long saplings for making 

tee-pees, lean-tos, corrals
■ 2” and 3” diameter saplings or

branches cut into 6”, 12”, 18”, 24”,
and 48” lengths for building things

■ large, half-buried boulders to climb
on

■ small boulder piles to climb up
■ barefoot path
■ finders trail
■ pile of fairy house materials
■ patches of tall grasses
■ brush piles to crawl in
■ pile of fall leaves to jump in
■ scent garden
■ analemmatic sundial
■ labyrinth
■ and so on!
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shadeport is custom made. Feel free to call 
for our experienced input and a free estimate.

CCiirrccllee KKaappllaann  EEaarrllyy  LLeeaarrnniinngg  CCoommppaannyy
1166 (800) 334-2014

www.kaplanco.com
Playground Department
info@kaplan.com

Kaplan’s Outdoor Classroom provides a wide
range of playground equipment for infants
through school-age from many of the leading
manufacturers in the industry. Services include
site walks, customized units, CAD designs, and
installation services throughout the U.S. Kaplan
also offers various options for surfacing
including mulch, tile, and PNP.

CCiirrccllee LLaakkeesshhoorree  LLeeaarrnniinngg  MMaatteerriiaallss
2233 (800) 421-5354

www.lakeshorelearning.com
Customer Service
lakeshore@lakeshorelearning.com

Lakeshore Learning Materials is the premier
supplier of education products for the early
childhood classroom. Our Lakeshore Early
Childhood catalog features age-appropriate
materials for infants, preschool, special
education, kindergarten, and elementary
schools with emphasis on early learning and
literacy.

CCiirrccllee LLaannddssccaappee  SSttrruuccttuurreess,,  IInncc..
2299 (888) 4FUNLSI

www.playlsi.com
Customer Service
info@playlsi.com

The evolution of play began in 1971 when
Landscape Structures introduced the concept 
of continuous play. We’ve created amazing
innovations through the years and we’re proud
to add EVOSTM, the inventive new play system
that changes the shape of play, to that list.
Learn more at playlsi.com or by calling 
888-4FUNLSI. 

CCiirrccllee LLaawwnn  SSyysstteemmss,,  IInncc..
1177 (262) 675-5001

www.safety-play.com
Darryl Zellmer
lawnsystem@charter.net

Safety Play — a new, cutting-edge product for
playgrounds, play centers, and riding arenas —
is made of recycled rubber that is processed
into small nuggets. The coarse texture is
designed to assure maximum shock absorp-

This directory represents a first step toward locating playground and outdoor equipment providers. To request free information from

these institutions, visit www.ChildCareExchange.com or circle the number for each institution of interest 

on the Product Inquiry Card located between pages 64 and 65.

Directory of Playground and Outdoor Equipment

tion. Safety Play doesn’t melt, stick, smell, or
cause injury to children. Great replacement for
bark, chips, sand, or stone!

CCiirrccllee LLiittttllee  TTiikkeess  CCoommmmeerrcciiaall
1199 (800) 325-8828

www.littletikescommercial.com
Stacy Collier
Stacy.collier@playpower.com

Play Power LT (formerly known as Little Tikes
Commercial) is the industry’s leading
manufacturer of commercial-grade early
childhood playground equipment. Play Power
offers a wide variety of durable playground
equipment, independent components, and
amenities to complement your playground
area, all of which meets the ASTM, CPSC, and
CSA guidelines and standards.

CCiirrccllee NNaattiioonnaall  PPrrooggrraamm  ffoorr  
3355 PPllaayyggrroouunndd  SSaaffeettyy

(310) 273-2416
www.playgroundsafety.org
Donna Thompson

Online training for inspectors of child care
playgrounds; Online training for supervision
and maintenance for child care and one for
schools; Playground safety, workshops; S.A.F.E.
play areas: Creation, maintenance, and
renovation book; Supervision kit; School
assessment kit; Child care assessment kit,
videos, DVDs, lesson plans and S.A.F.E.
playground handbook.

CCiirrccllee NNaattuurraall  PPllaayyggrroouunndd  CCoommppaannyy
2244 (888) 290-8405

www.naturalplaygrounds.com
Ron King
ron@naturalplaygrounds.com

The Natural Playground Company is the leading
expert in the design of cost-effective, beautiful,
and exciting alternatives to manufactured
playgrounds in child care centers. Our
innovative play environments blend natural
elements with creative landforms to offer
unique and inspiring combinations of
challenging play and exercise opportunities in
safe, natural learning environments.

