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Abstract

Outdoor environments for children are important sites for social inclusion and play.
In the European context, outdoor play provision is typically governed by regional or
national policy and informed by international conventions that specifically state that
inclusive environments must be made available for all children for their rights to be
met. Specifically, universal design is proposed as a way to achieve this goal.
However, little is known about national play policy in general, nor the extent to
which universal design informs local play provision. This paper focuses on a review
of play policy and guidelines carried out in 18 European countries and a national
universal design study in Ireland in 2018. Findings identified an overall lack of play
policy internationally, and when policy exists, universal design is under-
represented. The potential application of the seven principles of universal design to
playgrounds is discussed alongside play value principles to maximize successful
playspace design. Further exploration of the child’s voice in designing for play is
warranted to strengthen socio-spatial inclusion and diminish the poverty of
experience that many children with disabilities experience in their communities.
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Introduction

Outdoor environments for children are important sites for social inclusion and play.
Outdoor environments for play are particularly significant when children grow out of
infancy and become more independently mobile. Children who are independently
mobile are known to utilize multiple outdoor sites for socializing and playing:
parking lots, derelict sites, footpaths, beaches—and of course, designated
playspaces such as playgrounds (Lynch, Moore, Edwards & Horgan, in press).
However, not all children have the freedom or capacity to access such opportunities
on an equal basis to other children. This is most obvious in relation to children with
disability and their families, who speak of the physical and social barriers to
participation, and the resulting sense of exclusion (Casey, 2015; Jeanes & Magee,
2012; Prellwitz & Skar, 2016). A scoping review of international research on
playground usability and accessibility identified that the problem relates most
specifically to the lack of inclusive playspaces in community settings (Moore &
Lynch, 2016). In effect, this is an issue of socio-spatial exclusion that requires a
reframing of playground design as “the architecture of social participation”
(Steinfeld & Maisel, 2012, p. 21).

However, this is not just a disability issue; public spaces are increasingly controlled
and governed for children by adults, and spaces for play are diminishing overall
(UNICEF, 2007). This issue has been noted in interdisciplinary research with
researchers coining terms such as “play deprivation” (Bundy et al., 2011), and
talking about “poverty of experience” in relation to restricted opportunities for play
(Welsh Government, 2014). The implications for children are worrying, as play is
known to be fundamental to children’s health, well-being, and development, and
important for their resilience and happiness. Consequently, there has been
increasing attention to the provision of outdoor play: examining how public spaces
are conceived, designed, and provided; establishing how child-centered the process
and product is; and establishing an evidence-based, space-oriented approach to
play policy development (Gill, 2008).

An important starting point when considering good design for play is to identify
what a “"good” playspace is. This is a complex and challenging problem. First, play
itself needs to be defined, but it is an accepted fact that there is no agreed-upon
definition of play (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013). This is due, among
other things, to the interdisciplinary nature of play research. Play is typically
defined according to the lens of the discipline, so for example psychologists
consider play from the cognitive perspective of child development, while a human
geographer might consider play as a social construct and focus more on the current
rather than future child (Woolley, 2013). Overall however, there is a consensus that
play typically involves freedom of choice, which is intrinsically motivated, and
personally directed, with no external goal (Bundy, 1997). Play involves self-mastery
and challenge, so children need more complex challenges for play in their
environments as they become more skilled. Yet play is also highly linked to
personal and contextual factors such as personal or family preferences (Moore &
Lynch, 2018). Outdoor play in particular has been identified as being characterized
by playing freely, with higher levels of physical activity play than indoor play
(Pellegrini & Smith, 1998; Stephenson, 2002). A good playspace therefore needs to
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be designed to provide good quality play experiences, and to provide affordances
for varied forms of free play that incorporate challenge, stimulation, personal
preferences, and fun. In summary, from an evidence-based design approach,
outdoor public spaces for children need to be high in “play value” (Lynch, Moore,
Edwards, & Horgan, in press; Woolley & Lowe, 2013).

