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Abstract:

This thesis combines methods of “research for design” and “research by design” in 
order to design a natural playground fitted for Tartu yet serving as a model design 
with general features applicable elsewhere. The goal was to assess the popularity 
and potential of natural play in Estonia, to assess the benefits of outdoor play and 
safe risk amongst pre-school children and to design a natural playground, which 
fits the selected site, but demonstrates example details and design approaches. 
This was performed (executed) as background research for the design, using three 
main methods-questionnaire survey, analysis of example cases and participatory 
design, all of these backed up by literature review.
The results of the research show, there is potential for and interest in natural 
playgrounds amongst people in Tartu, even if the awareness about these might 
not be sufficiently widespread. The main findings regarding preferences for 
playgrounds and approach to safe risk show the importance of variability 
(spatial, material, entertainment features, topography) and stimulativeness of a 
playground.
The design itself is of a playground approximately 1000 square meters located in 
Tartu and it reflects most of the findings and local demands. The main approach 
was to work creatively with the terrain and surface materials. The concept of the 
design is  “bridging islands” of isolated features (functions, social groups, age 
groups, children and adults, lifestyles, personalities, ecosystems, modern and 
natural, city and nature...) in a city-appropriate natural playground.
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Käesolev töö ühendab „uurimistöö projekteerimise” ja „disaini uuringute” 
meetodid, et kujundada Tartusse looduslik mänguväljak, mille disain oleks ka 
mujal kasutatavate üldiste omadustega.
Eesmärgiks oli hinnata looduses mängimise populaarsust ja potentsiaali Eestis, 
hinnata välitingimustes mängimise eeliseid ja riske eelkooliealiste seas ning 
kujundada valitud alale sobiv looduslik mänguväljak, samas ka demostreerida 
näidete põhjal üksikasju ja lähenemisviise disainile.
See viidi läbi disaini taustauuringuna, kasutades kolme peamist meetodit - 
küsimustiku uuringut, näitejuhtumite analüüsi ja osalusdisainilahendust.
Neid kõiki toetas kirjanduslik ülevaade.
Uuringu tulemused näitavad, et Tartus on potentsiaali ja huvi looduslike 
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levinud.
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Peamine lähenemine oli töötamine loominguliselt koos maastiku ja 
pinnamaterjalidega.
Disaini kontseptsioon on isoleeritud tunnuste (funktsioonid, sotsiaalsed rühmad, 
vanuserühmad, lapsed ja täiskasvanud, elustiil, isiksused, ökosüsteemid, 
kaasaegne ja looduslik, linn ja loodus ...) „saarte“ ühendamine linna sobivas 
looduslikus mänguväljakus.

Märksõnad: looduslik mänguväljak, riskid, mänguväljakute projekteerimine, 
maastiku modelleerimine, varieeruvus



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Firstly I would like to thank my supervisor Prof. Simon Bell for his supervision and 
tutoring not only during work on this thesis but throughout the whole two years. 

I am grateful to Jaana Ählberg who helped with Estonian translations and moral 
support, to Rea Sepping who connected me with the right people (people involved in 
Emajoe Aed community garden) and provided information about the area of Emajoe 
Aed. And also to Liis Kuresoo, a very active mother and a generous woman who was my 
main connection with MTU�  Lapsed O� ue, their kindergarten and other parents in Tartu.

I would also like to thank other members of the Landscape architecture department 
at EMU� , teachers, classmates, and friends, for their advice, support, and suggestions. 
Nominally Friedrich Kuhlmann, Jekaterina Balicka and Änna Wilczyńska, teachers who 
inspired and motivated me during my studies.
 
The greatest thanks are for all the love and support from my parents who made it 
possible for me to study abroad, and to my siblings for not forgetting me when I was so 
far away from home.



CONTENT
Preface (p. XX)

List of figures (p. XX)
Bibliography (p. XX)

Appendices (p. XX)

2

1.1.         Problem statement
1.2.        Aim of research
1.3.        Objectives
1.4.        Research questions
1.5.        Research overview
1.6.        Structure of the thesis
1.7.        Important terms and keywords

2.1.        Need for play
2.2.       Designing for and with children
2.3.       Relationship to nature and Nature Deficit Disorder
2.4.       Play in nature
2.5.       Safety and risk

3.1.        Background research - research for design
                      3.1.1.    Method 1 – Questionnaire survey
                      3.1.2.   Method 2 – Example cases
3.2.       Research by design
                      3.2.1. Method 3 – Participatory design

4.1.        Example cases
                      4.1.1. Morialta nature playground, Adelaide, Australia
                      4.1.2. Five playgrounds in Warsaw, Poland 
                      4.1.3. Adventure playground, Berkeley, California
                      4.1.4. Comparison
4.2.       Questionnaire results
4.3.       Participatory design documentation

5.1.        Research results forming the design 
5.2.       Site analysis
5.3.       Concept
5.4.       Site design and details
5.5.       Visualisation graphics

3

1

4

5

Interduction (p. XX)

Literatur review (p. XX)

Methodology (p. XX)

Data collection  -  
research for design 

(p. XX)

Design (p. XX)

Discussion and 
Conclusion (p. XX)

6



8

PREFACE
There are a few different aspects of natural play topic that interests me.
Firstly, I would like to mention the general challenge of designing for children 

and all the responsibility that comes with it. Especially in the case of spaces dedicated 
to children either outdoor or indoor, there is an increasing number of rules, safety 
regulations and laws not mentioning the increasing overprotectiveness and anxiety 
from the side of parents and the responsible officials an regulatory bodies. This, 
of course, represents a significant challenge for the designers, but according to my 
humble opinion, these restrictions may also limit healthy and harmonic development 
of children, especially in urbanized areas.

This leads me to the second key point of my interest in this topic. That is the 
decreasing time children spend outdoors and their growing disconnection from nature, 
which has become common knowledge. This is a widely discussed and researched topic 
and terms such as nature deficit disorder have appeared.

In my work, I focus on the situation in Tartu, Estonia. However, I also source and 
refer to various studies and examples from other parts of the world. I believe I am 
talking about the general situation of city children - children from urban or urbanized 
areas of the developed world.

Thirdly, it is the complexity of this topic, so characteristic for landscape 
architecture. Related to playground and natural playground design, it is important to 
consider countless different topics such as physical qualities (shapes, sizes, materials, 
pollution of the area), but also the effect on the development of individual children, 
culture, tradition or even the effect on the local community. In addition, considering 
the acceptable levels of risk and safety on playgrounds makes the designing natural 
playgrounds even more complex.

In this work, based on the literature research and the background research, I 
developed a “model” design, that offers some general solutions for designing natural 
playgrounds. However, this design is located on a specific site in Tartu and therefore 
must be performed according to the needs of the place and the community.

The main inspiration and the background knowledge for formulating the 
research questions have been collected as a part of my Bachelor thesis “The Grounds of 
Kindergartens“ (written in 2017 in the Czech language) which explored the topic on a 
very general level and described gardens and play areas of 12 kindergartens in Prague, 
Czech Republic. 
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  INTRODUCTION
1

This chapter explains the focus and structure of the thesis, the key aspects, objec-
tives, and the topics of the research and design project.

It has been shown, that the time adults and children spent outdoors is significantly 
decreasing (Daniš, 2016). Also, many children, especially from bigger cities, seem to 
have less contact with nature. More people are starting to realize, that this as an im-
portant negative issue. This recently leads to the increasing popularity of institutions 
such as forest kindergartens or natural playgrounds, that evoke and simulate the feel-
ing of nature, by using natural materials, shapes and elements.

1.1.   PROBLEM STATEMENT

The author sees three key issues connected with the topic of nature playground that 
she attempts to gain a deeper understanding of and finding a possible solution for, by 
conducting this research.

Firstly, the decreasing time spent outdoors and the growing disconnection from na-
ture amongst children from bigger cities, has negative impact on the health and well-
being of these children. Many researchers have already started realizing this issue and 
one of the popular ways of preventing it (especially in Scandinavian countries, which 
have similar climate conditions to Estonia) are forest kindergartens and natural play-
grounds. In general, the popularity of natural playgrounds is growing in some parts of 
Europe However, the author is not aware of any natural playgrounds in Tartu and in-
tends to find out what the situation (information about, popularity or attitude of locals) 
towards natural playgrounds is. The author is aware that numerous factors, such as low 
population density or a high percentage of forest as land cover might play a role here.

Thirdly, there is an issue of growing overprotectiveness of parents and caregivers 
coupled with tightening security regulations for playgrounds. The author of this work 
sees that as unnecessary limitations for designers of playgrounds as well as users. She 
believes it should be possible to design a playground that is safe, yet still natural, enter-
taining and stimulating.
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1.2.   AIM OF RESEARCh
The aim of this work is to develop a  conceptual design that can serve as a “model de-

sign” for natural playgrounds for preschool children. This, as mentioned above, seems 
to be important due to increasing interest in natural playgrounds. The work is mainly 
focused on the situation in Estonia and the site of the design is located in Tartu. Howev-
er, the information collected in the literature review and from the study of example ar-
eas origins from various places in Europe, the USA, and Australia. The author considers 
them as an important inspiration and a stimulating input that can be generalized and 
applied to the case study of Tartu.

1.3.  OBjECTIVES

To reach the aim of the research, three main objectives were formulated. These rep-
resent three interlinked topics addressed in this work.

• To assess the popularity and potential of natural play in Estonia.
• To assess the benefits of outdoor play and safe risk amongst pre-school 

children.
• To design a natural playground, which would fit the selected site and also 

demonstrate generally applicable example details and design approaches.

1.4.  RESEARCh QUESTIONS

I formulated three research questions which are very closely linked to the three re-
search objectives and give direction and focus to the research.

1. How are natural playgrounds seen by the public in Estonia, a country with 
low population density and a high percentage of forest land cover?

2. How to approach safe risk when designing natural playgrounds?
3. What are the most important key elements for a quality design of natural 

playground for preschool children?

1.5.  RESEARCh OVERVIEW

The research has two main steps, the pre-design part, and the design part. Pre-design 
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research collects information through a questionnaire survey by analyzing examples of 
existing natural from playgrounds from elsewhere and participatory design. The final 
design should be a model example of a natural playground, it should fit the area be real-
istic, yet demonstrating a variety of design details, approaches and elements appropri-
ate for natural playgrounds. The last post-design part of the work is the discussion and 
conclusion, where the findings of the pre-design research are discussed together with 
all the results and outcomes of the design process and the design itself. The research 
questions should be answered throughout the work using individual methods (ques-
tionnaires, examination, and analysis of example cases, participatory design). Data col-
lected using these methods will finally be summarised in the conclusion and discussion 
(post-design) part. Figure 1 demonstrates the overall workflow of the thesis.

1.6.  STRUCTURE OF ThE ThESIS

The main part of the work described in this thesis is structured in five chapters 
(chapters 2- 6). The introduction is followed by Literature review which provides back-
ground knowledge. Chapters 3 and 4describe the three methods of (questionnaires, ex-
ample cases, and participatory design) used for this research and includes the data that 
was collected with these methods. Chapter 5 is the second part of the research - the 

Figure 1. 
Analytical framework 
describing research overview.  
Created by author.
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design. Äll the findings and connections between individual parts of the work are ana-
lyzed and discussed in chapter 6. This chapter also includes a summary and conclusion 
of the work. The list of figures is placed together with the bibliography and appendices 
at the end of this thesis. There are no tables included in this thesis.

1.7.   IMPORTANT TERMS AND KEyWORDS

Here are some of the main terms and keywords of this thesis explained. The expla-
nation may in some cases be partially subjective and depict the way a specific word is 
understood and used by the author.

PLAySCAPE

Playscape is usually understood as an area that is by its equipment and dedication 
intended for play. Usually, it is associated with natural play equipment and/or a natural 
space. The author of this work sees the difference between a playground and playscape 
in the scale, formality, and design. In this sense, a playscape would be of a wider scale 
and containing elements that may be used for play but do not necessarily need to be 
intended as such or to stimulate or provoke that idea of play at first sight. Ä playscape 
would be perfectly suitable for play, but not specifically intended for it. On the other 
side, a playground is an area with a very specific purpose of play and with equipment 
dedicated to this purpose.

NATURAL PLAyGROUND

Natural playground understood as a playground that to some level resembles or im-
itates nature. Either as a designed structure made from natural materials or simple 
natural elements used as play equipment (for example logs, stones...). Quite often, it is 
a combination of the two. Generally, natural playgrounds tend to have a wider range 
of usage, less defined shapes and therefore more space for fantasy and invention of its 
users.

CONVENTIONAL PLAyGROUND

A conventional playground is understood as a place equipped with typical play at-
tractions (swings, slides….) made mostly of colored metal, plastic or occasionally wood, 
with a very specific shape and look intended primarily or rather exclusive for play.

SAFE RISK

The common question is how much risk should a playground offer to be entertaining 
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and assist the development of a child while being relatively safe. In that case, the safe 
risk is the right balance between risky and safe, where only minor injury can occa-
sionally occur but the playground stimulates the children to explore their own mental, 
physical and other boundaries and practice motor skills.

FOREST KINDERGARTENS

The term forest kindergarten is generally used for outdoor kindergartens, where 
the accent is on spending as much time outside as possible. These usually do not have 
a fixed building, and the level of “comfort” differs, ranging between groups that spend 
the whole day in a forest without any background, infrastructure or refuge, to kinder-
gartens that own a plot with a garden but  have a simple shelter (such as for example 
wooden cabin, teepee tent, caravan…). Unfortunately, forest kindergartens face numer-
ous legal and funding issues in many countries. That is why some kindergartens are 
officially registered as, for example, private free-time activity groups. Älternatively, to 
meet the legal requirements, they have both an official building and an outdoor/hiking 
place. Forest kindergartens have therefore different levels of comfort, different space 
to use, and amount of time spent outside, always according to the possibilities limited 
by the law and school systems of a country in question and demands and interest of the 
parents.

