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MATERIAL

DESCRIPTION/
IMPORTANT  
CONSIDERATIONS PROS AND CONS

COST TO 
EQUIP  
PLAYGROUND1

WOOD Wooden structures offer the most 
natural appearance in an outdoor 
space, even with the addition of metal 
or plastic components.  If you are 
interested in wooden equipment, check 
with the manufacturer regarding the 
availability of naturally decay-resistant 
wood, the type of preservative used 
in their pressure-treated lumber, 
and warranties.  Some vendors offer 
structures made of redwood, a naturally 
decay-resistant wood that is slightly 
more expensive.

■  Less expensive than 
metal

■  Natural look and feel
■  Many good options 

available for  
commercial child care 
playground use

$18,000 - 
$50,000+

■  Doesn’t last as long as 
metal

■  Can splinter and split
■  Must be properly treated 

to resist insects and rot
■  Requires on-going 

maintenance

METAL Metal is by far the most durable 
and vandal-resistant material for 
playground equipment.  In most early 
childhood uses, the metal is powder-
coated with a colored vinyl product that 
makes it rust-resistant and more child-
friendly.  Many of the play components 
are also made of plastic, so attention 
to creating a unified color scheme can 
make the difference between beauty 
and chaos.  One reason why municipal 
playground equipment is so often made 
of metal is that it can last two or three 
times longer than other materials.  
The higher cost reflects the difference.  
If using metal, make sure that the 
surfaces are treated (such as with heavy 
vinyl) and that it is either painted or 
galvanized to resist rust or corrosion.

■  Very durable
■  Vandal resistant
■  Weather resistant
■  High level of structural 

integrity

$25,000 - 
$60,000+

■ Expensive
■  If surface is untreated 

the metal can get very 
hot when exposed to 
high temperatures and 
sun 

1  The actual cost will depend on the amount of equipment purchased and the age of the children using it.  These costs 
are for equipment only and do not include costs of surfacing, materials, site work, etc.
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As of 2004, wood treated with the most common preservative, Chromated Copper Arsenate (CCA), can 
no longer be used in constructing playground equipment.  Because of concerns about the health effects 
of long term exposure to CCA, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) worked with the lumber 
industry to reach a voluntary agreement to cease use of CCA preservatives.  Since most unpainted 
wooden playground equipment used CCA, this has had an impact on the industry.



LIST OF PLAYGROUND EQUIPMENT CATALOGS

CATALOG PHONE WEBSITE

BCI BURKE COMPANY 800-356-2070 www.bciburke.com

COMMUNITY PLAYTHINGS 800-777-4244 www.communityplaythings.com

FOR KIDZ ONLY 800-979-8898 www.forkidzonly.com

KAPLAN EARLY LEARNING 800-334-2014 www.kaplanco.com

KOMPAN 800-426-9788 www.kompan.com

LANDSCAPE STRUCTURES 888-4FUNLSI www.playlsi.com

PLAY WITH A PURPOSE 888-330-1826 www.pwaponline.com

SAFEPLAY SYSTEMS 800-260-7218 www.safeplaysystems.com

UNITY SURFACING 800-293-9822 www.surfacingsystems.com

ZEAGER BROS. 800-346-8524 www.woodcarpet.com

SCALE

The most important aspects of scale are whether 
the equipment fits the play area with adequate 
clearance for safety, and whether each piece is 
the correct size for the children who will use 
it.  Manufacturers often specify a wide age range 
of 2 to 5 years, or in some cases, 3 to 8 years to 
indicate the appropriate user group for a structure.  
In addition to looking at their age guidelines, 
consider children’s body sizes and development 
as critical criteria in determining whether a piece 
of equipment is of the appropriate scale for the 
children who will be using it on your playground. 

PLAY VALUE

Play value is much more than the number of 
components on the structure.  Look for equipment 
that stimulates more than one type of play.  
Opportunities to climb, jump, balance and slide, 
and test one’s skills are key to large muscle play.  
Dramatic play will be enhanced with a sense of 
enclosure, and props like steering wheels, windows 
and ledges.  Social and emotional development are 
supported if a child can gain positive recognition 
for his accomplishments on the structure, so 
check on whether children can both “see and be 
seen” from high points on the structure.  Assess 
whether the structure will grow with your children 
by offering more than one level of challenge, 
particularly if it serves children of different ages 
and abilities.