Once play value is established as the fundamental goal, the issue of designing for
inclusive play comes to the fore. International conventions such as the 1989 UN
Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) present the concept of universal
design in public play provision as the way forward. Yet to date it is unclear the
extent to which universal design has been adopted and operationalized in relation
to outdoor play provision. This subject warrants greater examination and was
identified as a focus of concern among our colleagues from the European Ludi
network. Ludi was a COST Action programme (TD1309, 2014 - 2018), linking over
100 collaborators (researchers, play advocates and practitioners) from 32 European
countries who specialize in play for children with disabilities (Besio & Carneshechi,
2014). The overall aim of Ludi was to establish a cohesive network of play experts
to systematize play research for children with disabilities. A key Ludi objective was
to increase the impact of play research on policy makers to drive change. One
collaboration project initiated in the Ludi network was a 2016-2017 review of play
policy in Europe that aimed to describe existing play policy and identify guiding
principles for inclusion and universal design. In subsequent research funded by the
Irish Centre for Excellence in Universal Design (CEUD) in 2017-2018, a national
project was conducted in Ireland to examine universal design in relation to
playspaces. The project included a review of guidelines for playspace design,
playspace audits of five local playgrounds in one municipality in Ireland, and
interviews with children and adults of varied needs and abilities.

This paper is informed by both projects and will present a specific focus on
universal design in the context of outdoor playspaces for children with disabilities.
The paper is presented in three sections. Section one presents the international
policy context and universal design. Section two provides an overview of play policy
in the European context, drawing from a national survey conducted with members
of the Ludi COST Action network. Section three draws from the CEUD project. It
presents a discussion on universal design as it translates to playground provision
and identifies some challenges and considerations that can contribute to best
practice.

The International Policy Context and Universal Design

Prior to exploring the international policy context, it is important to first outline the
authors’ perspective on disability, as this can mean different things to different
people. This paper adopts the Ludi approach to disability, which was informed by
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disability (UNCRPD):

Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental,
intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers
may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis
with others,
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and also:

disability is an evolving concept... [that] results from the interaction between
persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that
hinders their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with
others 2006, preamble, p. 4).

From this perspective, the environment is noted to be a significant factor in
preventing or promoting play (Bianquin & Bulgarelli, 2017).

The right to play and the right to access the physical environment (including
environments for play) is recognized as a fundamental human right of all children in
the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989) and further reinforced in the UNCRPD (United
Nations, 2006). Both documents establish the rights of the child to participate in
community contexts on an equal basis to others, with equal access to participation
in activities, including play. According to the UNCRPD, universal design:

means the design of products, environments, programmes and services to be
usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for
adaptation or specialized design. “"Universal design” shall not exclude
assistive devices for particular groups of persons with disabilities where this
is needed (Article 2, p. 4).

Notably, both conventions on international rights are intended to inform each other
and be used interdependently. However, problems in operationalizing these rights
became apparent, resulting in the development of General Comment No. 17 on play
and leisure (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013) and General Comment No.
2 on Accessibility (Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2014).
These General Comments expanded on issues of environmental access, and
foregrounded universal design in particular. In General Comment No. 2, the use of
universal design is established as a fundamental consideration for any new goods or
facilities to ensure access for all and to make society accessible. Concurrently,
General Comment No. 17 integrates universal design as a way forward for ensuring
communities are inclusive in their approach to play provision:

Investment in universal design is necessary with regard to play, recreational,
cultural, arts and sports facilities, buildings, equipment and services,
consistent with the obligations to promote inclusion and protect children with
disabilities from discrimination. States should engage with non-state actors
to ensure the implementation of universal design in the planning and
production of all materials and venues, for example... inclusive design for
play environments, including those in schools (CRC, 2013, para. 56(e), p.
21).

Universal Design

As initially perceived, universal design was focused on making products and
environments usable by everyone (Mace, 1985). Universal design is often used
interchangeably with accessible design, design for all, barrier-free design and
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inclusive design (Goltsman, 2011). However, universal design is distinctive as it is
underpinned by seven principles (Connell et al., 1997) that aim to examine existing
designs, guide the design process and act as a source of information on designing
more usable products and environments. More recently, eight goals of universal
design were developed by researchers at the Center for Inclusive Design, University
of Buffalo, USA, to update the principles and clarify universal design concepts.
These eight goals address aspects of human performance, health and wellness,
social participation, and cultural and contextual issues (Steinfeld & Maisel, 2012).
While the principles and goals of universal design are useful, they offer only a
starting point. Ongoing exploration of the potential of universal design and its
applicability in community contexts provides the possibility of a design approach
that is inclusive for all (Goltsman, 2011; Steinfeld & Maisel, 2012)—in effect, a way
to design for social participation.

