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The first of three interactive play charrettes to design and 
plan Natural Play Areas for connecting Oregon’s youth 
with the natural world.
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Schedule

9:00 - 9:30 am  Registration, Breakfast, Team Assignments (30 min)

9:30 - 9:40 am  Introductions (10 min)

9:40 - 10:30 am Workshop Overview (40 min)
   Understanding natural play, schedule, guidelines for the day.

10:30 - 11:10 pm Exercise 1a: Favorite Nature Memory (40 min)
   Close your eyes and remember your favorite nature experience.  Write sticky   
   notes from your memory telling: where it was, materials you used or saw,    
   activities you did, your feelings while you were there and any sensory details you   
   remember.  Share your memory with the group and post the stickies into    
   categories on the wall.

11:10 - 12:00 pm Exercise 1b: Nature Walk (50 min)
   See some of Silver Falls State Park and get into nature.

12:00 - 1:30 pm  Exercise 1c: Imaginary Nature Play Map (and LUNCH) (90 min)
   While eating lunch, draw a map of the best nature playround you can imagine.    
   Think about your Favorite Nature Memory and the Nature Walk to get ideas.    
   Show the activities you would have, the materials that would be there, the feelings  
   you’d want people to have and any smells, sounds or sights you’d have.  We will   
   post these on the wall.       

1:30 - 2:30 pm   Exercise 2a: Nature Play! (60 min)
   In your team, meet outside to play in nature any way you like. Pretend you are in   
   your best nature playground, try to recreate your favorite nature memory,    
   or just get out there and see what you come up with.  Be safe and have fun!  
   *Hint* have a team member make a quick sketch of your play area.

2:30 - 4:30 pm  Exercise 2b: Real Nature Play Map (120 min)
	 	 	 Meet	in	your	team	to	reflect	on	your	nature	play	experience.		Draw	a	giant
   map of your play area.  Have each team member draw where they went, what   
   activities they did, how they felt, what they saw, touched, smelled or noticed.  Use  
   words and pictures to describe each person’s experience.  Post your map on the   
   wall and choose one or two people to present.  Explain what your team’s    
   map shows.  Where did your team spend the most time?  What did     
   your team do? What could you say about your experiences as a group?  

4:30 - 5:00 pm  Closing Remarks and Next Steps (30 min)

Natural Play Design Charrette
May 30th, 2009
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OPRD and Natural Play
Background: 

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) ef-
fort 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 abun-
dant natural resources, but that there is growing evidence Oregon’s youth are gravitating away from out-
door	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 in outdoor play.  
Additionally, increasing use of electronic media by youth has been implicated in negative psychological 
and physical effects including obesity, loneliness, depression, and attention problems.  Research shows 
there is now strong evidence of parental support to counter these trends and 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 state-
ments from parents, make this project especially relevant today; as SCORP Advisory Committee mem-
bers have recently stated “it is critical to have a strategy in place to reconnect Oregon 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.” 

The Case for Natural Play Areas:

State Parks are natural leaders in any campaign to connect children and families to the outdoors because 
we are stewards of most of a community’s green space, and are experienced at providing programming 
for children and families.  Building Natural Play Areas in parks can enhance the ability of state parks 
to bring children quality nature experiences, which tend not to happen when children are restricted to 
formal trails or picnic areas.  Natural Play Areas will promote activities that bring children and families 
to park lands, and offer introductions to other activities offered by parks including conservation educa-
tion programs and interpretation, including training in outdoor skills and sports. They will also encour-
age	schools	and	nonprofit	organizations	to	organize	visits	by	children	to	state	parks	and	other	natural	
areas.		The	initial	Natural	Play	Area	at	Silver	Falls	will	be	one	of	the	first	of	its	type	in	the	US;	currently	
New Mexico State Parks Division is also beginning the process of constructing a natural play area at one 
of its visitors center, and the National Wildlife Federation and the Natural Learning Initiative are work-
ing with the National Association of State Parks Directors to develop national guidelines for natural play 
areas at parks which will be available by the end of 2009.
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The focus of Natural Play Area, whether in a State Park or inner city, is to improve a child’s quality of 
life through the ability to learn in natural environment.  Testament to the success of these types of play 
areas include:

