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The recent research is undeniable and serves as a call for action: young children need ample time
outside to fully support their health, development, well-being, and learning. Unfortunately, many
children spend little time outdoors. When early childhood education (ECE) providers view time outside
as important as anything that happens inside, and begin to spend more of the day outside, we address
children’s holistic needs in ways that are not possible indoors. At the same time, extended time
outdoors offers children an opportunity to learn and develop joyfully through self-guided exploration
and play, which is critical for healthy development and learning. Outside, children tend to be more
engaged, exhibit fewer challenging behaviors, show better focus and concentration, and are better able
to achieve the 3-5 hours of “moderate to strenuous physical activity” per day recommended for young
children, and learning standards are met outdoors as much as indoors.  

For early childhood education programs pursuing an ECHO Innovation Grant Program or BLOOM
Start Up Program project to upgrade their playground to include best practices of an “Outdoor
Learning Environment” (or OLE), please thoroughly read and consider the information in this
document.

ECE providers often want to spend more of the day outside with children; however, their outdoor areas
may lack the space and/or features that allow children to spend more time outdoors (i.e. shade),
engage children longer, and offer multiple ways to play, learn and explore. As with any project,
preparation is key. 

3 Elements to Ensure Success in Getting Children Outside for More of the
ECE Day: 

Design, Create and Install
Features of an Outdoor
Learning Environment

(OLE) 

Staff
Engagement and

Training/PD

Family & Community Involvement 

Preparing for an ECE Outdoor Learning Environment Project

Introduction 

The vision of an Outdoor Learning Environment, or OLE, was implemented in 2007 by the Natural
Learning Initiative (NC State) with an original focus to modify outdoor ECE environments to support
increased physical activity and healthy eating. Driven by scientific evidence and community concern,
the OLE was expanded to include outdoor learning, social-emotional development, and mental health.
OLEs are naturalized play and learning spaces that include a variety of “best practices”, evidence-based
features such as looping pathways for wheeled vehicles, gardens to promote healthy eating and learning
where food comes from, and a variety of activity areas that promote self-directed play and learning that
support more time outdoors. 
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Recommendations for a Strong Grant Application and Successful OLE project: 

STEP 1: Background Research and Reading 

To work toward OLE implementation to get children outside for more of the day, Early Learning providers
should first familiarize themselves with both the benefits of expanded time outside and the features that
promote optimal development and learning outdoors. Not only will these resources offer excellent
background for grant applications, but sharing these resources will enable project leaders to gain support
from stakeholders and build a team of people to help imagine, design, create, use, and maintain an OLE. 

We recommend the following resources: 

Order and read Quality Outdoor Play Environments. This link will take you to a short form where you
enter your email address for the free PDF of a 160-page full-color guidebook that guides you through
designing, planning and using an OLE. It is written by authors in Maine, but it applies to everyone. We
recommend ordering hard copies ($25 each) as well, so that you can show photos to stakeholders and
others to gather support for your project. 

Research Brief: Impact of Naturalized Early Childhood Outdoor Learning Environments | NLI   Read
and share this document with staff, families, and any stakeholders so everyone understands the
need for an OLE project and the many benefits to children and adults alike. 

Review Natural Learning Initiative's Bank of Resources to understand the scope of an OLE project.
This link includes an excellent resource, Infosheets and Leaflets, to help you begin to choose which
OLE features you would like to incorporate into your design. 

NLI’s Best Practice Implementation Toolkit is another excellent resource to include in your planning. 

STEP 2: Prepare a Preliminary Design and/or Vision Board to Guide Your Budget Estimate

Preparing a preliminary design or a “vision board” of ideas will help you create a budget for your grant
application. To do this, use the resources above, particularly the Quality Outdoor Play Environments
guidebook and NLI’s Infosheets and Leaflets. Ensure that you involve staff and consider inviting families and
community stakeholders. Some features may be more DIY and can be done over time, and you’ll want to
decide which features you need grant money for to get your project safely underway, compared to other
DIY projects that are less expensive and can be done over time during volunteer workdays. For How-To
Guide for OLE features, please see NWF ECHO How-To-Guides. 

We recommend considering the following features in your design and budget plan: 

Fencing (first implementation step); ensure it’s safe and adequate, and consider adding more if needed.
Look for underused areas that could be fenced in to expand space.
Looping, curvy primary pathway for circulation/wheeled toys (top NLI recommendation and second
implementation step after fencing)
Minimum of 8 play and learning settings/activity areas (list selections)
Grassy area (space for 25+ children)
Shade structures (in addition to trees)
Natural, loose materials for open-ended play
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The following pages list resources and guidance to support grant writers and those implementing
an OLE (directors, teachers, facilities managers, families, volunteers, etc.) to create a plan for long-
term success.

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSd15gsrJXs_fqRwKrVrjQu8OIk3prFm0PxeLHlRle5ToCGJlg/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSd15gsrJXs_fqRwKrVrjQu8OIk3prFm0PxeLHlRle5ToCGJlg/viewform
https://naturalearning.org/research-brief
https://naturalearning.org/resources/
https://naturalearning.org/resources/
https://naturalearning.org/infosheetsleaflets/?active_filter=infosheets
https://pagatewaytogreen.org/wp-content/uploads/Best-Practice-Toolkit-Preschool-NLI.pdf
https://www.nwf.org/ECHO/Resources


1.Find a volunteer or stakeholder willing to follow a DIY plan to create an OLE design. There are
resources available to guide motivated individuals to create a design that features elements that
align with best practice indicators. 

   

     2. Find a volunteer or stakeholder willing to take an online design course to better understand   
        nature play features that support children’s health, wellbeing, development and learning: 

     3. Hire a landscape designer that specializes in master designs of children’s outdoor learning  
        environments (more resources available upon request)

*Resources for each can be found on the following page (4).