CONSIDERATIONS IN SELECTING EQUIPM
ENT
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Managing  
the Cost of  
the Project
The costs of a developing an outdoor 

play area include planning and design 

services, demolition and site preparation if 

needed, the equipment, appropriate safety 

surfacing and landscaping materials, and 

the labor charges for construction and 

installation.  Even for a small project, 

these costs quickly add up to tens of 

thousands of dollars.  So, how can you 

proceed if you have limited resources?

1.  Consider phased development of 

your play area.  Work with a landscape 
architect or design team who can put 
together a complete design, help you identify 
equipment and other site amenities, provide 
cost estimates and a plan for developing the 
play area in phases.  Choices of landscaping 
and natural materials can be adjusted as the 
plan is implemented, but choose an equipment 
vendor carefully so that even if equipment is 
purchased over two or three years, there is a 
unified look and feel to the finished play area.

2.  Go the “landscaping route” and 

commit to developing a natural 

playscape with an emphasis on sand, water, 
trees, plants, and the experiences a child can 
have exploring the sounds, smells and feel of 
nature during unstructured outdoor play.  If 
your plan calls for planting trees or shrubs, 
shop at the end of the season when large 

plants are frequently discounted by 50%.  
Plant herbs – most are easy to grow, offer 
interesting colors, textures, scents and tastes 
and they are child-safe.  Make bird houses with 
the children and put up birdfeeders.  Carefully 
select small pieces of play equipment that 
fit the space and incorporate them into the 
landscape rather than letting them dominate 
the play area.  Provide and display loose parts 
throughout the play area to enhance and 
extend the play.

  A good resource on natural playscapes is 
Planet Earth Playscapes in Spencer, New 
York.  They have a great website, www.
planetearthplayscapes.com with photos and 
plans for playscapes, lists of child-safe plants, 
and many resources.  They can be reached by 
telephone at 607-589-7887.

3.  Look into volunteer opportunities.  
The use of volunteer labor can reduce the 
cost of your playground by as much as 
40%.  This process requires considerable 
planning, and also requires that at least 
some of the volunteers have skills in things 
such as carpentry and landscaping.  It is 
also extremely important for an individual 
or organization to take a leadership role in 
organizing and overseeing the project.

4.  Seek out opportunities for donated 

or reduced cost materials.  Before 
paying full price, make sure to contact local 
nurseries and landscape professionals to see if 
they might be willing to donate any materials 
or services.  Check with local lumber dealers 
and surfacing vendors to see what assistance 
they might be able to offer.  Make sure to 
check with center parents and staff to see 
what connections they might have.  If you are 
purchasing manufactured equipment, don’t 
forget to ask about sales, potential discounts 
or free shipping or installation options.  There 
are also some free and reduced cost trees and 
plants available.  Two websites that provide 
information on this are:

 www.freetreesandplants.com
 www.arborday.org
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Organizations
American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM)
100 Bar Harbor Drive
West Conshohocken, PA  19428-2959
Phone 610-832-9585
www.astm.org

International Play Equipment Manufacturing 
Association (IPEMA)
8300 Colesville Road, Suite 250
Silver Spring, MD  20910
Phone 800-395-5550
www.IPEMA.org

US Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC)
Washington, DC  20207
Phone 800-638.2772
www.cpsc.gov

US Department of Justice
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)  
Final rules regarding outdoor play areas:
www.access-board.gov/play/finalrule.htm

American Academy of Pediatrics
www.aap.org

National Program for Playground Safety
National Action Plan for the Prevention of 
Playground Injuries
www.uni.edu/playground

National Association for the Education of  
Young Children (NAEYC)
www.naeyc.org
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Community Investment Collaborative for Kids 
A Program of the Local Initiatives Support Corporation
501 Seventh Avenue, 7th Floor
New York, NY 10018
Telephone: 212-455-9800
www.lisc.org

CICK Funders
Freddie Mac Foundation
JPMorgan Chase  
William Randolph Hearst Foundations

CICK expands the supply and improves the quality of early care and education in low-income 
communities through new investments in physical facilities.  
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