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Spirit Park: Where the Adventure Begins

By Heidi Blackburn
3/9/2005
JINS - Architecture: Structure and Forms


Imagine you’re a wild horse, free to roam the wilderness of America in the mid 1880s. You go wherever you want, exploring exciting hills and forests, and running as far as you can go because the plains are wide open, ready for adventure. The Wild West is your playground and you explore every inch of it. But then one day, you spot pioneers beginning to fence off their own land. The open territories are now being fenced off for ranches and farms. This dividing of land has forced you to retreat farther and farther away, and you feel hurt because you no longer have the freedom to roam wherever you please.


Now imagine you are a child in a wheelchair who is experiencing this exact same feeling at a local playground. The playground surface is covered in gravel and there are no ramps to let you maneuver around to different components. Because you are wheelchair-bound, you do not have access to the same areas and features of the playground as able-bodied children. Due to these invisible fences, you are forced to watch other children play on the sidelines by yourself, unable to know the joy of exploring all the playground has to offer. Too often, children with disabilities who cannot access equipment find themselves isolated because the "fun stuff" is all at higher levels, beyond their reach. The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) focuses on removing physical barriers to full participation in community activities, and now also includes guidelines for public playgrounds (Christensen).

 It is important that all children have equal access to areas and features on a playground so they can mature physically, mentally and socially along side their peers. Communities should not segregate their parks and playgrounds by excluding members based on physical or psychological differences. Playgrounds are important to the development of children of all abilities and every community should strive to accommodate the needs of its members.
I. The development of children through play


Everyone has been told at one time or another to “go play”. But often, the importance of play is lost on adults. Play is not about the activity itself, but rather the skills developed while participating in the activity, no matter how limited they may be. “…play is essential to healthy development--physical, cognitive, emotional and social--and offers a means of understanding the world around them. Free play—the unstructured, spontaneous, voluntary activity that's so engaging for children--has long been recognized as the most beneficial form, and a wide variety of play settings and activities provide an environment that's most conducive to free play and all-round development for children. These principles also hold true for children with disabilities” (Christensen). Playgrounds are the perfect place for unstructured playtime to occur. They offer a variety of engaging physical components, yet are simple enough to leave the possibilities for imagination open.  “Designing playgrounds to encourage dynamic play is about creating a sense of place or belonging. It should invite exploration through sight, sound, touch and smell. A playground is the very essence of the "Art of Play," as opposed to the "Function of Play" (Hendy).


Opportunities for free play are critical for handicapped children, whose lives may largely be made up of structured activities, and for whom access to free play with peers with and without disabilities may be severely limited. “…play is a social experience. Removing physical barriers promotes accessibility, but doesn't necessarily improve social inclusion. Providing greater physical access within the play environment without creating similar social access can actually emphasize a child's disabilities, rather than their capabilities”. (Christensen) It is important that children learn to play well together, not just be let loose on a boundless playground and be expected to learn how to work together. By being monitored by adults, yet given free-reign to choose their activities, children with disabilities can feel they have more control over their lives and build strong bodies at the same time.

In order for children to stay healthy, they must remain physically active, even as schools phase out physical education or recess time. “A new value in playgrounds and play environments becomes clear in the healthy development of children who all too often are in settings where recess and physical education classes may have been relegated as ‘filler’ as opposed to ‘primary need’” (Parker). It is this lack of exercise during the day that can make younger children fidgety and unable to focus on schoolwork because of all the pent-up energy they have. It is also causes bad habits to form early on because children must be taught at a young age that exercise is important.
 
“Too many of our children are sitting around, and their inactivity is leading to serious health problems such as overweight, obesity and diabetes. Our kids need to be kids and be active” (Parker).  As organized youth sports become more popular and seem to be the answer to the obesity issue America is now facing, they do not replace the need children have to just run around and make up their own games. Parents may think that organized sports with strict adult supervision will keep children from harming themselves but making mistakes is how children learn. "All children both need and want to take risks in order to explore limits, venture into new experiences and develop their capacities, from a very young age and from their earliest play experiences. Children would never learn to walk, climb stairs or ride a bicycle unless they were strongly motivated to respond to challenges involving a risk of injury" (Parker). 


