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Comprehensive Inclusive  
Play Spaces!

 

Recently, the general public and playground equipment manufacturers have 
begun to see the benefits of inclusive play environments.  This is tremen-
dously exciting for long time advocates of social inclusion who have spent 

countless hours educating their peers and fundraising for their own inclusive play 
spaces.  Thanks to these efforts, hundreds of inclusive playgrounds have been 
installed throughout the country.  Somewhere during the process however, the 
very purpose for creating these play spaces (children’s play) is routinely lost in 
the details of Americans with Disabilities Act regulations, ASTM safety standards, 
equipment selections and budget restrictions.  

It is important to remember that though these issues are essential to successful 
playgrounds, they are peripheral to the design process and not the focus!  While 
necessary, physical accessibility does not guarantee social accessibility or the op-
portunity to participate.  Play is very much a social process and the opportunity 
to be included should be available to every child.  Often, planning efforts related 
to mobility impairments overshadow the necessity for a more comprehensive ap-
proach focused on understanding children with disabilities, understanding devel-
opmentally appropriate levels of risk, and using the principles of universal design 
to provide social and emotional inclusion, sensory integration, graduating levels of 
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physical and mental challenges, cogni-
tive engagement and opportunities for 
discovery and exploration.  

Understanding Children 
with Disabilities

Children with disabilities are part 
of our nation’s largest minority group, 
individuals with disabilities.  Out of 
1,000 children between the ages of 
3 and 21 years old, 89 children will 
have a disability (8.9%).  Of these, ap-
proximately 1 child (1.1%) will have a 
physical disability, 1 child (1.1%) will 
have a sensory disability, 17 children 
(19.1%) will have a communicative 
disability, 10 children (11.2%) will 
have a social/emotional disability, 
and 48 children (53.9%) will have an 
intellectual disability.  Additionally, 2 
children (2.2%) will have multiple dis-
abilities and 9 children (10.1%) will 
have a chronic health impairment such 
as cancer1.  

Disability is often mistakenly under-
stood as a child’s inability to experience 
the play environment because of limita-
tions from their impairment.  Defining 
disability in this way usually results in 
efforts to fix the child’s impairment, 
rather than the play environment.  Dis-
ability is better recognized as a child’s 
inability to experience the play environ-
ment because of very specific require-
ments on the part of the environment 
in order to participate.  Disability 
results from differences in what a child 
is able to do, and what the play envi-
ronment requires the child to be able 
to do.  When disability is recognized as 
a result of the abilities required by the 
play environment, the focus becomes 
adapting the environment to accom-
modate the diverse abilities of children, 
which is the way that thoughtful design 
should be approached.  

The abilities often demanded by 
play environments require children 
with disabilities to participate in play 
through the assistance of others or 
much greater personal efforts that 
place them at a disadvantage with their 
peers.  The child’s right to equality of 
opportunity, full participation, and in-
dependence in play implies the promise 
that children should not be subjected 
to inequality by characteristics over 
which they have no control.  The fail-

ure to consider the needs of children 
with disabilities in the development of 
play environments produces environ-
ments incompatible with the child’s 
right to play.  Those who create play 
environments must recognize that 
the design of the play environment is 
much more than a problem of comply-
ing with accessibility standards, but 
rather a statement of how much we 
value children with disabilities as full 
participants in play.

Socially inclusive play environments 
are based on this understanding of 
disability where the emphasis is not 
on helping the child with a disability 
to adjust and accept the play environ-
ment, but rather designing the play 
environment to accommodate the 
abilities of the child and their right to 
an equal, independent, full participa-
tion in play.

Opportunities for Risk
A critical feature of any effective 

play space is the opportunity for the 
 child to take risk.  Taking risks, or to 

try something new, speak to someone 
new, or think something new, is neces-
sary for children’s development.  The 
development of children starts at birth 
and continues into adulthood.  Chil-
dren need to develop in five crucial 
areas for proper growth: social/emo-
tional, intellectual, sensory, perceptual-
motor, and physical development.  All 
children, regardless of their abilities, 
pass through the same developmental 
stages in the same sequence; only the 
timing and rate vary.  