Sufficient wheeled toys and portable play equipmentGross motor opportunities: climbing,
swinging, sliding, rolling, etc.
Adequate trees (include edible/fruiting varieties)
Sufficient shrubs, vines, and fruiting plants
Gross motor opportunities: climbing, swinging, sliding, rolling, etc.
Adequate trees (include edible/fruiting varieties)
Sufficient shrubs, vines, and fruiting plants
Designated vegetable garden (raised beds, containers, etc.)
Large group gathering space with tables (meals, Play-Doh, Legos, etc.)
Ample outdoor storage
Digging area (sand or dirt) with real tools
Mud kitchen with pots and pans
Outdoor building area (blocks and loose parts on flat surface)
Outdoor easels for art
Outerwear for wet or messy play (waterproof layers and boots kept on site)

Other key considerations: 
Do you own or lease the property? 
Who will be involved in the maintenance of the OLE? 
Consider surfacing options 
Ensure fire service access 
Review and discuss risk management
Engage your certification representative at the beginning of the process 

STEP 3: Professional Development and Administrative Practices 

Ensure all staff who be using the OLE have training in the use of the space, risk assessment including
writing risk-benefit assessments, and the role of the adult in child-led free play and outdoor spaces
including allowing ample time outdoors. CCC coaches can provide professional development and
resources for staff professional development in these areas. 

Update handbooks (staff and family), website, brochures, social media, etc. to include nature-based
philosophies and  include nature-based ECE/OLE PD in new staff onboarding process. 

OLE Design Options (from least to most expensive): 
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These resources were researched and compiled by Community Connections for Children’s Outdoor
Learning and Play Consultants. For design support, professional development, or to receive ongoing

resources including suggestions for equipment or materials, websites, books, and podcasts, 
please contact:

Elizabeth Marcello: emarcello@cccforpa.org
or Susan Chlebowski: schlebowski@cccforpa.org

If you’re looking for a contractor or specialty business, check out York Builders Association or York
County Economic Alliance for business and member listings. 

Note: Given the level of detail involved in a project like this, please ensure you have the necessary
capacity to assemble a project team of 2–3 individuals and designate one member to serve as the

project manager before applying for the ECHO Innovation Grant. For Family CC Providers, please ensure
you have additional time to serve as a the project lead.

Benefits of OLEs:  
Research Brief: Impact of Naturalized Early Childhood Outdoor Learning Environments | NLI

(naturalearning.org) 

OLE Resources: 
Natural Learning Initiative  Best Practice NLI Outdoor Preschool Toolkit, 2021 
Preschool Outdoors: Best Practice Toolkit (2nd Ed.) | NLI (naturalearning.org)  
25 Easy Nature Play Ideas for Preschools (hhs.gov) 

Design Support  
Bears Playgrounds | Design Services

Nature Explore Outdoor Classroom Design Services 
Rusty Keeler; Rusty Keeler: 20 Ways to Create Play Environments for the Soul 
Bienenstock Natural Playgrounds Design Services 
ECHO DYI Guides 

Online Professional Development:
The Grove Membership — Samara Early Learning

Rusty Keeler 
Natural Start Alliance

Early Childhood Health Outdoors (ECHO) Professional Development 

Equipment/Materials (*note: we do not endorse any companies or vendors; please do your
own research, including web searches for “nature play features”) 

Tried and True Outdoor Learning Supplies and Materials Guide

Community Playthings Outlast Collection

Kaplan Nature to Play

Nature Explore Store

Nature's Instruments

Outdoor School Shop 

Oaki Children's Outdoor Adventure Gear 

Resources
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https://naturalearning.org/research-brief
https://naturalearning.org/research-brief
https://naturalearning.org/resources/
https://naturalearning.org/resources/
https://childcareconsultants-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/schlebowski_cccforpa_org/ERNhdqik9-dDqFuTSRFTIyABaymNol7j-MxK3RUNgU-Q1w?e=kIhgeg
https://naturalearning.org/preschool-outdoor-toolkit
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/25-easy-nature-ideas.pdf
https://bearsplaygrounds.com/about-us/
https://natureexplore.org/outdoor-classroom-design/
https://rustykeeler.com/nature-play-design-masterclass-website-menu/
https://rustykeeler.com/consulting/
https://s3.amazonaws.com/kajabi-storefronts-production/file-uploads/sites/2148039383/themes/2158001539/downloads/42c57-d3-1a26-258c-d0a04378355a_20-Ways-To-Create-Play-Environments-for-the-Soul.pdf
https://www.bienenstockplaygrounds.com/
https://www.naturalplaygrounds.com/design-services
https://www.nwf.org/ECHO/Resources
https://www.samarael.com/grove
https://rustykeeler.com/workshops/
https://naturalstart.org/
https://www.nwf.org/ECHO/professional-development/training
https://cccforpa.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Tried-and-True-Outdoor-Learning-Supplies-and-Materials-4.23.24.pdf
https://www.communityplaythings.com/products/outdoor/outlast-collection
https://www.kaplanco.com/naturetoplay?srsltid=AfmBOopkYAipm-6CmQMbGbC1N-XJ0dl9pILzY-y80s7Usi-u8k5nx_i8
https://shop.natureexplore.org/
https://www.bienenstockplaygrounds.com/shop/
https://outdoorschoolshop.com/?gad_source=1&gclid=Cj0KCQjw2ou2BhCCARIsANAwM2GbohpMtpgtaCIaC6nNnvaUH65PNLZ12RuWSlNuM_OFS4-VYy1BWNYaAqw1EALw_wcB
https://oaki.com/