CCiirrccllee PPllaayy  MMaarrtt,,  IInncc..
1155 (800) 43-PLAYS

www.playmart.com
Customer Service
Sales@playmart.com

Going green? Leading manufacturer of recycled
plastic play systems, Play Mart’s playgrounds

CCiirrccllee BBCCII  BBuurrkkee  CCoommppaannyy,,  LLLLCC
77 (920) 921-9220

www.bciburke.com
Tina Spritka
tspritka@bciburke.com

BCI Burke, premier playground, park, and
recreation equipment manufacturer, focuses on
the core values of affordable quality, child
development, safety, and ongoing customer
service. Burke’s 85-year history of dedication
to innovative product design never stops, and
the product warranty is the longest and
strongest in the industry.

CCoonnssttrruuccttiivvee  PPllaayytthhiinnggss
(800) 448-4115

CCiirrccllee DDiissccoouunntt  SScchhooooll  SSuuppppllyy
4455 (800) 627-2829

www.discountschoolsupply.com

Let Discount School Supply take care of you
with outstanding service, quality products, and
our 110% lowest price guarantee! Call for a
catalog or visit us online to see our huge
selection of outdoor play equipment, arts &
crafts, teachers’ resources, and so much more
— all at the lowest prices!

CCiirrccllee HHiigghh//SSccooppee  FFoouunnddaattiioonn
1188 (734) 485-2000

www.highscope.org
Kacey Beach
info@highscope.org

High/Scope materials and training programs
are created by educators, for educators. We
offer support materials including over 300
books, assessment tools, DVDs, CDs, and
classroom resources. At High/Scope, it’s not
about making a profit. It’s about making a
difference for children, supporting every
teacher, and using research to strengthen 
education.

CCiirrccllee IInndduussttrriiaall  SShhaaddeeppoorrttss
88 (954) 755-0661

www.shadeports.comp
Chris Jacobs
chris@shadeports.com

For over 15 years we have been providing
custom-built shade structures for play areas
and equipment. We offer designs and colors 
to help you create a dramatic look that will
compliment your surroundings. Every

Playgrounds
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contain over 85% recycled plastic with a 100-
year warranty! Virtually maintenance free; no
fading; cleans easily, graffiti removes instantly;
vandal resistant stainless steel hardware and
metal components won’t corrode or rust. 
ADA accessible. WOSB and GSA contract.

CCiirrccllee PPllaayy  WWiitthh  aa  PPuurrppoossee
4477 (888) 330-1826

www.pwaponline.com
Customer Service
customerservice@pwaonline.com

Development and Learning Products for Young
Children. A one-stop shop for all of your outdoor
play needs:
• Equipment choices from a wide variety of 

leading manufacturers 
• Surfacing to meets your needs and budget
• Installation by CPSI-Certified installers
• Financing solutions that help create your 

dream playground now.

CCiirrccllee PPllaayy  &&  PPaarrkk  SSttrruuccttuurreess
(800) 727-1907

CCiirrccllee PPllaayywwoorrlldd  SSyysstteemmss,,  IInncc..
2288 (800) 233-8404

www.playworldsystems.com
Customer Service
info@playworldsystems.com

You are never too old to play! At Playworld
Systems®, Inc. we offer recreational products for
toddlers, school-aged children, teens, and
adults. For over 30 years, we have worked with a
variety of groups to build exciting recreational
projects.

CCiirrccllee SSaannddLLoocckk
3377 (866) 963-9422

www.sandlock.com
Chris Freres
sandlock@sbcglobal.net

The combination of design and materials make
our sandboxes attractive, durable, and safe.
When the time comes to introduce your child to
sand play, look no further than a SandLock
Sandbox — America’s SandBox Company. 
We offer a complete line of sandboxes and
sandtables to meet your every need.

SShhaaddee  SSttrruuccttuurreess
(800) 507-4233

SSuunn  PPoorrttss
(800) 966-5055

CCiirrccllee ZZeeaaggeerr
4444 (800) 346-8542

www.zeager.com
Customer Service
sales@zeager.com

ZEAGER is a leading playground surfacing
manufacturer offering WoodCarpet®,  Bonded
Wood Carpet®, Recmat®, and RecGrass®
surfaces. Bonded WoodCarpet® is a poured-in-
place wood fiber surface that greatly improves
the accessibility of engineered wood fiber.
ReGrass® is a soft, synthetic grass surface. 
All of our surfaces meet ADA, ASTM, CPSC, 
and CSA guidelines.
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