Despite the promotion of universal design in international conventions, little is
known about the extent to which universal design is integrated into national policy
or how it informs local play provision. Therefore, these researchers sought to
explore the gap in knowledge around European play policy, universal design and
inclusive outdoors play environments.

From Policy to Play: Why Review Play Policy?

Policy plays a crucial role in the organization of society, as it provides a framework
for putting rights into practice. However, in many countries, children’s priorities do
not readily translate into national policy. For example, in Ireland, when children are
asked what matters to them, they consistently rate play as one of the most
important aspects of their lives (Kilkelly, Lynch, O'Connell, Moore, & Field, 2016).
Yet, Ireland’s Children’s Strategy (Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2014)
and the Getting Ireland Active program (Department of Health, 2016), prioritize
sports and exercise rather than play. One key problem is that these documents use
data on sports and exercise to inform policy, from data sets (such as the Health
Behaviour of School-Aged Children Project by the World Health Organisation,
http://www.hbsc.org/) that do not include questions specifically about play.
Therefore, data on play is not widely gathered. This has resulted in, for example,
national action plans to increase physical activity in early childhood instead of
increasing play opportunities. Such policy reflects an adultist perspective that
values engagement in physical activity to improve health outcomes, which although
important, disregards what is important to children.

This adult-centered approach to policy development has a consequence: play
continues to be invisible in policy, often subsumed under other priorities, which can
diminish the likelihood of adults valuing play as pivotal to children’s well-being
(Lynch & Moore, 2016; Moore & Lynch, 2018). Similar problems were noted by
Voce in his analysis of the UK government’s responses to implementing the child’s
rights to play; he found a “paucity of interest in children’s right to play within
current political debate” (2015, p. 159). Not surprisingly perhaps, there appears to
be a subsequent lack of policy for providing inclusive play opportunities in UK
communities. In a scoping review of international research on playgrounds, the lack
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of play-related policy was identified as a significant barrier to providing inclusive
playgrounds for all children (Moore & Lynch, 2016).

In the absence of policy, social exclusion can be magnified. Public playgrounds can
perpetuate marginalization and exclusion through inadequate access, poor play
value, and limited opportunities for social interaction (Burke, 2012; Jeanes &
Magee, 2012; Lynch et al., in press; Olsen & Dieser, 2012; Potwarka, Kaczynski, &
Flack, 2008; Prellwitz & Skar, 2007; Prellwitz & Tamm, 1999). Uninformed
playground design can also add further barriers. For example, Dunn and Moore
(2005) noted that segregation was an outcome when special playground equipment
to accommodate wheelchair-users is provided. In contrast, when playgrounds are
designed following principles of universal design, equipment is chosen with the
intention that multiple users can play together. This opportunity is highly valued by
children with disabilities and their families (Jeanes & Magee, 2012).

So, in relation to policy, play appears to be a forgotten right in many countries. The
consequences of this specifically for children with disabilities is unknown, as this is
a significantly under-researched area.

Exploring National Play Policy in Europe

Policy can be defined as formal documents issued or commissioned by national
governments that identify strategies, priorities, goals and objectives (Daugbjerg et
al., 2009). For this review, we use “national policy” as a general term to apply to
any policy document on play that was adopted at a national level in each country.
The purpose of this review was to first determine the existence of national play
policy documents in Europe, then to examine whether universal design, as a design
concept, is considered within these national play policy documents. Our aim is to
determine what is considered best practice in play policy in relation to play for
children with disabilities and social inclusion.

Method

Design

This study used a survey design to gather information from across Europe on the
existence of national policies for play. The survey was designed as an online survey
and uploaded to an internet survey site (Survey Monkey), which provides
anonymity for participants. The survey was distributed through the Ludi Play for
Children with Disabilities COST Action network. Respondents were invited to
confirm their consent by continuing to complete the survey.

Sample

The sample for this study was chosen using convenience sampling. Participants
were eligible for inclusion if they were members of the Ludi COST Action network
from any of the 32 European countries. Participants included psychologists,
occupational therapists, educators, engineers, and toy designers.
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Instrument

Survey content focused on eliciting information regarding national play policies. The
final instrument consisted of 10 questions relating to the national policy context in
each country, including the identification of national government departments
responsible for children’s play, national play policies, universal design, and social
inclusion. The survey was pilot-tested with a convenience sample of three
participants to test for clarity and potential online operational issues.

