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Best Practice Guidelines
Creating Inclusive Communities Through
Meaningful Play
The purpose of PlayCore’s unique inclusive play programs
is to provide educational resources for communities that
wish to move playgrounds beyond minimum accessibility
to create more usable outdoor play environments that
recognize everyone’s right to fully participate in equitable
play. Inclusive play environments intentionally address
the physical and social inclusion of people of all ages
and abilities. PlayCore is proud to partner with leading
experts, Utah State University’s Center for Persons with
Disabilities and Lekotek, to help communities provide
meaningful, healthy play opportunities for everyone.

Partnership:

Comprehensive companion programs
include:
► Me2sm: 7 Principles of Inclusive Playground Designsm
- Design guidebook of best practices for upgrading
existing or designing new outdoor inclusive play
environments
- Considerations for addressing the needs of the
whole child
- Model inclusive play environments
- Inclusive playground checklist
► 2Play Togethersm: Fostering Friendships Through
Inclusive Play
- Program guide filled with tips and activities to
promote inclusive play, understanding, and fun
between children of all abilities
- Playground activities that promote character
development
- Disability awareness resources

“Providing intergenerational,
inclusive play ensures that all people
experience the satisfaction of
contributing to meaningful play and
reap the lifelong developmental,
physical, and social benefits of
inclusion”.
- Keith Christensen, Ph.D.

Faculty Fellow, Utah State University
Center for Persons with Disabilities

www.playcore.com
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•

•
Ensures a design philosophy that exceeds minimum
guidelines, celebrate the abilities of users, and
promotes both physical and social inclusion.

Promotes universal design philosophy for greater use
by more people.

•

Creates community engagement and increases usage
across diverse user groups.

PROGRAMMING

•

INCLUSIVE
PLAY

Promotes social equity and expands
community capital.

These companion programs help communities make a
fundamental statement about how they value play and
recreation for all individuals—regardless of age or ability.
The evidence is clear. Play is critical for all children and
directly results in positive community outcomes.

2Play Together: Fostering Friendships Through Inclusive
Play provides programmers with strategies to help children
with and without disabilities understand their similarities
and differences and how to effectively play together.

professionals planning, creating, or revitalizing outdoor
play environments that are dedicated to move beyond the
minimum accessibility standards.

A Unique Philosophy to
Inclusive, Intergenerational Play

•

Offers design considerations that address the needs
of the whole child for physical, social, sensory,
communicative, and cognitive development for play
value variety and developmental continuum.

PRODUCTS

Thoughtfully planned outdoor play environments, services,
and programs create opportunities to ensure that people
of all ages and abilities can be both physically and socially
active through play and recreation. Designing inclusive
play environments that meet the 7 Principles of Inclusive
Playground Design is a critical first step to provide
the foundation for inclusive, intergenerational play to
occur. Teaching or facilitating children about how they
can successfully play together can be just as important.
Communities can take inclusive play to the next level by
offering programming designed to create awareness,
break down barriers, and foster friendships.
Me2: 7 Principles of Inclusive Playground Design
was developed to serve as an educational resource,
design guide, and advocacy tool for communities and

•

Provides unique opportunities for intergenerational
play and inclusion of children and adults of all ages
and abilities.

Multiple benefits include:

•

Increases usage through programming activities
that utilize play and character education traits
to create awareness, break down
barriers, and foster friendships.

DESIGN
PHILOSOPHY

•

•

•

Youth with physical disabilities have a 4.5 times
higher rate of physical inactivity
compared to peers without a disability.

Children with physical, sensory, and cognitive
disabilities have substantially greater difficulty
participating in regular physical activity.

Out of 1000 children between the ages of 3 and 21,
approximately 85 will have some form of disability.

Cognitive

•

Social/emotional

8.5

Chronic health
impairment

6.5

Out of 1,000
children between
the ages of 3 and
21, approximately
85 will have these
disabilities...

Physical

Who are children with
disabilities?