Forest kindergartens are often mentioned in this paper because the author believes 
they are a topic strongly connected to natural playgrounds. After all, if a forest kinder-
garten wants to have their own plot and shape the outdoor space for themselves, to be 
as close to nature but not in a natural forest, a natural playground is a suitable solution.

SLIDE, SWING, SANDPIT…

These and other words that describe certain structures or equipment. These are 
obviously not technical terms, but need to be used as such in this work, because they 
are parts of a playground and need to be used by the author to describe problematics, 
research outcomes or design details. When writing about all these together the author 
refers to them as play structures, attractions or play elements.

MUD KITChEN

Outdoor kitchen-like play area for role-playing (family, school, book/movie charac-
ters…)  and playing with different natural materials and (smaller) objects (such as mud, 
water, blooms, stones…). Similarly, as the play equipment mentioned above, the author 
is aware that this is not a technical term but needs to be defined and used in this thesis. 
Amongst parents or playground designers the term is commonly used.
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This chapter contains literature review of five topics that the author considered nec-
essary to set a knowledge background to her research. These topics are  1. Need for 
play, 2. Designing for and with children, 3. Relationship to nature and Nature Deficit 
Disorder, 4. Playing in a natural environment, 5. Safety and risk.

2.1.  NEED FOR PLAy

“Play is the key to physical, mental, and social wellbeing of children. It impacts hugely 
on almost every developmental aspect of children’s lives holistically and with multi-facet-
ed ways.” (Sharif, 2014)

Play is hard to define because it is very individual and very natural on a deep, primal 
and biological level (Brown, 2009). It appears that play is a biological phenomenon 
because of its effects on our physical body as well as mental wellbeing (Brown, 2009). 
Play can also be observed in animals, which are able to engage in play as entertainment 
and sign of partnership. This can be exemplified by a husky and a polar bear mentioned 
in Brown´s study Play: How it shapes the brain, opens the imagination and invigorates 
the soul (2009). Play is very complex, it should not be considered only a children’s ac-
tivity, it is not done for any purpose other than the play itself and a smile is an invitation 
to play (Brown, 2009). Based on read sources the author considers play a very intuitive 
primal activity done by humans and animals as a form of relaxation and development.

         There are a few different reasons why we as human beings all need play.  Play 
offers us a reason to stay outside on fresh air and sunshine, quite often a reason to 
move and exercise without even realizing it, it teaches us how to deal with challenges 
and risks and socializing with others, and in some cases, it trains out appreciation for 
nature (McCarthy, 2018). Änother important benefit is the development and stimula-
tion of the brain, especially creativity, imagination, empathy and executive functions 
(Hartwell-Walker, 2018). It can be seen that play is not important only as a form of 
relaxation and entertainment but has a more serious purpose. Many researchers from 
different fields such as anthropology, neuroscience, psychology or education studies 
found the positive effect of play on children in the results of their research and studies 
(Whitebread et al, 2017).

  LITERATURE REVIEW
2
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Quite often, play is categorized in types according to the activity or stimulation. 
Whitebread in his Developmental Psychology and Early Childhood Education describes 
these five types: physical, symbolic, pretend, play with objects and games with rules 
(Whitebread et al, 2017). Physical play occurs in most mammal species and it involves 
activities such as play fighting or activities developing fine and gross motor skills 
(Whitebread et al, 2017).  Play with objects promotes curiosity and exploration of the 
world as well as imagination and it can be found amongst other primates, unlike a sym-
bolic/semiotic play, pretend play and play with rules, which are common only amongst 
humans and which promote deeper social and soft skills (Whitebread et al, 2017).

This thesis focuses primarily on preschool children, age range between 3 and 6 years. 
During the preschool age play is very important for a child development and takes up 
a big portion of time. The effects of development promoted by different types of play 
between preschool children can be summarized in the following way:

 
“In motor development, their gross-motor skills include acquisition of funda-
mental movement skills and perceptual-motor development. Progress in fine 
motor skills results in the ability to use art and writing materials and work 
puzzles and small construction toys. (...) Although preschool children engage 
in free play, they also enjoy teacher-directed activities in group settings. (...) 
Play promotes cognitive development. For example, sociodramatic play pro-
motes intellectual development to include imagination and creativity. (...) 
Development in language and literacy permit preschool children to commu-
nicate with others. (...) Children reflect their social development in stages of 
social play that begin with individual play and move to collaboration in group 
play. (...) The time and type of play engaged in by parents and other adults 
affect the quality of preschool play.’” (Frost et al, 2012)

 
Play and education, especially in the preschool age are inevitably intertwined, yet 

the relationship between the two and balance of the two remains to be quite controver-
sial, and still fuels discussions amongst professionals. Play has been a respected part of 
educational curriculums only since the begging of the 20th century (Besio et al, 2017). 

A view of urban planning provides another aspect of play: “Play spaces can facilitate 
social interaction among diverse neighbors too.” (Day, 2017) Maybe it is not just people 
of all ages who need more play,  maybe we can also say that cities need more play.

“Enhancing play isn’t about building playgrounds on every corner (though we 
need more). It’s about reconsidering what and who our public spaces, streets, 
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and sidewalks are for, and how they can be places that challenge and inspire 
and hopefully make us laugh, rather than just move us from point a to b.” (Day, 
2017)

2.2.  DESIGNING FOR AND WITh ChILDREN

Designing for children is exciting, yet challenging. There are many details to be ad-
dressed, for example, aesthetics, entertainment, safety and educational value. Some 
of these are discussed below. This chapter aims firstly to point out the main factors 
in which designing for children is special, challenging, and differs from designing for 
adults. Secondly, it discusses co-designing with children and children-oriented partic-
ipatory design.

 Even if a space is designed for children in terms of safety, children will only spend 
time there, if it is also engaging and stimulating, not just because it is there for them 
(Dudek, 2005). “As adults, we perceive the landscape as forms, whereas children will in-
terpret the landscape and the terrain as functions ” (Gibson, 1979 and Heft, 1988 cited 
in Fjørtoft and Sageie 2000). A very interesting study done by Sporrel, S., Caljouw, S.R. 
and Withagen, R. (2017) showed that children prefer (aesthetically and for entertain-
ment) a non-standardized (various sizes, heights and spacing) set of jumping stones 
to a standardized one (same stones organized in a geometric pattern). As children are 
able to play almost anywhere and play has very little boundaries, it is the designer’s 
task to discover what will work the best, and to apply and optimize these findings (Lar-
is, 2005). As Laris (2005) says: “It is not the designer who decides how a thing will ulti-
mately be used. It is the children who decide “. He explains this on an example of children 
using a play structure as a boat, even though it was originally designed as a castle. Ac-
cording to Campbell (2013) the key factors that make a quality play-learning environ-
ment are: “diversity of space, multipurpose elements, loose parts, community presence, 
seasonal presence” and key features that such an environment should offer are “active, 
experimental, individual, gathering and ecological” spaces. Most of these requirements 
seem to circle back to the key point of a playground being a very multifunctional area 
that provides space for as wide a range of people and activities as possible and to facil-
itate their interaction.

 Another aspect of designing for children would be designing jointly with children, 
an approach known as “participatory design” or “participation design”, “user-centered” 
or “cooperative design” or co-design. This is a common practice with adults; however, 
it can also be used with children. The purpose is to get participants, in this case, chil-
dren involved in the design process, usually on the level of brainstorming ideas and 
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creating concepts. The history of participatory design goes back to 1970s in Scandi-
navia, where workers were given space to be part of creating the system for a factory 
workplace environment and therefore make them more motivated and increase the 
production (Sanders and Stappers, 2008). Schepers et al (2018) describe the changes 
and development of children’s roles as participants of a design process and based on 
their research, they believe that children could be included already in the design of the 
process of participation.

There is, of course, a big difference between conducting such a form of interaction 
and research with adults and with children. Depending on the level of involvement in 
participatory design, the child plays different roles with different levels of importance 
(Hagen et al, 2012). There are different methodologies and approaches developed by 
various professionals who also defined levels of involvement; however, the important 
thing is that activities done with the participants should aim to encourage childrens´ 
creativity while simultaneously documenting their thoughts (Hagen et al, 2012). Hagen 
et al (2012) compare and summarize these methods. “Designers work within a multi-
disciplinary profession and need to take into account several fields of expertise such as 
psychology, sociology, anthropology and pedagogy when involving users.” (Hagen et al, 
2012)

An important thing to mention is, that when working with children for research pur-
poses, the ethic restrictions are much more severe, than when working with adults. 
UNICEF published the Ethical Research Involving Children (ERIC) compendium in 
2013. “ERIC aims to assist researchers and the research community to understand, plan 
and conduct ethical research involving children and young people in any geographical, so-
cial, cultural or methodological context.” (Centre for Children and Young People, 2013). 
Important aspects that must be taken into consideration are harms and benefits, in-
formed consent, privacy and confidentiality, payment and compensation (Graham et al 
2013).

2.3.  RELATIONShIP TO NATURE AND NATURE 
DEFICIT DISORDER

The field that studies our relationship to nature is known as environmental psy-
chology. This discipline researches how human behavior affects, and is affected, by the 
environment, whether it is indoor or outdoor.

Due to its complexity, defining the term “relationship to nature” can be complicated 
and multilayered. Some see it as a positive virtue, that not everyone has, while others 
see it in a more general meaning as something everyone has, but depends on whether 
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it is positive or negative, and how we act upon it (Krjahanzl, 2015). According to Kra-
jhanzl (2015) our environmentally-relevant actions are influenced not only by our rela-
tionship to nature, but also our personality, mood and situational conditions (physical, 
social, economic…). Sadly, even a positive relationship to nature can have a bad impact 
on it, if actions of the individual do not consider the bigger picture of the environment. 
Sterile lawns and satellite residential areas are an example of this negative effect (Krja-
hanzl, 2015). Other aspects related to our relationship, are our adaptability to the nat-
ural environment and our ethical and aesthetic approach.

Louv (2010) introduced and popularized the term “nature deficit disorder” refer-
ring to the phenomenon of younger generations distancing themselves and being dis-
tanced (through upbringing and culture) from nature, by spending less and less time 
outdoors and in a wild natural area. It is not a medical term or a diagnosis, it is merely 
a description of a phenomenon. In his book “Last Child in the Woods” Louv (2010) dis-
cusses topics, such as need for natural environment, why we spend less time outdoors, 
role of fear, information and education about nature, how to bring children back to na-
ture, what outdoor activities suitable for re-establishing a child’s attraction to outdoor 
natural environment, and various forms of wilderness and nature in (future) cities.

Numerous studies (for example Shanahan et al (2016), Pretty (2004) or Hertig et al 
(2010)) show the positive effects of spending time in the natural environment on both 
physical and mental wellbeing and healing. Healing, therapeutic and sensory gardens 
are a small scale example of this effect of nature. Gardens have long since been the 
simplification of nature, an attempt on taming it, and a safe form of it (Souter-Brown, 
2015). “The contemporary health and well-being benefits of healing gardens spill over 
into education, crime prevention and social cohesion.” (Souter-Brown, 2015)

2.4.  PLAyING IN NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

The general topic of the effect of certain playground designs on the development of 
children is discussed from different points of view throughout the whole literature re-
view. This part specifies the effect playing in nature, and nature-inspired elements not 
any kind of designed playgrounds.

Ingunn Fjørtoft and Jostein Sageie (2000) studied the use of a natural environment 
(forest) as a playscape using methods focusing on structures and functions of the envi-
ronment (landscape ecology, vegetation, topography and playscape). They wrote: “The 
key concepts ... are the importance of `green structures and loose parts’ and multivariable 
possibilities for versatile play.” Another study conducted by Ingunn Fjørtoft (2004) fo-
cused on the development of motor skill when playing in a natural environment. Im-
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portant thing about research of Ingunn Fjørtoftin is her comparison and consideration 
of both landscape elements analysis as well as the psychological and physiological de-
velopment of children. Certain types of activities can be linked to special landscape 
elements and in that case, the natural environment of a woodland with diverse topog-
raphy, proved to be a suitable playground for children (Fjørtoft, 2004). Another four-
year study, with over five hundred children, conducted by Ulset, V., Vitaro, F., Brendgen, 
M., Bekkhus. M., Borge, A. I. H. (2017) indicates that: “Outdoor time in preschool may 
support children’s development of attention skills and protect against inattention-hyper-
activity symptoms.”

2.5.  SAFETy AND RISK
 
Laris (2005) believes:

“Being safe is about preventing hazards, not about preventing risk, for risk is 
always present. Viewed as a fundamental part of a child’s development it is 
essential that each child has the opportunity to experience situations where 
the risk level is appropriate to their skill level. This way a child can evaluate 
potential dangers and learn to manage similar situations as they occur.”

 
Children learn from their mistakes. “From a very young age, children often use play 

to test their own limits or to repeat skills until they have mastered them” (Shackell et al, 
2008). Apart from learning from the experience of risky situations, a certain safe risk of 
a playground at a young age is necessary to satisfy the need for risk, naturally occurring 
in many children, and prevent them from seeking a more dangerous activity elsewhere 
(Gill, 2007).