Procedure

An email was sent to representatives from European countries (n= 32) in July 2017
outlining the aims of the study together with a link to the online survey. A reminder
was sent on two occasions over a two-month period for those who wished to
participate but had not already done so. Initial findings from the survey were
presented to the Ludi COST Action network meeting in Gdansk in September 2017,
to further prompt members who had not yet participated to do so and thus
maximize the response rate. The survey closed December 2017. We included all
returned surveys (n= 18) in the analysis.

Results

In total, 18 members of the Ludi COST Action network completed the survey,
representing a 56.3 percent response rate. First, respondents were asked to
identify all government departments responsible for children’s play in their country.
Respondents listed multiple government departments including the departments of
Education (50.0 percent), Children and Youth (38.9 percent), Social Inclusion (27.8
percent), and Health (16.7 percent). In addition, more than half of the respondents
(61.2 percent) listed “Other,” which included departments of the Environment,
Family and Social Politics, Federal Ministry for Traffic, Facility Management and
Urban Development, Child Protection, and Building and Planning. What was obvious
from the responses was that children’s play was an inter-departmental
responsibilityThe challenges of prioritizing funding for play across departments that
have multiple competing demands may in part explain the significant lack of
investment in play internationally at governmental levels. The fact that play is
distributed across departments is also likely to contribute to a continued
fragmentation of the considerations required to protect and promote children’s
rights to play (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013).

Respondents were asked whether their country had a national play policy. Two
respondents (11.1 percent) stated that their country, currently or in the past, has a
national play policy (Ireland and the United Kingdom). One respondent (United
Kingdom) identified play policies from each of the four jurisdictions of the United
Kingdom (Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, and England). Both the Ireland and
the United Kingdom respondents noted that children with disabilities are referred to
in these policy documents. Although all five policy documents included a focus on
accessible playspaces, universal design specifically was only evident in Ireland’s

policy.

In the knowledge that play is also commonly associated with non-government
organizations (NGOs), respondents were asked to comment on organizations
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responsible for the development of national play policies or guidelines for children’s
play in their respective countries. Six respondents (33.3 percent) reported that
NGOs had a key role in their countries, listing organizations that work with children
to support play (for example, Speeltuinbendewijzer in the Netherlands).

Many respondents reported difficulty in locating information for their own country to
respond to the survey. For example, one respondent (United Kingdom) reported
that they could not identify which department was responsible for play, while the
respondent from the Netherlands stated that no government department mentions
play in their policy documents. In other cases (Malta and Portugal), respondents
reported that local councils were required to provide for play in urban planning.
Overall, the survey shows that there is a lack of clarity in many countries on who is
responsible for play policy at the national government level.

In the absence of national play policies, respondents were asked to identify other
national policy documents that include children’s play (for example, anti-
discrimination policy). In Estonia, the right to play is included in the Child Protection
Act, while in Sweden, it is evident in the Swedish Building and Planning Act. Six
respondents (33.3 percent) confirmed that their country did have some policy in
relation to universal design or accessibility. However, these policies were typically
related to the accessibility of public buildings rather than providing guidelines for
playgrounds. The remaining 12 respondents (66.7 percent) indicated that their
country has no national accessibility or universal design policies for playspaces.
When asked in general about the existence of any national policy or guideline
related to the inclusion of children with disabilities in designing for play, only
Germany responded “yes”; however, upon review, it was determined that this was
a policy around child participation in general, and not specifically focused on play.

Table 1 presents information provided by respondents, with the cautionary note
that although respondents had expertise on play (through practice or research),
and were representatives of their respective countries, many were unable to answer
the questions relating to the existence of play policy and universal design in their
own countries. This is likely a reflection of the invisibility of play in policy at a
national level across Europe.
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Table 1. Overview of information gathered on play policy across 18
European countries