	 By	playing	in	the	natural	environment,	children’s	coordination,	balance	skills,	and	agility			
 improved (Ingunn Fjørtoft and Jostein Sageie, 2004). 
	 Children	with	symptoms	of	Attention	Deficit	Disorder	(ADHD)	are	better	able	to	concentrate		
 after contact with nature. (Taylor et al. 2001) 
	 Children	with	views	of	and	contact	with	nature	score	higher	on	tests	of	concentration	and	self-	
 discipline. The greener, the better the scores (Wells 2000, Taylor et al. 2002). 
	 Children	who	play	regularly	in	natural	environments	show	more	advanced	motor	fitness,			
 including coordination, balance, and agility, and they are sick less often (Grahn, et al. 1997,  
 Fjortoft & Sageie 2001). 
	 When	children	play	in	natural	environments,	their	play	is	more	diverse	with	imaginative	and		
 creative play that fosters language and collaborative skills (Moore & Wong 1997, Taylor et al.  
 1998, Fjortoft 2000).

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 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 proj-
ect	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	develop-
ment of a Natural Play Area in a rural town, a coastal town, back country sites at state parks, and back 
country sites adjacent to designated “wilderness” areas. 

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 preferred location to use as a demonstration site: the play area can 
be a safe and inviting gateway to a very diverse natural setting; it has high visitation and is within a short 
driving distance of Salem and Portland; the park is very supportive of the concept; a local school is will-
ing 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 is 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 
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local governments can use these designs as templates for their own Natural Play Areas and tap into local 
grant funding programs.

Proposed Project Timeline and Milestones:

There	are	five	major	milesstones	for	the	project.		At	each	stage	the	project	will	be	reviewed	for	its	successes	
and failures with adjustments made to the program as appropriate:

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 

2009 – Summer / Fall
Define	and	implement	a	participatory	process	for	designing	and	building	a	Natural	Play	Area	in	a	State	Park:
1. Create design/build team for three charrettes at Silver Falls
2. Build-in OPRD review process
3. Complete construction drawings
4. Apply for LWCF grant to fund construction 

2010 – Spring / Summer 
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

2010 - 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

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 re  
	 fine.		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

2010 on
Market and improve the Stepping Stones program:
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1. Market the project model through the Oregon Parks and recreation Association and grant    
 programs websites
2.	 Further	improve	and	refine	criteria	as	necessary
 

In Summary:

Perhaps,	to	best	summarize	the	benefits	of	creating	Natural	Play	Areas,	we	can	end	on	a	quote	from	an	
Oregon parent, Mary Lowen, who states: “My best memories of childhood are from walking through 
the woods with my sister and climbing what we then called ‘mountains,’ exploring creeks for hours and 
looking	up	at	the	sky	from	grassy	fields.		I	hope	my	children	and	grandchildren	are	able	to	enjoy	those	
same experiences.” If Natural Play Areas can recreate these experiences and encourage children to ex-
plore	their	natural	environment	with	confidence	as	they	grow	older,	we	will	have	succeeded.

Prepared by: Mark Davison
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Bruegel, Pieter Children’s Games 1560. Oil on oak panel 118 x 161 cm. 
Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien, Vienna
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Exercise 1a

Favorite Nature Memory 

10:30 - 11:10 
Favorite Nature Memory (40 min)

Goals:
- Start thinking about natural play
- Introduce the categories that we will be using throughout the day to describe activities

Outcomes:
- Sticky notes that can be easily moved and categorized according to place, materials,   
 activity, feelings and sensory details to develop themes and gain an understanding 
 of the components in a natural play area.

Individual Activity:

1. Remember: Close your eyes. Think of one of your favorite times of playing in nature.  
 It can be somewhere you go often, or somewhere you went just once.  Is it the beach?   
 Or camping in the forest?  Imagine yourself there.  Think about what you were doing.    
 Remember how it smelled, what it looked like and what sounds you could hear.     
 Remember how you felt. (5 min)

2. Write: Open your eyes.  Write your name at the top of 5 sticky notes.  On each sticky   
 note respond to one of these questions: (15 min)

 a. In your memory, where were you?  (sandy beach, forest campground)
 b. What you were doing? (running through grass, catching frogs) 
 c. What objects/materials were you using? (logs, trees, stars) 
 d. How did you feel? (excited, happy)
 e. What details of smell, sight, sound or touch do you remember? (slimy moss,   
  noisy wind, hot sun)

 Use more stickies if you need more room, just be sure to put your name on them.

