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“If you've ever climbed trees, rolled down hills, scrambled up rocks, made 
mud pies, dammed up water, hidden in grass, played house in bushes, built 
snow shelters, dug in sand, played in dirt, planted seeds, jumped in leaves, 
tracked animals, or had fun outside in other, similar ways, you've 
experienced natural play.” Ron King, AIA 
 

Project Overview 
OPRD aims to create a participatory design process that will serve as a 
template of how to design and build for Natural Play Areas.  The overarching 
goal of this project is to aid in the state (and national) effort to better 
connect youth with nature.  In addition to building play areas, the design 
process and model designs will be “packaged” for use by other park providers 
applying for OPRD LWCF and local grant funding.   
 
The context for this project is based upon the growing understanding that 
Oregon is a state with abundant natural resources, but that there is growing 
evidence Oregon’s youth are gravitating away from outdoor experiences and 
towards a virtual, indoor reality.  Oregon SCORP parent and youth survey 
findings show that Oregon’s children are spending considerably less time 
than their parents did on outdoor play.  Additionally, increasing use of 
electronic media by youth has been implicated in negative psychological and 
physical effects, including obesity, loneliness, depression, and attentional 
problems.  Research shows there is now strong evidence of parental support 
to counter these trends; almost all of Oregon parents feel that it is a priority 
for their child to spend more time in outdoor activities. 
 
Supporting the parents instinctive reaction, research shows that direct 
contact with nature, especially in children, is the most critical influence on 
their later attitude toward the environment.  A recent study indicates: “The 
value of active exploration and intimate encounter with a natural landscape is 
crucial to mental and physical health, especially for children.” (Rubenstein, 
1998).  This evidence, and the statements from parents, make this project 
especially relevant today; as SCORP Advisory Committee members have 
recently stated “it is critical to have a strategy in place to reconnect Oregon 
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youngsters with nature.”  They went on to state that planners, “need to 
create safe, wild spaces that are more conducive to youngsters learning 
about and interacting with nature.”  
 
By providing Oregon’s youth with opportunities to learn from and enjoy 
natural play areas, OPRD and recreation providers have the means to 
respond to parents’ wishes; rebuild the foundation for future outdoor 
recreation participation; re-establish personal connections with nature and 
their public lands; improve the health and well being of future youth and 
adults; and also instill a passion for nature that will result in nature 
stewardship.  

Stepping Stones   
OPRD wants to explore how best to design and provide natural play areas in 
Oregon through a project entitled: Stepping Stones.  The Stepping Stones 
program will afford a series of site specific Natural Play Areas in a range of 
environments to provide experiences that are expected to benefit youth. We 
will begin by developing a process and site design for a state park with high 
visitation levels.  The next step will take the state park “model” and adapt it 
to fit a city site.  Future phases may involve the development of a natural 
play area in a rural town, a coastal town, back country sites at state parks, 
and back country sites adjacent to a designated “wilderness” area.  
 
Initially, Silver Falls State Park will be used to demonstrate a design process 
and actual construction of a Natural Play Area.  Silver Falls is the perfect 
location to use as a demonstration site: the play area can be a safe and 
inviting gateway to a very diverse natural setting; it is within a short driving 
distance of Salem and Portland; the park is very supportive of the concept; a 
local school is willing to collaborate on the project; a team of play area 
designers will devote pro bono time to the project at our flagship work; and 
finally, there is a great legacy of innovative approaches to recreation at 
Silver Falls, and this project may be a way to continue and enhance that 
legacy.  
 
After completion of the Silver Falls Natural Play Area, the Stepping Stones 
program will look at how to create these play areas in a variety of different 
environments, including city, town and rural settings.  As the play areas are 
built, the method for creating them will be turned into a package that 
describes the design process and the construction methods, as well as  
provides source information on cost estimates, materials, professional advice 
etc. for design/build options.  The goal is to provide the means by which local 
governments can use these designs as templates for their own areas and tap 
into local grant funding programs. 
 
Please refer to the appendices in this white paper for details on the project 
timeline, proposed participants, definition of a natural play area, and a 
description of how OPRD’s grant programs can support this effort. 
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Appendix A: Proposed Project Timeline and Milestones 
There are five major miles stones for the project.  At each stage the project 
will be reviewed for its successes and failures with adjustments made to the 
program as appropriate: 
 
1 2008 – Winter  

 
Develop and implement LWCF and local grant program 
criteria to support natural play areas:  

1. Work with grant advisory committees toward 
priority points for natural play area projects 

2. Offer grant funding through the LWCF and local 
grant programs to support natural  play areas  

 
2 2008 – Winter / Spring 

 
Define and implement a participatory process for 
designing and building a Natural Play Area in a State 
Park: 

1. Create design/build team 
2. Hold three charrettes at Silver Falls 
3. Build-in OPRD review process 
4. Complete construction drawings 
5. Apply for LWCF grant to fund construction  

 
3 2009 – Summer / Fall Build the first Natural Play Area at Silver Falls State 

Park: 
1. Hired crew with volunteers build play area 
2. Begin construction 
3. Test play area and changes as necessary 
4. Open play area to public 