Safety on playgrounds has strict guidelines and regulations. In Europe, they are 
Standards for playgrounds EN 1176 and EN 1177. These address topics such as, for ex-
ample, materials, flammability, structural integrity, accessibility for adults, protection 
against falling, moving parts, entrapment, consumable components, ropes and chains, 
foundations, bouncing facilities, installation, inspection and maintenance information 
(The Play Inspection Company, 2008). Unfortunately, many studies regarding safety 
and risk are site-specific or refer to a wider range of factors that threaten the safety of 
children in public outdoor space or playground.

According to Çay (2017) the factors that determine the safety of a playground (not 
including external factors such as criminality in the neighborhood etc.) are safe site of 
the playgrounds (considering traffic, water access…), considering  different age groups 
and their individual dynamics of play, zoning according to activities and appropriate 
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visibility.
Commonly, sizes of play structures and fall heights are discussed and considered 

amongst designers, yet materials and surfaces are just as important. Since fall is the 
most common source of injuries at playgrounds (The Play Inspection Company, 2008). 
The surfacing often affects the scale of injury based on its ability to absorb shock (Çay, 
2017).

Some of the basic important standards and dimensions of playground and play 
equipment relevant to the topic of this research and design (that is to say excluding 
artificial materials, complicated technical moving constructions and so on) according 
to The Play Inspection Company are defined in their  Essential Guide to BS EN 1176 and 
BS EN 1177 (2008) are:

• Freefall height should not be over 3m
• Materials should be flash resistant
• Timber should be resistant to ground decay
• Metals should be protected against corrosion
• Risks should be identifiable by the child
• Permitted diameter for grip is 16 - 45mm
• Permitted diameter for grasp has maximum diameter 60mm
• Corners, edges or projecting parts over 8mm should have a 3mm radius
• Equipment should be cushioned where it comes to a stop
• Ropes used by hands should have a soft, non-slip covering
• Railings (if necessary) should be between 60cm and 85cm, above the foot 

position
• Limits preventing all kinds of entrapment of various body parts or clothes
• Equipment over 60cm high requires a 60 – 85cm barrier
• Stairs should be evenly spaced and have a minimum tread depth of 110mm
• Grass as surfacing material, may be used up to a fall height of 1,5m
• In loose-fill surfaces, foundations should be 40cm below the surface or, if 

tapered for water shedding, 20cm or, be covered by the equipment.
• Loose materials (bark, wood chips, sand and gravel) used on a landing area 

should be in a 20cm layer
 
As seen from numerous sources, playgrounds and spending time in nature have a 

great impact on children and there is a lot to bear in mind when designing a playground.
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METhODOLOGy
3

This chapter explains the research methods used in this work.in. My thesis is a com-
bination of research for design and research by design (pre-design and design part). 
Firstly, background research is performed through an analysis of three example cases 
of existing natural playgrounds and through a questionnaire survey. The second part is 
the actual design, which includes a participatory design process with local parents and 
children.

3.1.  BACKGROUND RESEARCh 
- RESEARCh FOR DESIGN

3.1.1. METhOD 1 – EXAMPLE CASES
Three example cases of existing natural playgrounds were analyzed and compared 

to show common features, that can be considered as more general aspects of natural 
play area design.

These three playgrounds are:

• Morialta nature playground, Adelaide, Australia
• Five playgrounds in Warsaw, Poland
• Adventure playground, Berkeley, California
 
The playgrounds were selected for their popularity, and general difference or even 

dissimilarity. They differ in scale, the way they were designed and constructed, their 
age, location in climate zones and weather conditions, cultural and ethnic backgrounds.  
The author is aware that this distinction makes the playgrounds difficult to compare, 
however, she finds them valuable and diverse examples and believes, that certain ele-
ments of design or strategies in these playgrounds are applicable to the case of Tartu. 

First, each example is introduced and described. The applicability to the situation in 
Tartu is discussed and so are the features the author uses as inspiration gathered from 
these playgrounds.

The research of the playgrounds was performed done online based on the available 
text and graphic information available on the internet. The only place visited by the au-
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thor is the Adventure playground in California. However, it has been visited more than 
15 years ago, when the author herself was a child.

This method, together with the literature review, attempts to answer the second 
research question of this work: What are the most important key elements for a quality 
design of a natural playground for preschool children?

3.1.2. METhOD 2 – QUESTIONNAIRE SURVEy
The questionnaire survey was chosen as a method because it is a way to collect data 

in a form that can be easily compared and analyzes (unified questions). In addition, the 
author does not speak Estonian so with a translated version of the questionnaire the 
author was able to reach more local people in their native language. The third import-
ant reason is that the questionnaire was spread online because in Estonia most people 
are used to dealing with many issues online, rather than face to face, and therefore 
there was a chance of reaching a wider audience.  The questionnaire has 25 questions, 
two of which have a subquestion. Six of the questions have multiple-choice answers, 
thirteen questions are simple “yes” or “no” questions, and six are open questions. The 
questionnaire has two language versions, English and Estonian, and both versions can 
be found in the Appendices (Appendix 1).

         The questionnaire has been distributed mostly through social media (relevant 
Facebook groups, and Estonian blogger´s Facebook page) and email (to kindergartens 
and landscape architects and designers), targeting primarily parents and kindergarten 
teachers, although answers were also accepted from other people who spend time with 
children (grandparents, babysitters) or work with children (other teachers, kindergar-
ten directors, designers who focus on design for children). It was distributed in the 
form of Google Forms.

The sequence of the questions is set to first gather more general data about prefer-
ences of children/caregivers regarding playgrounds, than moving to questions that are 
more specific.  The questions addressed topics such as: how much time children spend 
outside (personal view), their preferences about places where they play, the situation 
in Tartu (possibilities and potential), the popularity of forest kindergartens, parents 
view on topics such as safety or educational potential of playgrounds.

Due to the type of questions and the number of collected answers (100 respondents 
answered) it can be said the questionnaire serves more as a source of qualitative re-
search data than qualitative, even though some of the open questions were answered 
with detailed descriptions and opinions by the respondents.

The collected data were analyzed as individual questions.
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The first two questions ask information about the respondents. What is their rela-
tionship to children (parent, working with children, etc.) and where do they live (Tartu, 
Tartumaa, Estonia, Not in Estonia). The author considered this the most important in-
formation about the respondents. The author did not collect any information about the 
age and sex/gender of the respondents, as she does not consider it critical for the focus 
of these questions and the data she intended to collect.

This research method was chosen to answer the first research question: What is the 
approach to natural playgrounds in Estonia as a country with a low population and a 
high percentage of forest land cover?

3.2.   RESEARCh By DESIGN

The design in this work was developed on the basis of the background research 
and with input collected during this research by design. It answers two of the research 
questions: What are the most important key elements for a quality design of nat-
ural playground for preschool children? and How to work with safe-risk potential 
when designing natural playgrounds?

The location of the designed area is in Tartu near the river. More precisely, it is a play-
ground connected to the Emajoe community garden and serving as a hiking area for the 
local kindergarten. The design process (Figure 2) has 6 steps (1. Background theory, 
2. Site visit, 3. Analysis, 4. Participatory design, 5. Concept, 6. Final design). However, 
before the actual design, a participatory design event is organized.

Figure 2. 
Schema of Design Process.  
Created by author.
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3.2.1. METhOD 3 – PARTICIPATORy DESIGN
An important part of the design process is the participatory design involving local 

children and their parents. This has been organized as a public event in Tartu at Emajõe 
city beach. The event was promoted through social media.

Preparation for the event: Äpproximately 20cm tall figures were cut out of paper and 
cardboard to be used as dolls. Instead of drawing on papers or maps, drawing was done 
on cardboard which doesn’t need a hard flat even surface underneath and is therefore 
ideal for the site – a beach. Natural and paper materials (paper tubes, twigs, cones, 
stones…) were collected beforehand, to facilitate the co-design process

Activities prepared for the event include:

• Work with terrain. Task: creating a “model” of an island in the sand with a 
terrain as varied as possible.

• Building shelters. Task:  build a house/shelter out of natural materials for 
your paper doll.

• Drawing the “dream” playground

Improvisation is an inevitable part of the process and the program may be shaped 
according to the number of participants and weather conditions.

Nevertheless, the task is to collect ideas and inspiration directly from potential 
users.
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DATA COLLECTION
4

4.1.  EXAMPLE CASES
This chapter provides information about three examples of natural playgrounds. 

These playgrounds are located around the world (USA, Poland, Australia) as cna be 
seen on Figure 3. They are very different, but the author sees all of them inspiring in 
some way and considers their case in some way applicable to Tartu (each example case 
has a different similarity to the case study of Tartu, explained below). 

4.1.1. MORIALTA NATURE PLAyGROUND,                                                   
ADELAIDE, AUSTRALIA

Morialta nature playground also known as Mukanthi nature play space is in Morialta 
conservation park on the edge of the city Adelaide in South Australia. Mukanthi means 
“celebrate and play” in the language of a local indigenous people (Good Living team, 
2018). This example has been chosen because of its location – on the edge of a city - 
which is similar to the location of design in this thesis.  Therefore, such design has to 
offer a design which is formal enough to fit the urban setting while still being a natural 
playground. Another aspect of applicability of some features of Mukhanti to Estonia is 
the work with traditional local arts, myths and decorations. The author of this thesis 
considers a strong connection to cultural background, history and folklore very strong 
and present amongst Estonians (singing culture, traditional patterns and flag colors 
often being used, national pride). Morialta Nature Playground uses links to traditional 
aboriginal art and culture in a very present, yet subtle way (Figure 4.) and the author 
finds this use very inspiring.

Figure 3. 
Location of Example cases. 
Created by author.
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The playground was designed by Simon Hutchinson together with Peter Semple 
Landscape Architects (PSLA) (Bond, 2017).

 
“The design identified a series of 5 play nodes spread strategically within the 
reserve. The play nodes are inspired by nature and indigenous cultural nar-
ratives. The design team consulted with Kaurna Elders and local indigenous 
artist Allan Sumner to ensure authentic cultural themes were realised in the 
architecture and sculptures. These elements are scaled for children to interact 
with through active and sensory play, nurturing inquisitive minds and devel-
oping cultural and environmental understanding.” (Peter Semple Landscape 
Architects, 2017)

 
These five nodes are inspired by rocky landscape and the nests, or dens of 4 local 

animals- the eagle, the kookaburra bird (shown on Figure 5.), the snake (Figure 6.) and 
the frog (Wagenfeld, 2018). The nodes with animal themes offer the topics for play 
structures shaped like nests, tunnels, boulders to be climbed. The whole playground 
is built from natural materials (stone, wood) and metal, making it durable and easily 
repairable.

Figure 4. 
Decorations and ornaments 
inspired by traditional 
aboriginal art. Source: hards, 
2018.

Figure 5. 
Play structure inspired 
by the nest of a local bird 
kookaburra. playground. 
Source: hards, 2018.
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The area is equipped well enough to offer space, where the whole family can spend 
an entire day, this includes toilets, barbecue and picnic areas (Hards, 2018) The biggest 
safety issues that were reported regarding the playground were caused by a high level 
of traffic caused by the wrong ratio between the numbers of visitors and parking spots 
(McLauchlan, 2018). Otherwise, the author of this work found no safety or other issues 
related to this park.

The project gained international recognition and the authors received two awards: 
2018 Australian Institute of Landscape Architects South Australia Landscape Architect 
Award - Parks and Open Space and 2018 Australian Institute of Landscape Architects 
South Australia Award of Excellence - Playspaces (Peter Semple Landscape Architects, 
2017).

This example is of a well-designed and professionally constructed playground. It 
may be considered a natural playground; however, it is still shaped purposefully to suit 
certain types of activities and play. Nevertheless, or maybe for that particular reason, 
the playground has become very popular.

4.1.2. FIVE PLAyGROUNDS IN WARSAW, POLAND
The second case study includes five Polish playgrounds with the same origins. They 

were built in the same circumstances by a single organization and with common fea-
tures and therefore together they represent one example. These playgrounds were 
built in Warsaw, Poland by the NGO “Jak działa miasto” together with artists Jaśmina 
Wójcik and Roberta Czajka and local people, during the summer and autumn of 2018 
(Kubecka and Trakul-Masłowska, 2018). This organization promotes knowledge about 
cities and educates the public in urban design and planning matters to help improve 
cities and urban life. The special thing about these playgrounds is they were created 
extremely fast, only within 8 -10 hours each, thanks to the involvement of numerous 

Figure 6. 
Play structure inspired by the 
den of a snake. Source: hards, 
2018.
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local volunteers (Kubecka and Trakul-Masłowska, 2018).
The author of this work chose this example for its small scale and community sup-

porting creation and qualities. She believes inspiration from this example is applicable 
to Tartu because of the small scale of the playgrounds and the involvement and interest 
of the local community (Figure 7.) in the designing and making of the playground. Sim-
ilar interest appears to be in the area in Tartu chosen for the design (near proximity to 
an active community garden and alternative kindergarten). The third aspect that the 
author considers very inspirational in this example case is the lack of traditional play 
structures.

The places for the gardens were chosen through a competition, these five were se-
lected out of 149 (Kubecka and Trakul-Masłowska, 2018). :

• Wilcza Górka
• Pragórka
• Jeżogród
• U Rydza
• Kalinowa Łąka

These playgrounds do not contain any plastic or metal materials, or traditional play 
elements such as swings or slides (Redzisz, 2018). Apart from loose elements (logs and 
stumps) one of these examples contains a very well-done tactile path (Figure 8.). Some 
of these examples work a lot with strings and ribbons  (Figure 9.) to create mazes and 
shaded recesses. Use of ribbons also adds color and their movement in wind adds dy-
namic to the space.