Big Group Activity:

3. Share: Some people volunteer to tell everyone about their memory and then post their   
 sticky notes into the categories on the wall. (15 min)

4. Post on wall: Everyone posts their sticky notes into categories on the wall.  
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Exercise 1b 

Nature Walk

11:10 - 12:00 
Nature Walk (50 min)

Goals:
- See some of Silver Falls and enjoy being outdoors
-  Experience the components of natural play in a structured way to have time to notice   
 materials, activities and feelings.

Outcomes:
- Gather inpiration for next activity.
- Continue thinking about natural play.

Big Group Activity:

1. Meet Outside: Meet in front of North Lodge (10 min)

2. Walk: Go on nature walk and notice what you are doing, what objects you see, how you  
 feel and any sensory details.  Relax and enjoy the walk. (30 min)

3.  Meet Back:  Go back inside and regroup with your team. (10 min)
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Exercise 1c

Imaginary Nature Play Map 
(and lunch)

12:00 - 1:30 
Imaginary Nature Play Map (and lunch) (90 min)

Goals:
- Generate creative ideas about outdoor play.
- Start arranging natural play components spatially

Outcomes:
- Map of imaginary ‘best natural playgrounds’ to show deliberately chosen relationships   
 between materials, feelings and activities.

Team Activity:

1. Brainstorm: Talk with your team over lunch about the best natural playground you 
 can imagine.  If you were to build yourself the best place to play outdoors,     
 what would it look like?  What would it have in it?  You can use things from the Favorite   
 Memory Exercise or from the Nature Walk, or think of a totally new playground. (20 min)

Individual(s) Activity:

2.  Draw:  Draw a map of your playground.  You can draw your own or work together 
 with someone, just remember to write your name(s) on your map.  Draw pictures and   
 label what’s on your map.  Write or show what you can do in your playground, what   
 materials are there, how you feel in different areas of your playground, and be sure to   
 put some details in your map about sounds, smells and textures.  (30 min)

Big Group Activity:

3. Post on wall: Everyone posts their map on the wall. 

4.  Share: Choose someone from your team to talk about your map.  Then we will discuss:   
 How are the maps alike?  How are they different?  Does anyone’s map have    
 something that no one else’s does?  What materials are used?  What playgrounds, be  
 sides your own, would you want to play in? (20 min)
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Exercise 2a

Nature Play! 

1:30 - 2:30 
Nature Play (60 min)

Goals:
- To experience nature play
- Spatially conceptualize natural play components

Outcomes:
- Map of natural play experience showing spatial relationships  between materials,   
 feelings and activities in an actual place.

Team Activity:

1. Meet Outside: Meet in front of North Lodge (10 min)

2.  Observe:  You will be drawing a map of your nature play so take a moment to notice   
 where things are like trees and big rocks.  Also notice the ‘gateways’ to your play    
 area.  *Hint* have someone on your team make a quick sketch of your play area.    
 (2 min)

Individual & Team Activity:

3.  Play: Pretend you are in your ‘best natural playground’ and play in it.  Or imagine that   
 you are in your favorite nature memory and pretend to reexperience it here.  Or just 
 get out and have fun!  (30 min)  

4.  Meet Back:  Go back inside and regroup with your team. (10 min)
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Exercise 2b

Real Nature Play Map 

2:30 - 4:30 
Real Nature Play Map (120 min)

Goals:
- Think about spatial relationships of natural play components
- Have fun

Outcomes:
- A big team map of nature play experience to show realistic spatial relationships   
 between materials, feelings and activities.

Team Activity:

1. Draw a Basemap: Have one or two people from your team draw a giant map of the area  
 where you played.  Show trees, big rocks or anything to help show the space. (10 min)  

2.  Map Team Experiences:  Each person should draw a line of where they went and 
 details of what they played with, saw, smelled or heard.  Label the type of activity each   
 person did and draw pictures of the details.  Everyone should have their name    
 associated with an activity line on the map.  If you can’t remember what you did, make 
 it up! (see example). (45 min)

Big Group Activity:

3. Post on wall: Everyone posts their map on the wall. (10 min)

4.  Present: Choose one or two people to present your map to the group.  Explain what   
 your team’s map shows.  Where did your team spend the most time?  What did    
 your team do?   (PER TEAM: ~7 min.  TOTAL: 45 min)