Communication

18.5
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Multiple
disabilities

2

Sensory

1.5

Research shows that disability awareness intervention
and adult and peer mediated strategies have
significant and positive effects on children’s
understanding and attitude toward people with
disabilities.

Research supports inclusive play environments and programming that bring more
meaningful play experiences to more people, to the greatest extent possible.
There is growing awareness that many activity and health
disparities reported among children and adults with
disabilities are not a direct result of the disability, but
rather a result of the challenges individuals with disabilities
face in fully accessing the environment, community
services, and programs.

•

Children with physical and
developmental disabilities are
significantly more likely to be obese or
overweight compared to peers without
a disability.

Consider the following research as evidence of the
importance of inclusive play spaces:

•

Inclusive design enables grandparents
and older adults to participate more
comfortably. The aging populationpersons 65 years or older-represents
12.9% of the U.S. population, about
one in every eight Americans, and is
expected to grow to be 19% of the
population by 2030.
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•

Teaching or facilitating children
about similarities and differences and
how to successfully play together
can dramatically impact the quality
of play experiences for all children.
Intentional strategies to promote
disability awareness provide children
the tools to ask questions, get accurate
information, explore their feelings, and
learn how to positively interact with
their peers.
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Design Principles & Guidelines

The 7 Principles of Universal Design were created by the
Center for Universal Design and North Carolina State
University. These principles, which focus on adult usage of
indoor environments, were uniquely tailored by Utah State
University‘s Center for Persons with Disabilities to address
outdoor play environments and what children want to feel
and experience during play. Children want to “Be” and
feel that their experiences are fair, that they are included,
that they are smart, and that they can be independent,
safe, active, and comfortable during play.
The 7 Principles of Inclusive Playground Design book
focuses on the usage of individual play elements as well
as the overall playground design. Both a physical and
social event, inclusive play is not solely about physically
accessing an environment, but what happens once an
individual gets there. The guidebook defines each of the
7 Principles and accompanying guidelines and also offers
example of implementation. Applying these 7 principles
creates inclusive play destinations that celebrate people of
all abilities and focuses on what everyone CAN do!
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Playground Activities that
Promote Character Development

Special Delivery

Introduction

• Respect
• Patience

• Trustworthiness
• Perseverance

Character Education

Grades PreK-1st/Disability Awareness: PHYSICAL

• Cooperation and turn-taking
• Visual tracking
• Grasping, reaching, and

Kids move and play at different speeds and in a variety of ways. Some children
may use special equipment to help them move around their environment.
Wheelchairs, walkers, crutches, and braces are some examples of adaptive
equipment that people may use to be more independently mobile. Kids transfer
out of their mobility devices to do things like sleep, take baths, swing, and slide.
Some kids can do this on their own and others may need assistance. The
purpose of this activity is to promote direct interaction between children, solicit
a reaction and response to another person through the use of an object, and
create awareness about how everyone moves and participates in physical
activity in different ways.

Developmental Benefits

• Social skills
• Expressive and receptive language
• Gross motor development

Swing Time

Perseverance

Michelle, 5yrs old

Sliding and catching was
fun to do with other kids!

Ask children to choose two items. One child will be positioned at the top of the slide and the other child waits at the base
The child at the top of the slide will “deliver” the item by rolling it down the

Directions•

pine cones, or recyclables
• Patiencesuch as toilet paper tubes, paper, or small plastic bottles)

arm extension
Grades 2nd-3rd
Awareness:
• Physical/Disability
Activity
SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL
Additional Equipment Needed
of small soft items to send down the slide (Ex. bean bags, stuffed animals, balls, natural loose parts such as leaves,
CharacterVariety
Education

• Respect

• Kindness

Introduction
of the slide – standing, kneeling, or sitting.

• Fairness

• Leadership

• games
A basket
or bagchildren
at the bottom
may be useful for children with difficulties processing and reacting to the speed of the
boundaries, and
between
of all abilities.
Patience
• Perseverance
sliding item, •and/or
assist children who
have difficulties with hand grasp, fine motor skills, or who use mobility devices.