-
8
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. E £ 85 2
© © = .C - X
T C T T T ] ‘e C > = 8o
St ESE>8fcE2s3=s3 8 EEesE
S % 6 9 098 ® Yo 60 0 a 2 5 55C € Total:
mu‘?u.ﬁu’hﬁZzn.n.ntng(%Eu°.>-"5:n(%)
What national Government department is responsible for children’s play?
(Tick all that apply)
Education v v v v v ViV v v 9 (50.0)
Children and
v v v v v v v
Youth 7 (38.9)
Soaal_ v v v v v 5(27.8)
Inclusion
Health v v 2 (11.1)
Other v v v v v v 16 (33.5)
Does your country have a national play policy for children’s play?
Yes v v 12 (11.1)
No Viviviv vivivivivivivivivIiv]v v 16 (88.9)
If your country has a national play policy, are children with disabilities mentioned?
No 0 (0)
Not Applicable v | v | v Vv vV vV Vv vy v 16 (88.9)
Does your country have a national policy or guideline for children's involvement in
designing for play?
Yes v 1 (5.6)
No v v VivivivivivivivivIivivivivy v v 117 (94.4)
Does your country have national universal design/ anti-discrimination policy or
guidelines for play provision? (e.g. for playgrounds)
Yes v v v v v v 16 (33.3)
No Vivivivivy VI ivViviviv v v 12 (66.7)
Does your country have a national website for play? (e.g. Play England)
Yes v v 12 (11.1)
No Viviviv Vivivivivivivivivivivy v 16 (88.9)

To summarize, the majority of respondents’ countries (88.9 percent) did not have a
play policy. In addition, the majority of respondents (94.4 percent) reported that
their country did not have any national policy or guideline for children’s involvement
in designing for play. With regards to universal design, 66.7 percent of respondents
confirmed that their country did not have a national policy for universal design for
accessible play provision. Moreover, all respondents who answered this question
confirmed that there were no specific universal design guidelines for playspaces in
their countries. Overall, the survey confirmed that few national policies exist in the
European context that address children’s play, the inclusion of children in desighing
for play, or the provision of inclusive play through universal design.
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The researchers conducted further analysis of the relevant national play policy
documents identified in the survey. We excluded documents that were not
developed by a government administration or did not involve a specific focus on
play. Play policy from two countries (consisting of five policies from the four
jurisdictions across the UK, and one for Ireland) were reviewed for content on
universal design and accessibility (Department for Children, Schools, and Families,
and Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2008; Minister for Health and Social
Services, 2002; National Children's Office, 2004; Office of the First Minister and
Deputy First Minister, 2009; Scottish Government, 2013; Welsh Government, 2014)
(Table 2). Only one of these countries had developed legally binding documents for
play provision: The Wales Play Sufficiency Statutory Guidance (Welsh Government,
2014). Consequently, both the Wales Play Policy (and accompanying
implementation plan) and the Wales Play Sufficiency document were reviewed in
tandem.

Table 2. Information on play policies across five countries/ jurisdictions

Dept
Countrv Jurisdiction Document Year UNCRC Responsible Pages Universal
Y Title Published Ratified for Play 9 Design
Policy
. Incorporates
Ready Steady lgﬁf’ play National universal
Ireland Play! A National 2004 Ende»; inned Children’s 71 design
Play Policy P Office concept and
by UNCRC e
7 principles
Play Strategy .
Scotland for Scotland: 2013 (SSCOtt'Sh 24 No mention
) overnment
Our vision
Welsh Assembly
I(Dslc;vegglri]::ent Minister for 2; 24-page
Y y 2002 Health and implement No mention
(Statement) - . -
. Social Services|-ation plan
Implementation
Wales Plan 2006
Wales - a Play Welsh
Friendly Government
Country: 2014 UK ratified |Ministry for 42 No mention
. statutory in 1991; Children and
United -
Kingdom guidance All _pl_ay Young People
(UK) Play and Leisure policies
Policy underpinned Office of First 14-page
Statement by UNCRC - statement;
Northern Minister and .
(Plan) (2009); 2009 - 16-page No mention
Ireland 4 Deputy First |;
Implementation Mini implement
- inister -
Plan Narrative -ation plan
(2010)
Department for
The Play Children,
Strategy (first Schools and
England national play 2008 Families; 82 No mention
strategy for Department for
England) Culture, Media

and Sports
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Of note, there was a significant difference in what constituted a play policy across
these six examples. For Ireland, the Play Policy was a 72-page document outlining
principles, goals, and national action planning. In contrast, the smallest play policy
was one from Wales, which consisted only of a statement outlining the
government’s vision. Results show that although all six policies were developed
after each country had ratified the UNCRC, no attention was given to universal
design of playspaces in the five UK policy documents. In these UK documents, the
principle of having accessible playspaces was central, but without any direction on
how to design from a universal perspective for inclusion. However, in Ireland,
universal designh was specifically presented as the way to inform inclusive design:
the policy outlined the seven principles of universal design, and an action identified
that “all new and redeveloped local authority play facilities will be developed to be
accessible in accordance with universal design principles and best practice”
(National Children’s Office, 2004, p. 48).