For hundreds of years children have played simple games, gotten dirty, fallen down and gotten back up to continue to play. It is only recently that parents have tried to control their children’s free time and their activities for safety’s sake. “Play was identified nearly 300 years ago as an advantageous part of children's learning and skills development yet somehow we've lost contact with that knowledge too often in the name of safety and risk management” (Parker). Just as learning to ride a bicycle involves a few bumps and bruises, so does playing on a playground. But eventually children learn their capabilities and can build on them by practicing their new skills when given the chance. 


Playgrounds are not only for building healthy young bodies, but for stimulating young minds as well. "Playgrounds provide a crucial outlet for developing not only physical abilities, but if designed correctly, emotional, intellectual and social skills as well. Building unique playgrounds that inspire a child's imagination is the best method of engaging a child's curiosity and encouraging interaction with the equipment” (Parker).
Children are naturally curious about the world around them. They love to explore every inch of their surroundings, find out how things work, and test their boundaries. They will climb anything to see how far off the ground they are, swing until they’re tired to see how high they can get and race each other to see how fast they can run. 


Children also use their imaginations to modify their world when on a playground. What may look like a picnic table to an adult has actually become home base for a game of hide-and-seek. A slide tower has become a castle lookout, and a sandbox has been turned into a city skyline. With such basic instruments, children can build muscles while expanding their brainpower. Playgrounds can become a place that children can fulfill their wishes. It is where they can become king of the mountain or an astronaut climbing higher and higher into the sky. “Play enables children to develop skills in reasoning, creative expression and sensory perception. Through play, children are constantly learning and exploring who they are, while developing physical attributes important to their overall health and wellness” (Spencer).

While children may not realize that a game of hopscotch or playing on a slide is benefiting them socially, it is in fact reinforcing social norms so that children may learn how society expects them to act. “Interaction with the equipment nurtures physical activity as well as socialization” (Parker). Learning to stand in line and wait for their turn, to share equipment, to be patient and to interact pleasantly with others are all lessons that children will retain for the rest of their lives. Children also learn what activities are looked down upon, since pushing, hitting, fighting and name calling are actions that often warrant punishment from supervising adults. Children often form fast friendships with other children while visiting playgrounds, even if they have never met before, merely by engaging in the same activity together. It is also on the playground that a social order is formed, with younger children playing amongst themselves, and older children dominating the most popular components.


Unfortunately, it is this very social order that often excludes or banishes children who are “different” to the bottom of the social order to sit by themselves, wishing they could be part of the action. It is here that adults can step in and lend a hand in encouraging children to play together, without being forceful. Creating access to components for all children helps support the idea that children of all abilities can interact and learn from each other. “Socialized play, incorporating special-needs children with their able-bodied peers, serves to further the benefits of play, allowing children to discover their peers, and learn the similarities and differences that make them unique” (Spencer) Learning to accept differences in abilities at a young age is key to being able to interact with people of all abilities as an adult and as a society. Spurning children who do not meet social norms by segregating their play area only reinforces their differences and isolates them from society. Communities should not promote such shameful attitudes towards people with different needs by refusing to acknowledge their rights to grow and develop. 
II. Environmental impacts of Playgrounds


There is, in fact, a generous amount of responsibility given to a community to provide a playground for its younger members. “Playgrounds have been an integral part of public parks and recreation from the start of the movement in the late 1800s. In fact, the first professional organization of municipal recreation professionals was called the Playground Association of America” (Hudson). Communities are expected to provide equipment for youngsters to explore while on family or school outings and they are usually located in a public park. Until recently, there were no regulations for what a “good” playground was supposed to incorporate. The standard “cookie-cutter” playground became a gravel or sandy area with a slide, swings, merry-go-round and teeter-totters. However, playgrounds have since evolved into huge plastic complexes covering large spaces. And yet the communities providing these areas are not living up to their responsibility to provide a safe and wonderful place to play for all, a place that should not only benefit the community, but the environment.     