4 2009 - Fall Review the design process and the effectiveness of the 
state park Natural Play Area in providing the desired 
experiences: 

1. Through follow-up monitoring, analysis and 
recommended refinements   

2. Develop an interactive “push/pull” natural play 
area website for children to participate in 
designing sites and finding sites to visit 

3. Provide source information on cost estimates, 
materials, professional advice etc. for 
design/build options 

4. Package process as a model 
 

5 2010 on Take the design approach to other phases of Stepping 
Stone program:  

1. Foster the completion of a new site in an urban 
area outside of state park system.  Monitor and 
refine.  Prepare as a model package 

2. Consider fostering a natural play area in a rural 
town, a costal town, an easy access primitive 
area and adjacent to a “wilderness” area 

3. Consider building natural play areas in other 
state parks 

 
6 2010 on Market and improve the Stepping Stones program: 

1. Market the project model through the Oregon 
Parks and recreation Association and grant 
programs websites 

2. Further improve and refine criteria as necessary 
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Appendix B: Proposed Design Participants 
 

OPRD Project Team 
To be completed after project is approved … 
 
Name Position Phase 
   
   
   

Design and Build Team 
To be completed after project is approved … 
 
Name Profession Phase 
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Appendix C: Creating Natural Play Areas 
Natural Play Areas respond to recent studies that indicate children are 
spending less time outdoors and less time visiting parks.  In Richard Louv’s 
book, “Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children From Nature-Deficit 
Disorder," Louv argues that sensationalist media coverage and fearful 
parents have literally "scared children straight out of the woods and fields," 
while promoting a litigious culture of fear that favors "safe," regimented, pre-
manufactured playgrounds over imaginative play.  
 
Interaction with the natural landscape is thought to be crucial to the mental 
and physical health of children (Rubenstein, 1998).  To bring youth back to 
nature, Natural Play Areas are outdoor spaces designated for play that are 
made of natural components such as plants, logs, water, sand, mud, 
boulders, hills and trees.  These components represent the larger wild 
environment in a way that feels safe and manageable to young visitors.  A 
few man-made components might also be carefully integrated to support 
creative play, encourage confident exploration and help children develop a 
lasting affinity for the natural world. 
 
The designs of Natural Play Areas might borrow from a range of sites used by 
children around the world such as Playscapes, Natural Playgrounds, 
Alternative Playgrounds, Children’s Gardens, Nature Centers, Nature Camps 
or Adventure Playgrounds.  Each Natural Play Area is also meant to be a 
unique and artful composition of natural components reflecting a local sense 
of place.  The process for designing and building a Natural Play Area will 
follow these steps through an iterative process (the first two steps have been 
completed and are available as a draft background document that has been 
put together for the project): 
 

1. Describe what Natural Play Areas are (and what they are not) 
2. Describe why we need natural play 
3. Describe what we remember about natural play 
4. Describe how kids feel about playing outside 
5. Describe how Natural Play Areas can be safe 
6. Design and build Natural Play Areas through a collaborative process 

 
To sum up what Natural Play Area may look like, the following quote from 
Vicki L. Stoecklin, M.Ed describes what a natural play experience might 
entail: 
 
Children find beauty in wildness, so [Natural Play Areas] should provide that, 
along with openness, diversity and opportunities for manipulation, 
exploration and experimentation. Children value exploratory places and the 
adventure and mystery of hiding places and wild, spacious, uneven areas. 
They also appreciate animals, creatures in ponds, and other living things, as 
well as different levels and nooks and crannies, and places that provide 
shelter, shade, privacy and views. 
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Appendix D: Brief Discussion of How OPRD’s Grant 
Program Might Support this Effort  
 
Step 1: 
We propose the initial Natural Play Area be located in Silver Falls State Park. 
The specific site location was identified and is included in the current Silver 
Falls Master Plan completed in 2007.  Project funding would come from the 
state agency apportionment of LWCF grant monies of eligible agencies 
including OPRD, Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, Oregon Department 
of Forestry and the Oregon Division of State Lands.  In this way, the project 
would not be in competition with local government project applications. LWCF 
grant proposals are due in the new year and approved by the Commission in 
April.  
 
The Silver Falls State Park Natural Play Area grant request would include 
funding for project construction.  Project match would include donated design 
work, construction labor and materials.  If the project receives funding, 
onsite construction work will be completed during the summer of 2009.  
 
Packaging of the design process and model designs for use by other park 
providers would be conducted by OPRD planning staff under the existing 
planning budget.  
 
Step 2: 
It is proposed that Local Grant Program funding be used for developing the 
initial Urban Park Natural Play Area project.  A competitive selection process 
is recommended to identify the specific location for the project.  A set of 
specific project guidelines and criteria will be developed to identify the top 
candidate for project funding.   
 
To be eligible applicants must agree to provide the park setting and to 
specific OPRD design requirements. Project construction will be scheduled 
during the summer of 2010.  As with the Silver Falls project, packaging of 
the design process and model designs for use by other park providers would 
be conducted by OPRD planning staff under the existing planning budget. 
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