The author had a trouble finding more information on the playgrounds, this might 
be because the project/projects are quite “self-made”, “small-scale” and local. However, 
it is still a very important example of almost do-it-yourself style playgrounds and their 

Figure 7. 
Local volunteers co-working 
on creation of the playground. 
Source:  Kubecka and Trakul-
Masłowska, 2018.
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importance for the local community. Even more so, since the interests of the public in 
Warsaw was quite large (Kubecka and Trakul-Masłowska, 2018). In addition, it is re-
assuring to know that such a playground can be popular without specifically designed 
play elements and artificial materials.

4.1.3. ADVENTURE PLAyGROUND, BERKELEy, CALIFORNIA
The third example has yet another style and background. It is an Adventure play-

ground located in Berkeley Marina, California. It has been there since 1979 (Benson, 
2013). It was chosen as an example showing the importance of adventure and namely 
creativity in a playground, proven by many years of existence. The author of this paper 
considers it to not be very site-specific and therefore applicable to a wide range of plac-
es. The author also sees an adventure playground (a playground where children con-
stantly construct and create and recreate the play structures) as fitting very well into 
the technology-oriented (engineering as a popular field of study) and entrepreneurial 
(support of startups) mindset she sees amongst many young Estonians. Furthermore, 
this example and its age-certified concept prove the benefits of safe risk in playgrounds 

Figure 8. 
Tactile path. Source: Kubecka 
and Trakul-Masłowska, 2018.

Figure 9. 
Local volunteers co-working 
on creation of the playground. 
Source: Kubecka and Trakul-
Masłowska, 2018.
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and the ability of children to deal with, even enjoy such risks.
 

“At so-called adventure playgrounds, kids are given hammers, nails, paint, scrap 
wood — anything they want, really — to make whatever they want. These play-
grounds are popular in Europe, but in the United States liability issues have made 
them a dying breed.´” (Wiederholt, 2006)

“The adventure playground concept originated with Danish landscape architect 
C. Th. Sorensen in 1931 (his term was “Junk Playground”), and the first one opened 
in 1943 in Emdrup, Denmark, near Copenhagen. The idea spread slowly across 
Europe and beyond; today there are approximately 1,000 adventure playgrounds 
worldwide (mostly in Europe).“ (Benson, 2013)

 
Safety is an important topic for this type of “adventure playgrounds”. They are al-

most illegal in the USA, in fact, there are only 3 left and all three of them are in Califor-
nia (Wiederholt, 2006). The manager of this playground Ms. Denis Brown reckons it 
is safer than traditional playgrounds because there are no hidden risks and children 
automatically recognize it is a different type of playground and know they have to be 
more careful (Wiederholt, 2006).

From the aesthetical point of view, this playground may appear too disorganized and 
scrappy (Figure 10. ). Color has been layered over and over as generations of children 
wanted to add their bit and play structures have been reworked and changed so many 
times still reusing a lot of old or recycled (new to the playground but already used) 
materials. There are numerous makeshift warning signs for safety and rules of the pla-
ground (Figure 11). It is an example that making a playground aesthetically pleasing 
(according to adult designers’ taste) does not necessarily correspond with the level of 
attractiveness for children. 

This playground is a very functional playscape with many details that probably have 
or had a personal value to certain users.

This playground is on the edge of what the author considers a natural playground 
(there are many artificial materials used or play structures with traditional function) 
however she decided to include it for its alternative approach.

This example is important because it shows that trusting children’s abilities and 
judgment of safety can be beneficial for their own development and entertainment 
(Figure 12.). In addition, the long lasting and constant change and development of this 
playground are quite inspiring.
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Figure 11. 
Sign indicating some of the 
rules of the playground. 
Source: jacobson, 2016.

Figure 12. 
Children playing and creating 
on the playground. Source:  
Fox, 2013.

Figure 10. 
View of the playground 
Source: McDonald, 2014.
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4.1.4. SUMMARy
These playgrounds are very different and therefore the author did not find a com-

parison of these playgrounds the right approach, rather picking out individual charac-
teristics. All of the examples showcase some very inspiring approaches applicable to 
the case study of Tartu. These some of these are: scattered spatial organization offering 
separate spaces, connection to local community and/or traditions, a design balancing 
nature and urban space, loose objects and working with alternative entertainment 
structures. The question of safety and how it was approached in each playground. The 
Australian playground works similarly to a conventional playground. The Polish and 
Californian cases are slightly different; firstly, the parent takes responsibility for their 
child’s actions. Secondly, any risk that may be present at the playground is visible and 
therefore children are automatically more careful. Especially the Californian case is a 
very good example, where fewer injuries occur in a seemingly more dangerous play-
ground than at conventional playgrounds (Wiederholt, 2006). A very important factor 
shown by the Polish and Californian case is that a playground can be entertaining and 
popular amongst children even without traditional play elements.

 

4.2.    QUESTIONNAIRE ANSWERS

The questionnaire was answered by 100 respondents. However, not all responders 
answered all the questions.

It is necessary to critically question a potential bias of these answers. Since the ques-
tionnaire was spread through social media, it is likely, that responders may represent 
a non-random cohort of individuals with an interest in the topic. Therefore, the results 
might be slightly different from a random group of 100 people from all kinds of back-
grounds, lifestyles, philosophies, aesthetic preferences etc.

The author is aware that the questionnaires may be slightly subconsciously biased. 
This is hard to avoid when speaking of differences between something natural and arti-
ficial. Natural is generally considered positive and artificial usually negative.

 
Analyzed answers to individual questions:
 
1. WhO ARE yOU?

All respondents stated who they are in relation to children. Out of 100 respondents, 
82 were parents, 3 grandparents, 3 babysitters, 8 kindergarten teachers, 1 kindergar-
ten director, 1 school teacher and 2 people who design playgrounds (Figure 11.).
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2. WhERE DO yOU LIVE?

Half of the respondents are from Tartu, 12 from elsewhere in Tartumaa, 33 from 
elsewhere in Estonia, 4 are not from Estonia at all and 1 did not answer this question.

 

Based on the information it can be concluded that the questionnaire mostly reached 
the main intended focus group of Tartu parents, whose opinion is the most important 
for the purpose of this work. Distribution of answers is shown on Figure 13.

 
3. DO yOU ThINK yOUR ChILDREN/PUPILS SPEND ENOUGh TIME OUTDOORS?

Even though the general trend, as mentioned in the Literature review, is that children 
do not spend enough time outdoors, here the situation seems to be opposite. Fifty-nine 
respondents think the children do spend enough time outdoors, forty think children do 
not spend enough time outdoors and 1 did not answer.

This opinion and its difference from the trend in “western-world” countries (where 
children do not spend enough time outdoors) could be caused by a few different rea-
sons. Either the close relationship to nature so typical for Estonians and the low popu-
lation and high percentage of forest as land cover. It could be that the respondents who 

Figure 13. 
Diagram showing relation 
of survey respondents to 
children. Created by author.

Figure 14. 
Diagram showing where 
respondents live. Created by 
author.



34

were interested in answering this questionnaire are people who are generally interest-
ed in spending time outdoors and therefore their children would indeed spend enough 
time outdoors. Possibly the (parent) responders were less honest, knowing or expect-
ing, that negative answer would make them “bad parents”, this is another example of 
how the questionnaire might be slightly biased.

 
4. DO yOU ThINK yOUR ChILDREN/PUPILS SPEND ENOUGh TIME IN A NATURAL 

ENVIRONMENT?

Interestingly, even though more people claim their children spend enough time out-
doors, they seem to think the children do not spend enough time in the natural envi-
ronment. To this question 63 answered No, 36  Yes and 1 did not answer. Of course, 
this question can be understood in different ways, because individuals have different 
opinions on what natural environment means. Slight majority of negative answers of-
fers enough place and potential for improvement.

In any case, these two questions are a positive result in the sense that they show 
there is interest in and potential for a natural playground.

 
5. WhERE DO yOU ThINK yOUR ChILDREN/PUPILS PREFER TO PLAy?

Preferences of children according to their caretakers seem to be balanced between 
Random outdoor space (27), Natural playground (28) and Conventional (“plastic and 
metal”) playground (27). One person did not answer and 17 chose the option “Other”. 
Results are shown in a diagram - Figure 15. 

The “Other” options specified by the respondents mostly indicated these main mes-
sages: they do not have the choice, their child doesn’t have a preference, they think 
their child would prefer natural area or playground, but there is not any such place 
close to their home or in kindergarten. The more unique and interesting answers were  
child prefers to play with animals in the countryside, in a wild natural area”. 

Some say it does not matter, their child is happy to play anywhere, or anywhere with 
water or sandbox (as stated in a few answers).

6. WhERE DO yOU PREFER yOUR ChILDREN/PUPILS TO PLAy?

A natural playground is the most popular answer amongst respondents (75) al-
though 3 still prefer the conventional playground. Random outdoor spaces are more 
popular amongst children than their caretakers (only 9 chose this option). 13 respon-
dents chose “Other”. Their comments are mostly in the sense, that it does not really 
matter, as long as the child is happy/entertained/amongst friends or on a variable and/
or age appropriate area. Results are shown in a diagram - Figure 16. 
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These two questions show what respondents think their children prefer, and what 
they feel would be better or more appropriate for them.. In summary, there really seems 
to be a demand for natural playgrounds in Tartu. 

 
7. WhAT DO yOU ThINK ARE yOUR ChILDREN’S / PUPILS´ FAVORITE ACTIVITIES ON 

A PLAyGROUND?

All respondents answered this question. 13 choose all offered choices without add-
ing their own suggestion. Others chose some combination of offered options and /or 
added their own, all are shown in a diagam - Figure 17. All together 432 activities were 
marked or suggested. Ordered by popularity (from most popular to least mentioned) 

Figure 15.. 
Diagram showing on what type of playground 
do respondents think their children like to play. 
Created by author.

Figure 16. 
Diagram showing where respondents prefer 
their children to play. Created by author.

Figure 17.
Diagram showing children´s 
favourite activities according 
to respondents. Created by 
author.
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the activities are:
1. playing with water (chosen 74 times) 17%
2. swinging (69) 16%
3. climbing somewhere high (68) 16%
4. running/ball games/sports (62) 14%
5. constructing something (57) 13%
6. sliding (56) 13%
7. role-playing in a shelter/house (37) 9%
8. playing with sand or mud or in the sandbox (added by respondents 4 times) 1%
9. digging (2) 0,4%
10. carousel (1) 0,2%
11. mud kitchen (1) 0,2%
12. collecting and playing with stones, cones, twigs (1) 0,2%

The first seven options were offered in the questionnaire whereas the others were 
added by respondents, that could be why they have more reactions.

8. DO yOU FEEL ThERE ARE ENOUGh PLAyGROUNDS IN TARTU?

Even though a new playground is built every year in Tartu for the Children´s day 
(June 1), it seems people feel there is not enough of them. 59 respondents think there 
are not enough playgrounds, 35 think the number of playgrounds is sufficient and 6 did 
not answer.

9. DO yOU FEEL ThERE ARE ENOUGh NATURAL AREAS IN OR AROUND TARTU? 

(PARK, FOREST, NATURAL MEADOW...)

The answers here were balanced, which suggests that it is probably just a question 
of personal opinion, preferences and the perception of the phrase “natural areas”. 50 
answered Yes, 43 answered No and 7 did not answer.

 
10. DO yOU KNOW ABOUT ANy NATURAL PLAyGROUNDS IN OR NEAR TARTU?

The question was designed for open answer. However, most respondents answered 
(Yes or No) but did not specify.. 56 did not know any natural playground, 7 did know and 
11 did not answer. 26 chose the option “Other” and offered these areas (some repeat-
ed): Elva by the shooting range and sports center, Kõrvekülas, Lähte vaatetorn (view 
tower), Narvamäe adventure park, playground in the Botanical garden, Loodusmaja 
(Tartu Nature House), Lake Pangod RMK area, Anne kanal playground, Kreutzwaldi 
park, Emajõe vabaujula (Free Swimming Beach).  Results are marked in Figure 18 with 
dark red color. One respondent thinks every natural place can be a playground.
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11. WhAT PLAyGROUND IN TARTU DO yOU CONSIDER MOST POPULAR AMONGST 

ChILDREN?

Responders mentioned repeatedly several playgrounds: Tähtvere,Tamme stadium, 
Kaubamaja, Toomemägi, Veeriku and Tähe Street Forselius Park

Other places mentioned were: Karlova, Botanical garden, surroundings of Laululava 
(singing stage), Annelinn’s new playground (3D trampoline), Montessori playground in 
one of Tartu´s kindergartens.Results are marked in Figure 18 with blue color. 

General conditions a playground must fulfill to be popular according to the respons-
es: where: sufficient variability and swings, close distance, home-private yard or gar-
den, climbing and swinging, versatile activities and varied elements, where there are 
other children, because it is new, any natural area, hiking and cycling trails, where there 
is “Tarzani kiik” (by this is meant a type of swing - seat or just knot on one rope or a zip 
line).

A respondent from outside of Tartu also gave his/her opinion: “For example, in Tal-
linn, Kadriorg Park, next to a plain playground, there is a playground for trees. Children 
should be left with enough creative activity and opportunities to carry on nature, to 
study insects, to pick up twigs, to observe birds.”

 

Figure 18.
Map (out of scale) showing natural playscapes around Tartu (dark red) and popular playground in 
Tartu (blue). Created by author.
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12. WhAT WOULD yOU SUGGEST FOR A NEW PLAyGROUND IN TARTU? WhAT 

ShOULD IT hAVE? hOW ShOULD IT LOOK? WhAT IS MISSING IN TARTU?