• Respect

Shout ‘n Slide

slide.
children
communicate
through
contact,
gestures, or words when they are ready to send and
Sometimes kids
wantEncourage
to run, jump,
play, to
and
be loud! Other
timeseye
children
want
receive
the object.
After
child receives the
“delivery”
atneed
the bottom, they switch roles and go to the top of the slide,
to relax, talk, and
be calm.
Children
withthe
social-emotional
disabilities
may
as to
theparticipate
other childinslides
down
thefriends.
slide to take
to be the receiver. The pair continues to take turns delivering
encouragement
play with
their
Theythe
mayposition
be motivated
andwhen
receiving.
This constant
movement
and exchange
of items helps keep the game interesting, while promoting
to join an activity
it includes
their interests
and meets
their individual
patience,
physical
cognitive anticipation.
emotional needs
of security
and activity,
comfort.and
Appropriate
social interactions
between peers and desired behaviors can be positively reinforced through
the sheer enjoyment of the activity or by words of encouragement from
More Fun Inclusion
Tips
Grades
- 5thsure
/ Disability
Awareness: COGNITIVE
their friends. Everyone can play
a key role4th
in making
each child feels
We flew into outer space
part of the group
welcomed
conversations
play the
when
they areneeds of the child. For example, a scarf or stuffed animal
• and
Alterwill
thebe
type
of objectinto
to be
delivered toormeet
individual
together!
ready. Look for opportunities
to play
by side
your friends.
Activities
will slide slower
thanside
a ball.
Addwith
multisensory
features
to the items (Ex. balls can be different sizes, textures, colors, and
such as swinging can
provideLarger
soothing
and
calming
sensations
children
who
densities).
items
may
be easier
to see, to
visually
track
and grasp than smaller items.
Character
Education
may be anxious about unfamiliar
people and new
surroundings. Swinging also
• Limit the number
of objects
children
presented with
based on the children’s abilities and attention levels.
can promote communicative
exchanges,
pretend
play, are
understanding
of social

Developmental Benefits

•

Wide slide bedways, slide transfer steps, and/or side-by-side slides further promote independence and cooperation.

Have children help each other think of words and practice spelling them in pairs.
For children that have difficulty with spelling or communicating, ask them to demonstrate other skills as they slide, such as
sliding fast or slow, pretending to be an object or person, or striking a pose as they slide down. They could use pictures,
gestures, and/or communication devices to “shout” out the directives if needed.
Children that are unable to slide independently can be the “shouter” of directives or given assistance if requested.

Ask children to take turns giving high fives/words of encouragement near the slide exit.

Using fun categories such as naming favorite television shows, foods, or singing songs from favorite musical artists can
help children get to know each other and create a game where there is no right or wrong answer.
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• Pockets, baskets, and bags can help carry items if necessary.
Shane, 7yrs old with autism
• Teamwork and cooperation
• Social skills
• Children thatIntroduction
use mobility devices may require additional assistance from caregivers with transferring to go down the
• Strategic
• Core development
slide, or mayChildren
choose to
at thethinking
bottom
or top
of the
canremain
demonstrate
what they
know
in a slide.
variety of ways! Not all kids
• see
Whole-body
awareness
• Receptive and
expressive the
language
• Challenge
children
to
how
many
times theyinstruction
can exchange
ankids
item
within
one minute, or two minutes.
learn
the same
way,
and
individualized
gives
the
opportunity
• Vestibular
and
• Gross motor development to be successful
and show
offproprioceptive
their strengths.movement
The purpose of this activity is to
raise children’s awareness that all kids can show what they know in different

ways
and how to include everyone in play by using strategies to meet the
Needed
There were Additional
four slides onEquipment
individualized
of their friends.
They will
learn
giveinpositive
Homemade
modified game
spinner, needs
or playground
actions written
onalso
pieces
of to
paper
a bag/basket
this playground,
so all spinner,
the
reinforcement through their words and actions, celebrating success, no matter
kids could Directions
enjoy going
how big or small the achievement.