Helping save the environment is every community’s responsibility. Every community across the nation is contributing to the overflowing landfill problems and their politicians are working madly to find places to dispose of the city’s garbage. Some communities have excellent recycling programs, but that is not enough. People need to buy recycled items to keep those plastic, paper and metal goods from filling up landfills. By promoting recycling, communities can be positive role models for younger generations, teaching them to value a clean environment and to work towards keeping it that way.  According to a survey done by the Missouri Department of Natural Resources, 71% of Missourians recycle used goods. Of those 71% who do recycle, 43% of people surveyed said they recycle to teach good values, 48% said they did it to conserve resources, and 24% said because landfill space is limited. 86% of the people surveyed supported the idea for waste tires to be used as an ingredient for highway pavement (Missouri). Over 4.5 million tires will be consumed [in America] and turned into a valuable, usable product again and again (RB Rubber). Recycled tires can also be used to make rubber tiles, which is what covers the ground of Spirit Park. Almost 4,000 red, blue and black square tiles cover the entire area. When these tiles are no longer needed, they can be ground up and recycled into new tiles or mats, continuing the recycling process.  


Plastics are also a valuable material that can be recycled in order to conserve landfill space, and yet it are not being recycled as much as they should be. Plastic wastes now constitute about 10% by weight and 20% by volume of the municipal waste stream. According to the American Plastics Council, only 4.7% of this total is recovered and recycled (Cothran). Not only is the ground surfacing of Spirit Park recycled, but most of play components are too. “The main structure and decks of a PlayMart playground are made of 100% reclaimed high density polyethylene plastics. An average playground is 85% recycled content by weight, including metal and plastic components. Benches and tables are made of nearly 100% recycled content. The average PlayMart play set recycles 25,000 milk jugs (Play Mart). All of the benches, picnic tables, trash bins, swings, slides and landings of the main structure are recycled, as well as the balance beam, spy glass, talking tubes and picnic area awnings. By designing a playground with recycled components, it helps save space in landfills, shows that the community cares about the environment and helps businesses who manufacture recycled goods (Play Mart).

III.  The Spirit of the West


“Spirit of the West” was the theme for Spirit Park. It is laid out with a “fort” in the center and other western-themed play components surrounding it. The western theme was central to the design because I wanted children of all abilities to enter the playground and experience the same sensation that pioneers did venturing out onto the Plains; a feeling that that they could go anywhere and not be restricted to certain areas (based on their abilities). After several personal experiences playing with children who had braces, and reading several success stories about boundless playgrounds online, Spirit Park went from an idea for an outrageous fantasy playground to something that could be a dream come true for children with special needs.


 Although the Americans with Disabilities act was passed in 1990, it wasn't until 1996 that the Access Board created the Play Areas Regulatory Negotiation Committee to issue guidelines that specifically addressed public play areas and equipment. According to these guidelines, play structures must make provisions so that a percentage of the components that comprise the structure are accessible by ramp, ground or transfer. There are specific guidelines for the number of accessible play events for each play structure, depending on the size and child capacity of the unit. “When designing a play structure, the number of elevated and ground level play activities are counted to determine the accessibility requirements. All structures require that at least 50 percent of the elevated play activities are accessible by transfer or ramp” (Spencer). Only four of the nine elevated components on the fort are accessible by ladder only at the north edge, and are located near the edges so a wheelchair-bound child may crawl or be lifted to them. All of the other components are accessible by ramps, all of which meet the 1:12 ADA regulation for ramp slope. 


Children with different abilities need a range of activities to help stimulate different sets of skills and Spirit Park was designed to incorporate many different activities to help develop those skills, as well as provide enjoyment to children of all abilities. Exploratory activities stimulate children's cognitive skills by causing them to act and think in ways beyond the norm. They offer surprises and a sense of discovery (Christensen). The activity panels on the east side of the park, including the rain wheel, tic tac toe, wheel, mirror panel and texture panel provide children with opportunities to see, hear, and touch different articles at eye level. They have been placed on the side, away from the main play area, to provide children in small groups an opportunity to interact in a more intimate way. “Sand play provides the opportunity for people to recreate their environment again and again. It is one of the most valuable sensory experiences that we can provide” (Hendy). The sandbox is located between the sensory panels has been erected three feet off the ground in order to provide children with braces or wheelchairs access to the sand.