As one respondent answered: “Different natural materials (wood shavings, wood 
chips,, wood blocks, different stones, water, sand, leaves, soil, plants - trees, shrubs and 
herbaceous plants), landscape differences such as ditchess and mounds” This is an ex-
ample of many answers with a similar message.

List of suggestions collected and summarised from all answers:

• good access
• versatile “one playground with different activities basement for children to 

know their talent when they play.”
• different swings
• as realistic as possible
•  Ideally, it would be somewhere hidden, not in the middle of concrete and 

asphalt
• hay bales
•  sandboxes with different textures (sand, pebbles, mullets)
•  hut
•  lots of trees
• stones
• more real objects
• old tires for climbing
•  hanging rope
• are for sledding
•  safe shallow ponds
• insect exploration - “insect hotels”
• flowerbeds (educational and decorative)
• tunnels
• hollow tree trunks
• use more wood and natural colors (natural paints and  colors of nature)
• water, flowing water, a water mill that you can work on yourself when you 

pour water from the top to the wheel
• the possibility of deep digging
• more complex attractions
• a bunch of wood scraps for building
• animals
• Via Ferrata
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• mud kitchen
• balancing on the fallen trees
• jungle like (to offer spaces to hide)
• wide open spaces
• multifunctional topography (small hills)
• possibility to make music
• balance paths
 
Selected full answers (for extra information or explanation of reasons, these illus-

trate well elements relevant to the design):

• “Less colored plastic, more “free game” elements, or blocks, logs, etc. of 
which your fantasy can invent things.”

• “One of my children has a birth defect, she has a deep disability. She loves 
to swing and with great momentum. There could be a swing where you can 
sit both parent and baby. And it’s always good to have a water tap on the 
playground and a toilet.”

•  “There is a lack of alternative playgrounds in Tartu. At the moment, most of 
the playgrounds are from the catalog and are all grey and similar.”

• “I’ve been to London for a couple of playgrounds, and they were impressed 
by Diana Memorial Playground - many natural elements (including spring 
swings), small houses, sandy fields, landscaping. “

•  “Playground would be needed in Tartu U� lejõe park or area.”
• “As I mentioned, there is no playground at the Emajõgi - Narva Road - Mu-

seum Road - Roosi Street - Puiestee Street - any kind of playground in the 
region (little at the MMA, Peetri Street sports area for adults, next to which 
there could be a playground.) Natural materials would be ideal, offering 
rock paths balance, etc. The disadvantage can be the durability of the wood. 
The so-called ordinary swing and climbing possibilities are crucial, the slide 
is also good. Less important, such as carousel, spring pigs ... depends on the 
Onn-house, but very well on a public square in my opinion …”

 
13. DO yOU KNOW WhAT A “FOREST KINDERGARTEN” IS?

All respondents answered this question. Of the 100 respondents, 79 did know what 
a forest kindergarten is and 21 did not. In the Estonian version of the questionnaire, the 
term was translated as “outdoor kindergarten” (“õuelasteaed”).
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14. WOULD yOU CONSIDER PUTTING yOUR ChILD IN A FOREST KINDERGARTEN?

62 answered Yes, 30 answered No and 2 did not answer. It is interesting to see, that 
not everyone who knows about the concept of forest kindergartens, considers them the 
right choice. Nevertheless, the majority of positive answers shows the potential of such 
institutions in the current Estonian society.

 
Why?

Those responders who would consider putting their child in a forest kindergarten 
explained their reasons with comments that can be summarized like this: too much of 
daily activities is happening indoors (home, school, work…) so this is a way to teach a 
child to value  time outside, to make spending time outdoors a habit, experience-based 
learning, not to disconnect the child from nature, physical and social development, im-
proving health and strengthening immunity, developing communication skill and cre-
ativity, less smart devices and negative stimulation, increasing resilience by being out-
doors in any weather, fresh air.

Selected full answers:

• “Nature is all around us and our most expensive asset. We should all learn 
to live in harmony with nature and the best way to do this is to live right in 
the middle of it every day.”

• “Nature teaches the child to consider others, soothes and balances. Expo-
sure to nature makes us notice life around us, and the child learns that there 
are many living beings who must be respected and kept apart from humans.”

•  “Being outdoors in any weather will increase your child’s resilience and 
discomfort”.

•  “Kids are the most creative in the open air. Learn things from life, not from 
books and pictures”.

 
Responders who would not consider putting their child in a forest kindergarten re-

ported these reasons: not safe, too hard to adjust clothes to changing weather (espe-
cially few times a day and with a sensitive child), more time consuming for the parents, 
not in Estonian climate, can be too tiring for the children, respiratory problems and 
allergies (for example pollen), a garden of a conventional kindergarten is enough.  

A few responders believe that outdoor and indoor activities should be balanced 
during the day and the children should have the opportunity to rest inside and that in-
door activities are also very important. Some seem to think that being outdoor cancels 
out the principle of a kindergarten.
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The combined answers to questions 13 and 14  show the actual preferences -79 
people know what a forest kindergarten but only 68 would consider putting their child 
in such an institution. Nevertheless, interestingly, in both questions, it is still more than 
half of the respondents. Moreover, those who would put their child in a forest kinder-
garten seem to be more convinced and informed about it than those who answered 
that they would not. In quite a few cases the negative response came from people who 
previously answered that they do not know what a forest kindergarten is.

 
15. DO yOU ThINK PLAyGROUNDS IN TARTU ARE SAFE?

Generally, Tartu playgrounds are considered safe (73 answered Yes). 11 did not an-
swer. 16 respondents did not consider Tartu playgrounds safe.

 
IF NOT, Why?

Reasons that were reported by those who think Tartu playgrounds are not safe:

• outdated attractions, or unsafe attractions
• gloomy, sad
• too open
• not clean, waste, broken glass…
• too much momentum on some attractions
• overcrowded
• lack of  repairing and maintenance
• too steep slides

One respondent who answered that she/he do not think playgrounds are safe how-
ever answered that: “100% security cannot be guaranteed, the parent is responsible 
for the child”

 
16. DO yOU FEEL SAFE WhEN yOUR ChILD IS CLIMBING A TREE?

54 say Yes, 13 No and 33 chose option “Other” and shared their opinion. One respon-
dent answered “depends, children usually climb as high as they feel safe. Controlled 
climbing is a good activity and helps development”. Other answered, “Don’t think safe 
but definitely developing”. Others suggest that it depends on various other factors such 
as the tree itself, the height of the tree, the thickness of branches, the surface under 
it, the surrounding landscape, the skills of the child or if the child has been instructed 
well. Many admit they do not feel it is safe but they understand it is an inevitable part 
of discovering the world. One kindergarten teacher expressed her concern about su-
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pervision, she thought climbing high was safe but there have to be enough supervisors 
around. Ältogether, respondents find it a suitable activity, they admit natural concern 
and parental fear, but are aware it is a part of exploring and experiencing the world.

 
17. DO yOU ThINK IT IS ALL RIGhT TO FALL SOMETIMES WhEN PLAyING ON A PLAy-

GROUND? (WITh ONLy MINOR INjURy)

94 answers Yes, 4 chose option Other and only two believe it is not all right to fall. 
Those who chose Other and specified their answer, say it is inevitable, and that it is 
alright if it happens occasionally an otherwise safe playground.

 
18. DO yOU ThINK A PLAyGROUND ShOULD OFFER SOME “SAFE-RISK” SO ThAT 

ChILDREN CAN LEARN FROM ThEIR MISTAKES OR TRy ThEIR OWN BOUNDARIES?

The results of this question and the predominance of the positive answer speak for 
themselves. Out of all respondents, only 4 did not think playgrounds should offer safe-
risk, 96 thought playgrounds should offer it, to help the child’s development. All re-
spondents answered this question.

 
Despite the widespread opinions about overly careful parents, these answers (ques-

tions 16- 18) show that local parents, kindergarten teacher and other caretakers still 
accept risk as a necessary part of development.

 
19. WhAT DO yOU ThINK yOUR ChILD PREFERS?

Over half of the respondents (53) choose the answer A: general play structure, no 
defined shape. 27 think their child prefers a play structure with a specific design (look-
ing like a boat, house, castle...). 19 chose Other and 1 did not answer. Results are shown 
in a diagram - Figure 19.  

Amongst others were opinions typically: both options are good, children are happy 
with whatever they get or that it depends on the age of the child. Others said: “Specific 

Figure 19.
Diagram showing preferences of children 
about play structures. Created by author.
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design is great for public playgrounds, like Kaubamaja. More local ones should be of a 
general structure to allow children to invent their one rules.”,  “Natural environment 
allows the child to remain imaginative!” or “The child would probably like the first 
choice, I would offer him the second (general structure)..”   

20. DO yOU ThINK A PLAyGROUND ShOULD BE EDUCATIONAL (= DEVELOP ThE 

ChILD´S KNOWLEDGE ABOUT A CERTAIN TOPIC)? PLEASE SPECIFy.

It appears there has been some misunderstanding of this question. Some say Yes and 
offer suggestions such as information boards about natural topics, local legends and 
fun facts, even mathematical, logical or playing with shapes. Some answers suggest it 
has to all be well balanced, so that children do not get too tired. Many answers are pos-
itive however do not exactly refer to the meaning of “educational” as the author intend-
ed it. These responders reported that a playground is or should be educational by play 
and experience, or educational in the sense of developing physical skills. A few feel that 
playgrounds are a place for play and less rules and guidelines and not for education 
and pressure. Many answers emphasize the development of physical skills such as co-
ordination, balance, endurance, strength. Others emphasize the topic of learning about 
nature, recognizing trees, animals, and so on. Interesting opinion from one respondent 
shows the complexness of this issue and again need to find the right balance: “it’s good 
if it is educational, but then the play is again controlled, and it reduces the creativity…”.

It is very hard to judge how many answers were pro and how many against because 
many are just too far away from the question.

 
21. DO yOU ThINK SPENDING TIME ON A PLAyGROUND CAN hELP DEVELOP ChIL-

DREN’S´ MOTOR SKILLS?

All respondents answered Yes. Nobody left this question unanswered. It may seem 
like a trivial question but it is good to know people agree that a playground and time 
spent on it shapes a child’s development. This emphasizes the importance of play-
grounds.

 
22. DO yOU ThINK GARDENING (GROWING FRUITS, VEGETABLES, hERBS...) IS A 

VALUABLE ACTIVITy FOR ChILDREN?

Similar were the results of this question with 99 answering Yes and only 1 No. The 
only No answer came from a parent who does not live in Estonia. 
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23. DO yOU MIND IF yOUR ChILD/PUPIL GETS VERy DIRTy, (MUDDy, WET...) WhILE 

PLAyING OUTSIDE?

3 respondents did consider this a problem. Two of them are parents, one is a kin-
dergarten teacher. The rest did not mind their children getting dirty while playing out-
doors.

 
24. DO yOU ThINK ChILDREN ThEMSELVES CAN, TO A CERTAIN EXTENT, DECIDE 

WhAT IS SAFE FOR ThEM AND WhAT IS NOT? PLEASE EXPLAIN

 The answers here are quite varied and personal. They can be categorized in these 
opinions: (some are not contradictory and there was mentioned more of these in one 
answer, 11 did not answer)

1. Yes, with certain limits (suggested 40 times)
2. Challenging themselves is a necessary and inevitable part of learning (10)
3. Partly, it is still necessary to explain things and instruct the child (12)
4. It depends on the age, skill, experience and character of the child (23)
5. No (10)

This distribution of answers can be understood as very varied opinions (or rather 
degrees) and it was affected by many important factors. In addition, it is probably a 
very individual and personal opinion of the respondents, whose understanding of the 
question may differ as well as their lifestyle and experience.

For example: “Of course... But only when he can grow up in such an environment, 
not that he will only be brought to the danger zone “once a week at the age of five, but 
spend the rest of his time behind the screens or in an environment where he has no 
opportunity to learn his abilities and skills.”

“If the child is trusted enough, the child takes responsibility for his or her actions.”
“Yes, very well. Traffic is the only one to remember that doesn’t allow testing. Water 

hazards can be learned quickly by accidentally falling into the water under supervision. 
The same with hot things. The child is not stupid.”

 
25. ARE ThERE ANy OThER ThOUGhTS OR OPINIONS yOU WOULD LIKE TO ADD?

Most answers repeat how important is the time spent outside and how deep is the 
disconnection of modern children from nature. Other frequently appearing topic is the 
need for variability and versatility of play spaces. One respondent suggests not to for-
get playgrounds for adults. Some remind of the need for a well-designed park in the city 
center of Tartu and one respondent suggests to move these activities to the forest and 
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less urbanized area. A few times a gratitude for working on such a topic is expressed to 
the author, including two answers wishing similar topic and design raised and solved 
in/for Pärnu and Viljandi.

 
This questionnaire survey gathered many precise suggestions and opinions of locals 

that are valuable for the design and demonstrated local demand for natural playground.
Parents seem to trust their children and would like to offer them more natural spac-

es. It shows there is a potential for such type of playgrounds in Tartu. There are of 
course some opinions about the aesthetic disbalance of a natural playground in an ur-
ban setting or concerns about safety, however, that is a question of personal preferenc-
es and style.

4.3.    PARTICIPATORy DESIGN                                  
DOCUMENTATION

Participatory design was organized as a public event. Information about this hap-
pening was shared through social media. The event happened on 4. 5. 2019 at the 
Emajõe city beach in an improvised form. Unfortunately, due to unfavorable weather 
conditions, only two people (adults interested in the topic) arrived at the beach with 
the direct intention of participating in the event. Three other children and one parent 
joined the event because their families were spending time on the beach.. In total, it 
was six participants working on the task (improvised form of activity/task described 
below). The couple, who have children but didn’t bring them was very interested in the 
topic and enjoyed building in the sand. Also, two creative children, siblings, and a father 
with a child.