It is important to understand that 
a child with disability is a child, and in 
reality, the similarities between children 
with and without disabilities are far 
greater than any differences.2 Oppor-
tunities to take risks and be challenged 
should not be absent from play envi-
ronments for children with disabilities.  
The opposite is actually true.  Equality 
of play opportunity, full participation in 
play, and the independence of the child 
mean allowing children with disabilities 
the Dignity of Risk.  

Overprotection of children with 
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disabilities is often an issue that must 
be overcome in traditional play spaces.  
At first, the protection of a child with 
disabilities may appear to be kind, but 
it can strip children of the right to play 
equally and independently.  There is 
healthy development in risk taking and 
crippling indignity in overprotection.3

Principles of Universal 
Design

Comprehensive inclusive play envi-
ronments recognize the individuality, 
dignity, and abilities of children with 
disabilities and their right to equal, 
independent,  full participation in 
play.  These play environments should 
be developed following principles of 
universal design to remove physical and 
social barriers to all children participat-
ing in play.  The principles of universal 
design encourage play environments to 
be designed for equitable use to

(1) Be Fair for everyone; designed 
for flexibility in use so everyone can 

(2) Be Included; designed to be 
simple and intuitive so everyone can 

(3) Be Smart; designed with percep-
tible information where everyone can 

(4) Be Independent; designed to be 
tolerant of error to 

(5) Be Safe for everyone; designed 
to require low sustained physical effort 
so everyone can 

(6) Be Active;  and designed with 
the appropriate size and space for ap-
proach and use so everyone can 

(7) Be Comfortable4.
Following these principles supports 

thoughtfully considering the child and 
their strengths and ability to participate 
in play independently and equally 
alongside their friends, siblings, and 
neighbors.  The emphasis then evolves 
from helping the child with a disability 
to adjust and accept play environments, 
to designing play environment that ac-
commodate the needs and abilities of 
the child. When planning or designing 
playgrounds, remember that a compre-
hensive approach based on knowledge 
of the needs of children with disabili-
ties, including risk for differing levels 
of abilities and using universal design 
principles, will improve the success 
of playgrounds and lead to well used 
spaces enjoyed by children of ALL 
abilities. 

About the authors: 
Dr. Keith Christensen is a landscape 

architect at O’Dell Engineering, a 
faculty member for the Utah State 

University Department of Landscape 
Architecture and Environmental Plan-
ning and a Fellow with the Center for 
Persons with Disabilities.  He conducts 
research on the social inclusion of chil-
dren with disabilities in play and advo-
cates nationally for including children 
with disabilities in play experiences 
through speaking and writing.  He is 
a nationally recognized expert on the 
design of socially inclusive play envi-
ronments for children with disabilities. 

Chad Kennedy’s interest in advo-
cacy for persons with disabilities origi-
nates from employment at the Center 
for Persons with Disabilities and from 
a year-long interdisciplinary disability 
course he participated in at the Center.  
His employment at the Center made 
a lasting impression and has been a 
guide and passion during his subse-
quent career. He is a licensed landscape 
architect, a certified playground safety 
inspector, an active member of his lo-
cal ASLA Executive Committee and 
an active member in the Children’s 
Outdoor Environments Professional 
Practice Network.

To contact the authors of this 
article for additional information, 
call 209-571-1765, e-mail them at 
kchristensen@odellengineering.com, 
ckennedy@odellengineering.com, or 
visit www.odellengineering.com

Endnotes
1. U.S. Department of Education.  

(2008).  30th Annual Report to the 
Congress on the Implementation 
of the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act, 2008 – Vol. 1.  
Washington D.C: Dept of Ed.

 2. Christensen, K.M. & Jeon, T.K.  
(2006).  Creating Inclusive Out-
door Play Environments; Designing 
for Ability Rather than Disability.  
The Journal of Eyewitness in Special 
Education, Sept-Oct.  KISE.

3. Perske, R.  (1981).  Hope for the 
Families.  Nashville: Abingdon 
Press.  

 4. me2; 7 Principles of Inclusive Play-
ground Design. (2010).   PlayCore, 
Inc.: Chattanooga, TN.

I n c l u s I v e  P l a y  s P a c e s  u

Photo by JoLynne Lyon, Center for Persons w
ith D

isabilities