“The use (and absence) of sights, sounds, colors, textures and smells can highlight play elements, provide enhanced accessibility for those with sensory impairments and generally improve the play experience” (Christensen). There are red and blue tiles creating paths to the center of the playground, as well as red and blue tiled patterns on the inside of the main play structure, to stimulate imaginative play. The rest of the playground is covered in black tiles, ensuring that one hundred percent of the ground level activities, including picnic areas, are accessible. 


Dramatic activities allow children to assume a different role and persona, and are beneficial for children in all developmental stages. “Physical accessibility of such spaces can be an issue for children with physical disabilities. But, ironically, the majority of dramatic activities often occur in the spaces between major pieces of equipment, areas that are often left inaccessible, with children making use of anything moveable that comes to hand” (Christensen). All of the space under the main structure has been left open and has solid surfacing so that children may hide underneath or move in and out at their leisure. Children can also play “Cowboys and Indians” by utilizing the fort’s northeast lookout or by pretending to be whatever their imagination desires on one of the fort’s many landings. 

Dizziness activities (such as the glideboard, log roll, balance beam, swings, and riding horses) should be balanced with passive resting, which is basically the absence of activity, when a child can experience the afterglow of dizziness and process the sensation. “Passive resting is especially important for children with disabilities, who may have limited stamina and simply need more rest, but also may need more time to internalize the effects of a stimulus. Children with social-emotional disabilities, particularly autism, often have an acute need to withdraw and internalize their experiences” (Christensen). The tipi in the northwest corner was designed to give children a space in which to crawl in and be alone with their thoughts. There are two benches under the tree in the center of the fort, as well as others located throughout the park, as places for both adults to sit and monitor children and for children to rest after engaging in activities.

Practice activities help to develop everyday life skills. These mostly involve physical development balance, strengthening large muscles, increasing fine motor control and these activities have enormous therapeutic value for children with disabilities. Practice activities usually occur in conjunction with another type of activity, such as dizziness. Practice activities build everyday capacity, but dizziness activities provide experiences that aren't common in normal life routines. “Practice activities also tend to generate competition among children, which can segregate according to levels of physical skill, thereby harming the self-image and integration of children with disabilities. So while practice activities provide graduated challenges and can focus on the skills children share, they shouldn't be the principle emphasis of integrated play settings”. (Christensen) The main play structure was designed to give children with limited abilities access to most of the heightened areas so they would not feel left out of the fun. The practice activities involving large amounts of physical coordination, including parallel bars, riding horses, toadstools and zip line are all located around the main play area and are not the focus of the playground.


Of all the types of activities, opportunities for interaction are the least common for children with disabilities, but that very fact makes them the most critical. 
“Providing opportunities for interaction among children who are able-bodied and disabled is often difficult, as children most frequently opt to play with peers (i.e., able-bodied with able-bodied and disabled with disabled). Forcing the two groups into close proximity by limiting play options or space may increase interaction, but some of that interaction is likely to be negative. In addition, children should always have the option of solitary play”. (Christensen) The Spirit Park was designed to cover a large territory, not only to accommodate ADA standards, but so that children wouldn’t feel forced to play in a small area. There are large amounts of space located on the north and south sides to encourage individual play, such as running, playing with balls or pull-along toys, and jumping rope.

In planning play components to meet the special needs of disabled children, I learned that not only did I need to meet the vast amounts of ADA requirements, but I needed to create something that would be ascetically pleasing, fun to explore and something that children of all abilities would want to enjoy. I was forced to put myself in the shoes of wheelchair-bound children, autistic children, mentally challenged children, able-bodied children, parents, and community members. I had to look at my design as a child, a contractor, a therapist, an artist, a business woman, and an environmentalist. Some people scoffed at how a playground “could take that much time or effort”, how I could possibly show my “creative side with a few slides and swings”, or design it to be earth-friendly. However, I sat down with a pad of graph paper, a stack of catalogs and periodicals, a plastic ruler and a number two pencil and began the sketch that would lead to Spirit Park; a boundless playground to be enjoyed by children with all abilities and talents.
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