 The task, of drawing a “dream playground” and building terrain in sand and with 
natural materials, had also changed with the little number of participants and unfa-
vorable weather conditions. The participants were working together on a model of an 
“Ädventure Island”. They got paper figures, the adults didn’t wish to use them, but the 
children decorated them with markers before building “for them”.

The father and his child created a “swimming pool” and later left to work on their 
own “sand building projects” (the original reason why they came to the beach). Their 
project involved creating canals and pools with water from the river and the child seem 
to be interested only in playing with water. The two children and two adults created a 
set of different structures on the marked area as can be seen on the pictures (Figures  
20. - 22.). For a short time, the children played with the paper “dolls” on/ in what they 
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built in the sand. The whole event lasted an hour. An approval was signed by the par-
ents of all involved children to take and use photos for research purposes. Apart from 
photo documentation, the author observed and spoke with both children and adults.

Figure 20.  
Documentation of play 
structures created by 
children during participatory 
event. Swimming pool, slides, 
special stairs, gateway, 
house, hills. Photo taken by 
author.

Figure 21. 
Documentation of play 
structures created by children 
during participatory event.  
Swimming pool, and slides.
Photo taken by author.

Figure 22. 
Documentation of  play 
structures created by adults 
during participatory event.  
Multifunctional assembly 
of logs, maze, climbing wall 
and shelter. Photo taken by 
author.
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DESIGN
5

This chapter shows the conceptual design created by the author based on the previ-
ous research. The design is theoretical, but aims to be as realistic as possible to suit the 
plot/site chosen as location of the playground.

5.1.   RESEARCh RESULTS FORMING ThE DESIGN

This is a summary of the important outcomes of the literature review and the back-
ground research (case studies, questionnaire and participation event). The summa-
rized results justify certain decisions of the author about the design.

 
LITERATURE REVIEW

The read and consulted literature shows the importance of play, nature, well-de-
signed playground and presence of (safe) risk for children’s physical and mental devel-
opment. It points out important things to keep in mind when designing for children, and 
how to gain their perspective or work with them as co-designers. Lastly, the literature 
review provided some of the key technical parameters any playground should follow.

 
EXAMPLE CASES

According to the author’s beliefs, three successful examples of natural playgrounds 
included in this study showed a few features that make a playground popular:

• Possibility to be part of the creation/construction creates a bond
• Segmented, stimulating and variable spatial organization
• Alternative and unusual play elements are interesting for children whether 

or not they are professionally designed and intended for play or makeshift/ 
“do-it-yourself” style

 
QUESTIONNAIRE SURVEy

From the respondents answers it is clear that people are aware of the positive ef-
fects on spending time in a natural environment (as natural as possible) As one of the 
respondents said in the questionnaire: “Nature is all around us and our most expensive 
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asset. We should all learn to live in harmony with nature and the best way to do this 
is to live right in the middle of it every day.” and “Nature teaches the child to consider 
others, soothe and balance. Exposure to nature makes us notice life around us, and the 
child learns that there are many living beings who must be respected and kept apart 
from humans.” It also became obvious that parents and caregivers trust the children 
and their ability to (to a certain extent) recognize danger: “Children are creative, smart 
and joyful in nature and understand what is dangerous what is not.”

Quite a lot of specific suggestions and demands came out of this questionnaire, out 
of which the most common, important and realistic are:

• Water play
• Possibility to climb high
• Chance to construct or build something by the children
• A place suitable both for children and adults
• Concern about a natural playground not fitting aesthetically to the urban 

environment of a city
• Variability
• Learning about nature (flower beds, “insect hotels”…)
• Stimulating diverse topography

The first two points show the demand for adventure in a playground, the third for 
creativity and space to express yourself.

Among the suggestions request has also been made for a wider open space, however 
it was in minority and the author has decided that this is not realistic demand for the 
size (1000m2) of the plot. Request for specific play equipment that tends to be popular 
amongst children (such as for example swings or slides) have been considered and the 
author attempted to design alternative play structures made from natural materials 
that have a similar function.

 
PARTICIPATORy DESIGN EVENT

During this event, some inspiration was collected for the design. Mostly inspiration 
for precise design of certain features in the playground. These design details include:

• Stairs made of logs sticking out of a sand hill
• Climbing wall in  the form of rocks on a steeper sand hill
• Log raised higher above ground serving as a bridge or universal play             

structure
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• Maze, spiral on the ground
The demand for water on a playground observed in the questionnaire survey has 

been confirmed.
 
All in all variability on all levels seems to be the key to designing an interesting and 

stimulating playground. This means the playground should offer a wide range of ma-
terials and structures of surfaces, changing topography and play elements that can be 
used in many ways depending on the child’s fantasy. It should stimulate the child’s cre-
ativity and promote pro-adventure behavior to take risks and that way test one’s per-
sonal limits.

5.2.   SITE ANALySIS

The site has been chosen because of the authors participation in planning meetings 
for a new plan and design of the community garden Emajõe Aed in Tartu. During the 
meetings the author found that there is space and potential and even a demand from a 
local kindergarten for a playground in this area.

The author visited the site in different seasons to gain understanding of it from per-
sonal experience and observation in different weather conditions and vegetational sea-
sons. It was visited in September 2018 and then several times between January and 
May 2019.

Additional information about the site comes from talking to Rea Sepping, a land-
scape architect who is involved in the Emajõe Aed community garden and from ma-
terials collected and produced but never published by her and other members of the 
gardening community in Tartu and NGO Emajõe Aed involved.

 

Figure 23. 
Location of designed site in Estonia. Created by 
author.

Figure 24. 
Location of designed site in Tartu. Created by 
author.
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LOCATION AND CURRENT STATE

The proposed (selected) area of the design is located on the left bank of Emajõgi river 
in the north of Tartu city, Estonia with the GPS coordinates 58°23’29.2”N 26°42’54.2”E.  
The location in relms of Estonia and Tartu can be seen on Figures 23. and 24..

Currently, there is a boathouse and a community garden located in the area. Nearby 
is a city beach, popular recreation area. A kindergarten has its hiking area in on the 
premises of the boathouse. From two sides the plot is neighbored by residential area. A 
cycling path goes around the plot.

The area is very wet with a high level of underground water. It is therefore mostly 
covered with a wet meadow growth and a few grown-up trees (mostly Populus, Salix, 
Betula). The terrain is relatively plane with very mild changes in topography. According 
to the Estonian Geoportal (Available at: http://inspire.maaamet.ee/map) there are no 
utility services (pipelines or networks) leading through this area.

The current situation of the plot cna be seen on Figure 25..

ThE COMMUNITy GARDEN

The garden started in 2016 as a project of two enthusiasts and grew to be recognized 
and approved by the municipal authorities as a community garden in 2017. It focuses 
on sustainable food production and strengthening the local community.

 
ECOLOGICAL VALUE

With its wetlands being a habitat to many species of insects, amphibians and rodents, 
the ecological value of the site is quite high. NGO Emajõe Aed has been working with 
ecology and permaculture experts from the Estonian University of Life Sciences and the 
University of Tartu Botanical garden on restoring and preserving the ecosystems of this 
area. The activities done to support the species richness here was annual mowing of 
the meadow using a scythe. Overgrowth of seedling shrubs and trees has been pushed 
back and more species of flowering species appeared. Due to its near proximity to the 
river, this area often in the spring serves as a flood mitigation zone.

 
CURRENT SITUATION IN DEVELOPMENT

There is a new architectural design by Salto Architects, prepared for Lodjakoda, that 
has already been approved and is currently being prepared for construction. Due to 
these changes, the Emajõe Aed area in its current form will have to be moved slightly 
more east in the realms of the site and reworked. Partly thanks to this, there is more 
interest and support from the municipality of Tartu. NGO Emajõe Aed, organization 
Elav Tartu and other interested volunteers are putting together plans for the new de-
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sign and plan of the community garden. In addition, the kindergarten is finding a new 
hiking area and rethinking their use of this space. So far, a preliminary conceptual plan 
has been prepared by NGO Emajõe Aed, the design in this thesis works with and follows 
this plan connecting the area of the designed playground with the potential new com-
munity garden (and Lodjakoda architectural design). The planned situation for the site  
cna be seen on Figure 26..

 

5.3.   CONCEPT

The theme of the concept of my design is “bridging islands”. This can be under-
stood on many different levels but the idea is still the same that is connecting isolated 
features (functions, social groups, age groups, children and adults, lifestyles, person-
alities, ecosystems, modern and natural, city and nature...). The result should be a real-
istic design of a city-appropriate natural playground based on previous research of 
local demand. The concept is symbolicaly represented in Figure 27.

Figure 25. 
Current situation of the site. The community 
garden (dark red), Lodjakoda (brown) and 
white outline of the designed area (out of scale). 
Created by author.

Figure 26. 
Planned changes in the area. The community 
garden (dark red), Lodjakoda (brown) and 
white outline of the designed area (out of 
scale).Created by author.
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5.4.   SITE DESIGN AND DETAILS

This conceptual design is a composition of many different elements. It combines 
natural organic shapes with simple geometrical shapes, to link the natural elements 
with urban setting and compliment the surrounding arera (Lodjakoda architectural 
design which is very geometrical and the community garden which on the other hand 
focuses on permaculture and organic gardening. The space occupied by the designed 
playground is approximately 1000m2 and is covered by various surfaces (described 
below) and terrain modulations. The complete site plan can can be seen on page 55 
(Figure31.).

Topography and terrain modulations  (viz Figure 28.) play a great role in the design. 
This is for several reasons. Firstly, it is a mitigation measure to the very wet area, an 
attempt on offering a surface suitable for playing even in wet weather conditions. Sec-
ondly, the topography of Estonia is naturally quite plane, flat and low, so this is a way 
to add variety and unusual landscape features. Thirdly, terrain modelations are a great 
way to make a play are more interesting and stimulating for the children. This is why 
there are five hills designed on the area. They have various steepness, shape and sur-
face; the maximum height is 2.5 meters.

Figure 27. 
Concept schema. Created by author.
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The surfaces and surface materials change according to function throughout the 
playground. The main five are: wooden deck, woodchips, mowed grass, big stones/
boulders and stumps. The use of materials has been chosen this way to limit the effects 
of overly wet soil, to simplify the maintenance and to prevent issues connected with 
poorly maintained lawn (allergies, ticks…). The chosen surfaces for individual areas 
can be seen on Figure 29.

Spaced on and around the artificial hills and wooden deck are numerous play ele-
ments and structures: Three sandboxes with different materials, willow house and tun-
nel, , gardening corner, climbing wall, “musical instruments”, vertical logs, stump and 
stone stepping stones, net for climbing,  stump hill, stone hill, tactile path, tactile maze, 
log construction, rain water play, educational objects and decorations, hammocks and 
log benches (details of these are described below).

Principles of universal design were considered, and parts of the playground were 
designed to be accessible by wheelchair (wooden deck) or the highs were adjusted 

Figure 28. 
Schema of elevation of artificial hills. Created by author.
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(raised sandbox and vegetable patch and walls of the tactile maze).  Areas accessible on 
a wheelchair can be seen in Figure 30.

Seasonality and weather-appropriate design plays an important role in Estonia.  The 
area is made to offer entertainment even under snow cover. Bigger hills can be used for 
sledging or  an ice rink can be built in the inner areas (areas now covered with wood-
chips)

Trees planted are trees and shrubs which are not poisonous but are interesting by 
fruits and blooms. The main requirement for trees planted in the inner area is multiple 
tree trunks which can in a later age serve as an entertaining element.

RAISED SANDBOX 

AND FLOWERBED

WOODEN DECK

Figure 30. 
Plan (out of scale) of areas accesible by wheelchair. Created by author.

Figure 29. 
Plan  (out of scale) of various surfaces used in the plaground. Created by author.
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Figure 31. 
Site plan 1:200. Created by author. 
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5.5.   VISUALIzATION GRAPhICS
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1. ThREE SANDBOXES WITh DIFFERENT MATERIALS - One is on the heaigh level of 

the deck, one is lowered into teh deck and one is raised as a table to be accesible 

on a wheelchair.

2. WILLOW hOUSE AND TUNNEL

3. GARDENING CORNER - Includes four raised flowerbeds and a herbal spiral, the 

square flowerbed israised to be accesible on a wheel chair

4. CLIMBING WALL - steepest side of the hill fixed with cob (mixture of mud and 

straw) with protruding logs to climb on

5. “MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS” - instalation of hollow bamboo sticks with different 

sounds when hit by a stick and dried squashes with seeds inserted to be used as 

maracas (these are hanging from a “tripod” so taht even wind can “play” them)

6. VERTICAL LOG FOREST  - vertically aranged logs can substitute missing vegeta-

tion and offer climbing potential

7. STUMP AND STONE STEPPINGSTONES

8. NET FOR CLIMBING 

9. LOG BRIDGE

10. STUMP hILL

11. STONE hILL

12. TACTILE PATh - Viz Chapter 4 , Figure 8.

13. TACTILE MAzE -More a spiral tahn a maze with  walls made of various structures 

to practice and stimulate sensors

14. LOG CONSTRUCTION -Random assembly of  logs. Safely fixed together. The ypro-

vide multipurposful play potential

15. RAIN WATER PLAy - Rain water collecting basin on top of teh hill with a canal to 

run down over teh stone sid eof the hill

16. LOOSE ELEMENTS - Loose stones, logs, branches and stumps should be present 

in teh plaground so that childrne can buil their own shelters or alternate already 

made lements 

17. MUShROOMS, BIRDS AND RUNES - Fixed but randomly spread out through the 

playground would be small wooden (painted ) carvings of local mushrooms, and 

birds. Engraved in wooden parts of teh plaground would be traditional estonian 

patterns and symbols (runes).