down at the
same
time
This
activity
offers a unique challenge to the familiar and relaxing activity of swinging. Swinging also offers opportunities for
children
to engage in parallel play experiences that are developmentally appropriate. Ask children to swing side-by-side
with their
friends!
in sync with one another. They Developmental
can experiment with speed
and height
Benefi
ts but they should try to keep their movements similar.
Encourage communicative exchanges between the players as they swing in sync.
• Listening
• Self esteem
• Memory skills
• Turn taking
• Motor planning
• Body and spatial awareness
More
Fun Inclusion Tips
Child Development
Specialist,
• Receptive and expressive language
Chicago, IL
• Add in pretend play. Friends
pretend
tostability,
be an astronaut,
bird, or their favorite superhero while swinging.
• can
Balance,
core
and flexibility
• Riding toys, whirls, and other swinging or swaying play elements can be also be used to promote social interactions
between children.
Directions • Have children take turns to create the pace, speed, and force of movement.
Ask the
pair toto
count
or sing
a song together,
spellencouraging
familiar words
by taking
turns sayingthe
each letter.
This activity brings•learning
outdoors
reinforce
academic
conceptsor
while
children
to individualize
If a childcan
is using
an adaptive
seat,
they
mayawant
askanother
a friendchild
to assist
without
pushing
them.
activity so that all their friends
be successful.
As swing
children
slide
down
slide,toask
to shout
one word
as their friends are sliding. Children learn to control the speed of their descent so that they can spell the whole word
before reaching the end. The “shouter” modifies their directives to meet the individual needs of players. For example,
beginners would be asked to say a word starting with the letter shouted, intermediate players would be asked to spell the
word, and advanced level players would be given more challenging and longer words. Adult facilitators may need to
model how to apply these strategies at first. Try incorporating academic concepts such as states and capitals,
multiplication problems, or planets for even more challenge, variety, and fun.

•

•

More Fun Inclusion Tips

•

•
•

9

Created in partnership with the National Lekotek Center, 2Play Together offers valuable tips and playground activities in
which all children will feel nurtured, encouraged, respected, and active-both physically and socially during play—creating
a sense of community among all children.

Supportive Research
15 Inclusive Play Activities for PreK-5th Grade
Alignment to Top 10 Character Education Traits
Disability Awareness Tips to help children understand
the abilities of all children and to appreciate similarities
and differences
Inclusive resources for educators, programmers, and
community advocates
Aligns with play spaces designed to the 7 Principles of
Inclusive Playground Design

Program Highlights:
•
•
•
•

•
•

Wide ramps allow people
using mobility devices room
to pass others while traversing
on the play structure and give
peers the ability to race up
the ramp side-by-side.
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Join the Movement!

Become a National Demonstration Site
•

Promote your leadership through best
practice principles that create outdoor play
environments for people of all ages and
abilities

•

Collaborate with program partners and
document the process for others to replicate

•

Create positive attention and attract
partners/funds that support inclusive
initiatives

To learn more about creating an inclusive
play destination in your community,
request a full copy of our inclusive play
programs Me2: 7 Principles of Inclusive
Playground Design and 2PlayTogether:
Fostering Friendship Through
Inclusive Play, or become a National
Demonstration Site, please visit:
www.playcore.com/inclusive-playgrounds.html

•

Gain national awareness through various
media outlets, press releases, collateral
materials, and nationwide presentations

•

Receive letter of recognition and signage
for serving as a model demonstration site

“Play, as a freely chosen and
intrinsically motivating activity, is at
the core of human development. It is
through play that we share our abilities,
make contact with our deepest self,
and unleash our potential.”
- Nilda Cosco, Ph.D
Education Specialist, Natural Learning Initiative
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