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Listening to children can help create an 

environment that reflects their perspectives on 

the world and provide ownership and a sense 

of belonging. 

Engage your school community 

Engaging your community is an important 

component to considering the design and use 

of natural play spaces. From educating and 

consulting with parents, educators and staff, to 

seeking expertise, donations and people power 

for working bees, or distributing information 

to raise awareness, there are many forms of 

meaningful engagement. 

It’s important to recognise that whilst 

engagement can take a lot of time, it can also 

be a key factor in establishing strong values 

aligned with outdoor learning outcomes and 

nature pedagogy.

Capture a sense of place and identity 

Natural play spaces should tell stories that 

define your site and local area, celebrate 

cultural diversity within your school community, 

and represent your values and heritage. 

Understanding what a sense of place means 

to you personally and as a collective is a good 

starting point, as it will provide a different 

perspective throughout the design phase.  

Stimulate the senses

Children experience the diversity and beauty 

of the world through their senses.  Creating 

a space with opportunities to engage all five 

senses encourages children to tune in and 

recognise seasonal patterns and rhythms of the 

natural world. 

 Touch includes different textures for 

walking on, both in shoes and barefoot; plants 

that are rough, smooth, prickly, soft, furry and 

sticky; different types of rocks and logs; soil, 

sand and water that can mixed with bare hands. 

 Sight includes the wide range of natural 

colours; ways to vary the intensity of light; 

different shapes, heights, and forms through 

the use of vegetation; art; sculptures; bird 

baths; insect hotels; and flowering plants to 

attract birds and butterflies. 

 Smell includes herbs, bushes and trees 

with scented leaves, and flowers that can be 

crushed and used in potions and other natural 

creations. 

 Taste includes accessible vegetable 

gardens, fruit trees, and other edible plants. 

 Sound includes music walls; soundscapes 

featuring running water; bird-attracting flowers; 

trees for wind to blow through and sticks for 

experimenting with sound.

Natural play spaces are areas 
designed for children to play in 
in free, open-ended ways. They 
should offer rich and diverse 
experiences that enable children 
to guide and master their own play 
experiences, play how they want 
to play, test their cognitive and 
physical capabilities, stimulate their 
senses, provide social interactions 
and independent play, and teach 
them about living things and how 
to care for them.  

In conjunction with play space design experts, 

Nature Play SA has devised a series of Natural 

Play Space Principles to provide educators with 

guidance for developing spaces that support 

the diversity of play needs for children. The 

checklist below is adapted from the Nature Play 

SA principles. 

Listen to children’s’ voices 

Expression is a powerful form of communication 

for children and manifests in a diversity of ways. 

Learning to observe and interpret children’s 

expression can help identify their needs in a 

play space. We can also ask children what they 

like to do when they play rather than what 

would they like to see in their play space. 
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Incorporate a range of play spaces
Diverse play opportunities provide an inclusive 

environment for all children.  Offering a range 

of spaces will encourage all areas of a child’s 

development – social, cognitive, physical, 

and emotional – whilst providing space for 

appropriate risk taking and challenge. Some 

elements to encourage include: 

 Fantasy and imagination – this can be 

encouraged through winding paths, hidden 

places, provocations throughout the space, 

stepping stones, amphitheatres, archways, 

loose parts, performance areas, music 

opportunities and space to build small worlds 

and life-size cubbies from sticks and other 

natural materials.

 Gathering – this can be encouraged by 

providing a diversity of loose parts such as 

seedpods, leaves, sticks, and rocks to find, 

collect and use in different ways. Providing 

baskets and identifying what plants can be 

picked and used can invite children to explore 

play in different ways. 

 Adventure – this can be encouraged by 

having high structures (that meet Australian 

Playground Standards), uneven surfaces, paths, 

ropes, different-sized boulders and logs to 

challenge and evaluate risk.

 Special places – these can be encouraged 

in a variety of ways: using plants as screens; 

having small, enclosed or hidden niches with 

seating or gathering areas; supplying hessian 

and rope to enclose cubbies or other spaces that 

children can call their own. Special places should 

also be considered important areas where 

children can slow down, find their centre, and 

compose themselves during stressful periods. 

Include loose parts
Loose parts include natural materials that have 

no specific use and vary in form, texture and 

size. These include  tree stumps, bark pieces, log 

rounds, long and short sticks, shells, seedpods, 

leaves, flowers and rocks They provide open-

ended and creative play, allowing children 

freedom and space to invent, create, 

dismantle, move, carry, and build 

whatever they want. 

 

Model sustainable practice
When designing a play space, utilising 

local, sustainable, reusable, and 

ethically sourced materials should be 

considered and provides a springboard 

for discussing sustainability with 

children. In addition, incorporating 

sustainable elements within the play 

experience can help foster a greater 

connection to the natural environment. 

For example, limited water supply 

can demonstrate the need to ration water 

resources. Using local suppliers, contractors, 

and artists where possible can further 

complement a commitment to a play space rich 

in environmental sustainability.   *

Use natural elements
Natural materials provide rich opportunities for 

creative, imaginative, social and sensory play. 

In addition, they can provide greater diversity in 

speech and language development as their use 

is often associated with more imaginative play, 

prompting unique dialogue.

For example:

 Water provides opportunities to touch, 

listen, and experiment. Creating dry or 

shallow ponds with water pumps for mixing 

with dirt/sand can offer a range of learning 

opportunities. 

 Sand and dirt allow children to dig, 

explore, create and, when integrated with 

water, offer a textural and creative experience.  

 Plants and trees provide shade, places 

to hide, different smells, textures and tastes; 

climbing structures, loose parts, habitats 

for birds, butterflies and other insects; and 

seasonal changes. 

 Changing topography can provide 

diversity and interest in your play space 

and can take the form of hills, mounds, 

creeks, and swales whilst encouraging 

climbing, running, rolling, sliding, 

balancing and jumping.

 Wood, stones and boulders can 

be used to construct pathways, bridges, 

borders, fences, climbing structures, and 

seating, and to provide opportunities for 

construction, gathering 

and building.

Create seamless connections
Connections between spaces can help children 

form relationships and familiarity with their 

surroundings. Good integration between areas 

provides continuity and helps build confidence, 

independence and invitations to explore. 

Providing seamless integration between the 

indoor and outdoor spaces and between 

different outdoor areas will also allow children 

to move freely between areas, providing a 

sense of place and identity.  

Using winding pathways, tactile paths, 

boardwalks, tunnels, bridges, stepping-

stones/logs and plants to connect spaces can 

encourage imaginative and open-ended play.
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"Creating secret forts, dens, 
hideouts and playhouses 
isn't just any random kind 
of play. It's a universal drive 
that's rooted in kids' healthy 
development."

DAVID SOBEL 
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