18. LOG BENChES AND  hAMMOCKS
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Figure 32. 
Ilustration of hammocks used instead of some benches . Created by author.

Figure 7. 
Local volunteers co-working on creation of the playground. Source:  Kubecka and Trakul-Masłowska, 
2018.

Figure 7. 
Local volunteers co-working on creation of the playground. Source:  Kubecka and Trakul-Masłowska, 
2018.

Figure 33. 
Ilustration of the Willlow house . Created by author.

Figure 34. 
Ilustration of Stump hill . Created by author.

Figure 35. 
Ilustration of Vertical log forest . Created by author.
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DISCUSSION AND 
CONCLUSION

6

Most of the data collected during the pre-design phase has been discussed in 
chapters 4 and 5.1. 

The author believes all research questions were answered to a satisfactory extent. 
The first research question What is the approach to natural playgrounds in Estonia 
as a country with a low population and a high percentage of forest land cover? was 
answered by the results of the Questionnaire survey. These show the quit a potential 
for a natural playgrounds in Tartu (there is a demand for more playgrounds in 
general, lack of user friendly  natural space in the city center, Interests of parents) The 
questionnaire also helped answer the second question What are the most important 
key elements for a quality design of natural playground for preschool children? 
by   providing more specific demands or suggestions that were used in the design 
(popularity of water play, terrain modulations, various materials, loose elements, 
etc.) The most important outcome regarding this question according to the author is 
the demand for variability on many levels ( spatial, material, type of play,..). The third 
question How to work with safe-risk potential when designing natural playgrounds?  
is indirectly answered by consulting one of the Example cases and the final design of 
this work. One of the focuses of the design was to offer risky yet safe entertainment 
that stimulates the child. The author understands this in a way that the design should 
offer an obvious risk that makes the children think about and test their own abilities. 
The designed playground offers heights, slopes, uneven surfaces and a “disorganized 
assembly” of logs for multifunctional play. 

There are however many more things that can be discussed regarding the topics of 
natural playgrounds, for example, comparison to traditional playgrounds (functions, 
maintenance, design strategies, actual preferences of children when they have a direct 
choice to choose which playground…). This topic also has the potential for a deeper 
multidisciplinary research (with psychology, pedagogy, medicine…). 

In conclusion, the three methods used for this research gathered data that 
answered the three research questions and created a knowledge and inspiration 
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basis for the final design. By this, the goal  (to develop a design that works as a 
“model design” for natural playgrounds) has been fulfilled. The final conceptual 
design is fitted to the area yet some features and elements are general and applicable 
elsewhere. The design approach works with safe risk, undefined multifunctional play 
structures, and sensory stimulation. 



60

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1. - Analytical framework describing research overview.  

Figure 2. - Schema of Design Process

Figure 3. - Location of Example cases. 

Figure 4. - Decorations and ornaments inspired by traditional aboriginal art. Source: hards, 2018.

Figure 5.  - Play structure inspired by the nest of a local bird kookaburra. playground. Source: hards, 

2018.

Figure 6. - Play structure inspired by the den of a snake. Source: hards, 2018.

Figure 7.  - Local volunteers co-working on creation of the playground. Source:  Kubecka and Trakul-

Masłowska, 2018.

Figure 8.  - Tactile path. Source: Kubecka and Trakul-Masłowska, 2018.

Figure 9.  - Local volunteers co-working on creation of the playground. Source: Kubecka and Trakul-

Masłowska, 2018.

Figure 10.  - View of the playground Source: McDonald, 2014.

Figure 11. - Sign indicating some of the rules of the playground. Source: jacobson, 2016.

Figure 12.  - Children playing and creating on the playground. Source:  Fox, 2013.

Figure 13.  - Diagram showing relation of survey respondents to children. 

Figure 14.  - Diagram showing where respondents live. 

Figure 15.  - Diagram showing on what type of playground do respondents think their children like to 

play. 

Figure 16. - Diagram showing where respondents prefer their children to play. 

Figure 17. - Diagram showing children´s favourite activities according to respondents. 

Figure 18. - Map (out of scale) showing natural playscapes around Tartu (dark red) and popular 

playground in Tartu (blue). 

Figure 19. - Diagram showing preferences of children about play structures. 

Figure 20. - Documentation of play structures created by children during participatory event. 

Swimming pool, slides, special stairs, gateway, house, hills. 

Figure 21. - Documentation of play structures created by children during participatory event.  

Swimming pool, and slides. 

Figure 22. - Documentation of play structures created by adults during participatory event.  

Multifunctional assembly of logs, maze, climbing wall and shelter. 

Figure 23. - Location of designed site in Estonia. 

Figure 24. - Location of designed site in Tartu. 

Figure 25.  - Current situation of the site. The community garden (dark red), Lodjakoda (brown) and 



61

white outline of the designed area.

Figure 26. - Planned changes in the area. The community garden (dark red), Lodjakoda (brown) and 

white outline of the designed area. 

Figure 27. - Concept schema

Figure 28. - Schema of elevation of artificial hills. 

Figure 29.  - Plan  (out of scale) of various surfaces used in the plaground. 

Figure 30.  - Plan (out of scale) of areas accesible by wheelchair. 

Figure 31. - Site plan 1:200. 

Figure 32.  -  Ilustration of hammocks used instead of some benches

Figure 33.  - Ilustration of the Willlow house

Figure 34. - Ilustration of Stump hill

Figure 35. - Ilustration of Vertical log forest

Figures where source is not mentioned are the work of the author of the thesis.



62

BIBLIOGRAPhy
Good Living team (2018). 3 nature play spaces to try this long weekend [Online]. Good living. Available 
at: https://www.environment.sa.gov.au/goodliving/posts/2018/06/adelaide-park-playgrounds 
(Accessed: 2 May 2019)

Benson, S. (2013). Adventure Playground [Online]. Atlas Obscura. Available at: https://www.atlasobscra.
com/places/adventure-playground (Accessed: 3 May 2019) 

Besio, S., Bulgarelli, D., Stancheva-Popkostadinova, V. (2017) Play development in children with disabil-
ities. Berlin: De Gruyter

Bond, C. (2017). The world’s biggest nature-inspired playground in Adelaide’s backyard — Morialta Con-
servation Park? [Online]. The Advertiser. Available at: https://www.adelaidenow.com.au/messenger/
east-hills/the-worlds-biggest-natureinspired-playground-in-adelaides-backyard-morialta-conserva-
tion-park/news-story/6b9725974b1f0c52fcd6cc62f9d755ac (Accessed: 2 May 2019)

Brown, S., (2009). Play: How it shapes the brain, opens the imagination and invigorates the soul. New 
York: Penguin Group

Campbell, H. (2013). Landscape and Child Development. 2nd edn. Toronto: Evergreen

Çay, R. D. (2017). Assessment of the Safety of Playgrounds in Terms of Surface Material and Equipment 
[Online]. Ävailable at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326573337_Ässessment_of_the_Safe-
ty_of_Playgrounds_in_Terms_of_Surface_Material_and_Equipment (Äccessed: 21 Äpril 2019)

Centre for Children and Young People (2013). Welcome [Online].Ethical Research Involving Children. 
Available at: https://childethics.com/ (Accessed: 10 May 2019)

Daniš, P. (2016). Děti venku v pří�rodě: ohrožený druh? [Ä child outside in the nature: an endangered 
species?]. Prague: Tereza vzdělávací� centrum

Day, J. D. (2017). Play [Online]. Gehl Blog. Ävailable at: https://gehlpeople.com/blog/play/# (Äccessed: 
25 March 2019)

Dudek, M. (2005). Children’s Spaces. Oxford: Architectural Press

Fjørtoft, I. (2004). Landscape as Playscape: The Effects of Natural Environments on Children’s Play and 
Motor Development, Children, Youth and Environments, 14(2), 21-44 [Online]. Available at: https://
www.researchgate.net/publication/252182057_Landscape_as_Playscape_The_Effects_of_Natural_Envi-
ronments_on_Children’s_Play_and_Motor_Development (Äccessed: 15 March 2019)

Fjørtoft, I., Sageie, J. (2000). The natural environment as a playground for children: Landscape descrip-
tion and analyses of a natural playscape,  Landscape and Urban Planning, 48(1–2), 83-97 [Online]. Avail-
able at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0169204600000451 (Accessed: 15 March 
2019)

Fox, P. (2013). Hands-on Creative Fun at Berkeley’s Adventure Playground. [Online]. Marin Mommies. 
Available at: https://www.marinmommies.com/hands-creative-fun-berkeleys-adventure-playground 
(Accessed: 6 May 2019)

Frost, J. L., Worthan, S. C., Reifel, S. (2012) Play and Child Development. 4th edn. Upper Saddle River: 
Pearson



63

Gill, T.,(2007). No Fear: Growing up in a risk averse society. London: Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation

Graham, A., Powell, M., Taylor, N., Anderson, D., Fitzgerald, R. (2013). Ethical Research Involving Children. 
Florence: UNICEF Office of Research - Innocenti.

Hagen, E. S., Røsvik, S. M., Høiseth, M., Boks, C. (2012) Co-Designing with children: Collecting and structur-
ing methods, The Design Society [online]. Available at: https://www.designsociety.org/download-pub-
lication/38546/Co-Designing+with+children%3A+Collecting+and+structuring+methods  (Accessed: 9 
February 2019)

Hards, T. (2018). Morialta Nature Playground [Online]. Explore Adelaide. Available at: https://www.ad-
elaideexplorer.com/morialta-nature-playground/ (Accessed: 2 May 2019)

Hartig, T., Van den Berg, A.E., Hagerhall, C.M., Tomalak, M., Bauer, N., Hansmann, R., Ojala, A., Syngollitou, 
E., Carrus, G., Van Herzele, Ä., Bell, S., Podesta M.T.C., Waaseth,G. (2010). ‘Health Benefits of Nature Ex-
perience: Psychological, Social and Cultural Processes’ in  Nilsson, K., Sangster, M., Gallis, C., Hartig, T., 
De Vries, S., Seeland, K. and Schipperijn, J. Forest, trees and human health. Dordrecht: Springer Science 
Business and Media. [Online]. Available at: http://agnesvandenberg.nl/coste39.pdf (Accessed: 3 Febru-
ary 2019)

Hartwell-Walker, M. (2018). The Benefits of Play [Online]. Psych Central. Ävailable at: https://psych-
central.com/lib/the-benefits-of-play/?li_source=LI&li_medium=popular17 (Äccessed: 26 March 2019)

Jacobson, M. (2016). 3 Äwesome Unstructured Ädventure Playgrounds in the U.S. [Online]. Bab-
ble. Available at: https://www.babble.com/parenting/3-awesome-unstructured-adventure-play-
grounds-in-the-u-s/ (Accessed: 6 May 2019)

Krajhanzl, J. (2015). Psychologie vztahu k životní�mu prostředí� [Psychology of the relationship to nature]. 
Brno: Lipka

Kubecka, M., Trakul-Masłowska, M. (2018). Ogrody do zabawy [Online]. Jak działa miasto. Ävalable at 
http://jakdzialamiasto.pl/ogrody-do-zabawy/ (Accessed: 2 May 2019)

Laris, M. (2005). ´Designing for play´, in Dudek, M., Children’s Spaces. Oxford: Architectural Press, pp 
14-29.

Louv. L. (2010). Last Child in the Woods. London: Atlantic Books

McCarthy, C. (2018). 6 reasons children need to play outside [Online]. Harvard Health Publishing. Available 
at: https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/6-reasons-children-need-to-play-outside-2018052213880 
(Accessed: 26 March 2019)

McDonald, C. (2014). Call of the Wild: Do Overprotected Kids Need to “Get Risky” on Playgrounds Like 
This? [Online]. Cal Alumni Association. Available at: https://alumni.berkeley.edu/california-magazine/
just-in/2014-12-02/call-wild-do-overprotected-kids-need-get-risky-playgrounds  (Accessed: 6 May 
2019)

McLauchlan, C. (2018). Morialta nature playground causing parking chaos, putting children and families 
at risk [Online]. The Advertiser. Available at: https://www.adelaidenow.com.au/messenger/east-hills/
morialta-nature-playground-causing-parking-chaos-putting-children-and-families-at-risk/news-sto-
ry/3db33b3cd1f53628169e90edffe68eac (Accessed: 2 May 2019)

Peter Semple Landscape Architects (2017). Mukhanti Morialta Nature Playspace [Online]. Peter Semple 
Landscape Architects. Available at: https://www.psla.com.au/copy-of-psla-mitcham-reserve (Accessed: 
2 May 2019)

Pretty, J. (2004). How Nature Contributes to Mental and Physical Health, Spirituality and Health Interna-
tional, 5(2), 68-78 [Online]. Ävailable at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/240033610_How_



64

nature_contributes_to_mental_and_physical_health (Äccessed: 3 February 2019)

Redzisz, M. (2018). Czym się tu bawić? Nie ma huśtawek i zjeżdżalni. Tylko patyki, pieńki i piasek [How 
to play here? There are no swings and slides. Only sticks, stumps and sand] [Online]. Wysokie Obcasy. 
Available at: http://www.wysokieobcasy.pl/wysokie-obcasy/7,80530,24194447,czym-sie-tu-bawic-
patyk-moze-byc-mieczem-rozdzka-lyzka-tylko.html?disableRedirects=true (Äccessed: 2 May 2019)

Sanders, E., Stappers, P. J. (2008). Co-creation and the new landscapes of design, CoDesign 2008, 4(1), 
5-18 [Online]. Available at: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15710880701875068 (Ac-
cessed: 9 April 2019)

Schepers, S., Dreessen, K., Zaman, B. (2018). Rethinking children’s roles in Participatory Design: The 
child as a process designer, International Journal of Child-Computer Interaction, 16 (June 2018), 47-54 
[Online]. Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212868916300848 (Ac-
cessed: 6 March 2019)

Shackell, A., Butler, N., Doyle, P., Ball, D. (2008). Design for Play: A guide to creating successful play spaces. 
Nottingham: Play England

Shanahan, D. F., Franco, L., Lin, B. B., Gaston, K. J., Fuller, R. Ä. (2016).The Benefits of Natural Environments 
for Physical Activity, Sports Med 46(2016), 989–995 [Online]. Available at: https://www.researchgate.
net/publication/294918230_The_Benefits_of_Natural_Environments_for_Physical_Äctivity  (Äccessed: 
2 February 2019)

Sharif, S. (2014). School playground: Its impact on children’s learning and development. [Online]. Avail-
able at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/268979180_School_playground_Its_impact_on_chil-
dren%27s_learning_and_development (Äccessed: 6 March 2019)

Souter-Brown, G. (2015). Landscape and urban design for health and well being. Oxon: Routledge. [On-
line]. Ävailable at: https://issuu.com/education.egovn/docs/landscape_and_urban_design_for_heal (Äc-
cessed: 4 February 2019)

Sporrel, S., Caljouw, S.R., Withagen, R. (2017). Children prefer a non standardized to a standardized 
jumping stone configuration: Playing time and judgments, Journal of Environmental Psychology, 53(No-
vember 2017), 131-137 [Online]. Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/
S0272494417300956 (Accessed: 15 March 2019)

The Play Inspection Company (2008). An Essential Guide to BS EN 1176 and BS EN 1177: Children’s 
Playground Equipment & Surfacing: updated for 2008. England: The Play Inspection Company and Wick-
steed Leisure Limited [Online]. Available at: https://www.cpa-horticulture.co.uk/download/Wicksteed-
PlayStandards.pdf (Accessed: 19 April 2019)

Ulset, V., Vitaro, F., Brendgen, M., Bekkhus. M., Borge, A. I. H. (2017).Time spent outdoors during pre-
school: Links with children’s cognitive and behavioral development, Journal of Environmental Psychol-
ogy, 52(2017), 69-80 [Online]. Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/
S0272494417300737?via%3Dihub (Accessed: 17 March 2019)

Wagenfeld, Ä. (2018). Äustralia´s Morialta Playspace [Online]. The Field. Ävailable at: https://thefield.
asla.org/2018/06/07/australias-morialta-playspace/ (Accessed: 2 May 2019)

Whitebread, D., Neale, D., Jensen, H., Liu, C., Solis, S. L., Hopkins, E., Hirsh-Pasek, K., Zosh, J. M. (2017). The 
role of play in children’s development: a review of the evidence (research summary). Billund: The LEGO 
Foundation

Wiederholt, K. (2006). ‘Adventure Playgrounds’ a Dying Breed in the U.S. [Online]. NPR. Available at: 
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5254026&t=1556863523791 (Äccessed: 3 
May 2019)



65

APPENDICES
APPENDIX 1 - QUESTIONNAIRE (ENGLISh AND ESTONIAN)

ENGLISh LANGUAGE
Natural Playgrounds Research
 
Hello,
I am a Landscape Architecture student at Eesti 
Maaülikool. I am currently writing my master 
thesis with the topic Design of Natural Play-
grounds. The thesis if focusing on designing nat-
ural playgrounds, popularity and/or potential of 
natural playgrounds in Tartu and risk and safety 
on playgrounds. This questionnaire is part of my 
research, it has 25 questions and only takes a few 
minutes to fill in.
Thank you very much!
Marie Petráková
 
“Natural playground” is in this questionnaire 
understood as playgrounds close to nature. Either 
just made from natural materials or using only 
natural elements (for example logs, stones...) or a 
combination of the two. A “conventional play-
ground” is understood as the typical structures 
made mostly of colored metal, plastic or occa-
sionally wood, with a very specific shape and look 
intended primarily for play.
 
1. Who are you?
• Parent
• Grandparent
• Kindergarten teacher
• Playground designer
• Babysitter / Au-pair
• Other:
 
2. Where do you live?
• Tartu
• Elsewhere in Tartumaa
• Elsewhere in Estonia
• Not in Estonia
 
3. Do you think your children/pupils spend 
enough time outdoors?
• Yes
• No
 
4. Do you think your children/pupils spend 
enough time in a natural environment?
• Yes
• No
 

5. Where do you think your children/pupils pre-
fer to play?
• Conventional (“plastic and metal”) play-

ground
• Natural playground
• Random outdoor space
• Other:
 
6. Where do you prefer your children/pupils to 
play?
• Conventional playground
• Natural playground
• Random outdoor space
• Other:
 
7. What do you think are your children’s / pupils´ 
favourite activities on a playground?
(more options possible)
• sliding
• swinging
• climbing somewhere high
• constructing something
• playing with water
• role-playing in a shelter/house
• running/ball games/sports
• Other:
 
8. Do you feel there are enough playgrounds in 
Tartu?
• Yes
• No

9. Do you feel there are enough natural areas in or 
around Tartu? (park, forest, natural
meadow...)
• Yes
• No

10. Do you know about any natural playgrounds 
in or near Tartu?
 
11. What playground in Tartu do you consider 
most popular amongst children?
 
12. What would you suggest for a new playground 
in Tartu? What should it have? How
should it look? What is missing in Tartu?
 
13. Do you know what a “forest kindergarten” is?
• Yes
• No
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14. Would you consider putting your child in a 
forest kindergarten?
• Yes
• No
Why?
 
15. Do you think playgrounds in Tartu are safe?
• Yes
• No
If not, why?
 
16. Do you feel safe when your child is climbing a 
tree?
• Yes
• No
• Other:

17. Do you think it is alright to fall sometimes 
when playing on a playground? (with only
minor injury)
• Yes, that is the way to learn
• No, the playground should be designed safer
• Other:
 
18. Do you think a playground should offer some 
“safe-risk” so that children can learn
from their mistakes or try their own boundaries?
• Yes
• No
 
19. What do you think your child prefers?
• Play structure with a specific design (looking 

like a boat, house, castle...)
• Ä general play structure, no defined shape
• Other:
 
20. Do you think a playground should be educa-
tional (= develop the child’s knowledge
about a certain topic)? Please specify.
 
21. Do you think spending time on a playground 
can help develop childrens´ motorskils?
• Yes
• No
 
22. Do you think gardening (growing fruits, vege-
tables, herbs...) is a valuable activity for
children?
• Yes
• No
 
23. Do you mind if your child/pupil gets very dirty 
(muddy, wet...) while playing outside?
• Yes
• No
 
24. Do you think children themselves can, to a 
certain extent, decide what is safe for them
and what is not? Please explain
 
25. Are there any other thoughts or opinions you 
would like to add?

 
Thank you very much for your participation! 
Hopefully, the results will help my understanding 
of the situation in Tartu and lead me to a better 
design, which is also part of my thesis work.

ESTONIAN LANGUAGE
Uurimustöö looduslikest mänguväljakutest
 
Tere!
Olen maastikuarhitektuuri tudeng Eesti Maaü-
likoolis. Olen koostamas oma magistritööd teemal 
“Looduslike mänguväljakute kujundamine Tartu 
näitel”. Töö fookuseks on järgmised teemad: loo-
duslike mänguväljakute kujundamine, looduslike 
mänguväljakute populaarsus ja/või potentsiaal 
Tartus ning mänguväljakute riskid ja turvalisus. 
Antud küsimustik on minu uurimustöö osaks. See 
sisaldab 25 küsimust, mille täitmine ei võta kaua.
Suur aitäh!
Marie Petráková
 
“Looduslik mänguväljak” selle küsitluse kontek-
stis tähendab looduslähedast mänguväljakut, 
mis on kas valmistatud looduslikest materjalid-
est või on selle loomisel kasutatud ainult täiesti 
looduslikke elemente (nt palgid, kivid...). “Tav-
alise mänguväljaku” all on peetud peetud silmas 
tüüpilisi elemente, mis on enamasti valmistatud 
värvilisest plastikust, metallist või vahetevahel 
puidust, neil on enamasti väga spetsiifiline kuju 
ning väljanägemine ning nende peamine eesmärk 
on mänguvahendiks olemine.
 
1. Kes sa oled?
• Lapsevanem
• Vanavanem
• Lasteaia kasvataja
• Mänguväljakute kujundaja
• Lapsehoidja
• Muu:
 
2. Kus sa elad?
• Tartu
• Tartumaal, aga väljaspool Tartut
• Mujal Eestis
• Väljaspool Eestit
 
3. Kas sa arvad, et sinu lapsed/sinu lasteaia 
lapsed veedavad õues piisavalt aega?
• Jah
• Ei
 
4. Kas sa arvad, et sinu lapsed/sinu lasteaia 
lapsed veedavad piisavalt aega looduslikus
keskkonnas?
• Jah
• Ei
 5. Kus sinu lapsed/sinu lasteaia lapsed eelistavad 
mängida?
• Tavalisel (“plastikust ja metallist”) mänguväl-

jakul
• Looduslikul mänguväljakul
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• Muul õuealal, mis pole mõeldud mängimiseks
• Muu:
 
6. Kus sa eelistaksid, et sinu lapsed/sinu lasteaia 
lapsed mängiksid?
• Tavalisel (“plastikust ja metallist”) mänguväl-

jakul
• Looduslikul mänguväljakul
• Muul õuealal, mis pole mõeldud mängimiseks
• Muu:
 
7. Millised on sinu arvates sinu laste/sinu lasteaia 
laste lemmiktegevuse mänguväljakul?
(Rohkem variante on võimalikud)
• liulaskmine
• kiikumine
• kõrgele ronimine
• millegi ehitamine
• veega mängimine
• rollimängud varjualuses/majas
• jooksmine/pallimängud/sportlikud tege-

vused
• Muu:
 
8. Kas sa arvad, et Tartus on piisavalt mänguväl-
jakuid?
• Jah
• Ei
 
9. Kas sa arvad, et Tartus või selle ümbruses on 
piisavalt looduslikke alasid? (park, mets,
looduslik niit...)
• Jah
• Ei
 
10. Kas oled teadlik looduslike mänguväljakute 
olemasolust Tartus või selle lähedal?
 
11. Milline mänguväljak on sinu arvates laste seas 
populaarseim?
 
12. Kui sa oleksid seotud mõne uue loodusliku 
mänguväljaku loomisega Tartus, mida sa
soovitaksid? Mis seal olema peaks? Kuidas ta 
peaks välja nägema? Mis on Tartus puudu?
 
13. Kas sa tead, mis on “õuelasteaed”?
• Jah
• Ei
 
14. Kas sa kaaluksid oma lapse panemist õuelas-
teaeda?
• Jah
• Ei
Miks?
 
15. Kas sa arvad, et mänguväljakud Tartus on 
turvalised?
• Jah
• Ei
Kui mitte, siis miks?
 
16. Kas sa arvad, et see on ohutu, kui su laps ronib 

puu otsa?
• Jah
• Ei
• Muu:
 
17. Kas sa arvad, et on ok, kui laps mõnikord män-
guväljakul mängides kukub? (juhul kui saadud 
vigastus on väike)
• Jah, see on viis õppimiseks
• Ei, mänguväljak peaks olema turvalisemalt 

ehitatud
• Muu:
 18. Kas sa arvad, et mänguväljakud peaksid pak-
kuma mõningaid “turvalisi riske”, et
lapsed saaksid oma vigadest õppida või oma 
“piire” proovile panna?
• Jah
• Ei
 
19. Mis sa arvad, mida su laps eelistab?
• Mänguelement konkreetse disainiga (näeb 

välja nagu paat, maja, loss...)
• U� ldisem mänguelement, ilma konkreetse 

kujuta
• Muu:
 
20. Kas sa arvad, et mänguväljak peaks olema 
hariv (arendama lapse teadmisi teatud teemal)? 
Palun täpsusta.
 
 
21. Kas sa arvad, et mänguväljakul aja veetmine 
võib aidata arendada laste motoorseid oskusi?
• Jah
• Ei
 
22. Kas sa arvad, et aiandus (puuviljade, juurvil-
jade, maitsetaimede jms kasvatamine) on
lastele väärtuslik tegevus?
• Jah
• Ei
 
23. Kas sa paned pahaks, kui su laps/sinu lasteaia 
laps) saab väga mustaks (mudaseks,
märjaks...) õues mängides?
• Jah
• Ei
 
24. Kas sa arvad, et lapsed oskavad ise teatud 
piirides otsustada mis on nende jaoks
turvaline ja mis mitte? Palun selgita.
 
25. Kas sul on veel teisi mõtteid või arvamusi, 
mida sooviksid lisada?
 
Suur suur tänu oma arvamusega panustamise 
eest! Loodetavasti aitavad antud küsitluse tu-
lemused mul paremini mõista olukorda Tartus 
ning viia mind parema kujunduslahenduseni, mis 
on samuti üks minu magistritöö osadest.