In subsequent research for the CEUD project that we conducted from 2017-2018,
we reviewed 21 international guidelines for inclusive playspaces. This analysis
identified few guidelines that have incorporated a universal design approach. In
addition, the guideline review identified several issues including inconsistent use of
the terms accessibility, inclusion and universal design, and the inconsistent
application of the principles of universal design, if they were considered at all. Even
when a universal design approach was mentioned, the seven principles were not
typically outlined. This should not imply that universal design has no place in
guiding design for inclusion. Instead, it is importantthat possibilities for
incorporating universal design be further explored. Consequently, the final section
of this paper explores the integration of play value principles with the seven
principles of universal design.

Connecting Play Value and Universal Design

Taking on the challenge of applying universal design in designing for play is an
important endeavor if we are to move forward in establishing good practice in
inclusive playground provision. This section presents each of the seven principles of
universal design (Connell et al., 1997) mapped to play principles in order to
maximize the potential partnership of universal design and play value. The aim of
this section is to set out some ideas about how universal design can guide best
practice in playspace design, but also to identify potential gaps in application that
need further investigation.

Principle 1: Equitable Use

Equitable use is about providing everyone with the same means to use the
environment, such as an identical entrance for everyone into a playground. This
becomes a challenge, however, when applied to a playground component that
needs to be designed for high play value for challenge and fun. First, the aim is to
avoid segregation or stigmatizing design. Playground designers have developed
ways to do this by providing multiple routes to the top of an elevated component,
so all children can find a way to get there. However, local playgrounds that were
audited in the CEUD project were not always designed for equitable use. Although
there were multiple ways to access elevated play equipment (for example, stairs,
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walls, frames, ropes), there were typically no alternatives for children that were
unable to climb (for example, a ramp). This resulted in children with disabilities not
being able to access the highest point in the playground, which resulted in children
feeling excluded: “I'm not able to go on stuff... I just look at them and that’s not
good for me... it makes me feel odd” (girl with physical disability, age 9).

To maximize play value, there should always be challenge present in playgrounds,
and therefore it is neither possible nor desirable to make every piece of a
playground fully usable given people’s different ages and abilities; successful
playgrounds need to combine equitable use with challenge. So, equitable use can
be integrated with play value with the following consideration in mind:

There is a need to design for challenge and complexity that caters to people of
different ages and abilities, resulting in equality of experience.

Principle 2: Flexibility in Use

This principle refers to the need to accommodate to different users (for example,
people of different ages, abilities, sizes, genders, socioeconomic backgrounds,
races, ethnicitities, and cultures) who have different preferences and abilities. For
example, when the play needs of children with disabilities are considered, flexibility
can involve the provision of larger play components. These components can then be
used by older children, who are larger in size physically, but who still enjoy
playgrounds. Another example for flexible use is to provide different sizes and types
of swing seats at different heights (Figure 1). There is a need to consider multiple
alternatives for children to be able to access, use, and be included in the
playground to maximize potential for flexibility. The play value principle of flexibility
is therefore associated with an expanded view of play preferences and styles, which
incorporates considerations for different cognitive, sensory, motor, and social
needs:

There is a need to design for variety in order to satisfy people’s individual play
preferences and play styles.

For example, Figure 1 shows an example from the CEUD project where different
swing seat types are located at different heights. However, not all users can access
the swings as a consequence of disability or undeveloped postural stability. Further
accessible swing types could be considered, for example, bucket swings, adaptive
swings with harnesses, seats with back and side supports, and wheelchair-
accessible swings. Such design solutions would facilitate greater inclusion and
maximize play value.
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Figure 1. Flexible in use but not equitable use

Note: In Figure 1, although flexibility has been nsidered, equitability of access has not
been; this shows the challenge of trying to incorporate all of the principles.

Principle 3: Simple and Intuitive Use

Simple and intuitive use is about maximizing the likelihood of everyone
understanding how something can be used. However, the potential clash with play
value is that there is little fun in playing with something that is too simple or
intuitive. For example, in the CEUD study, children and adult playground users
noted that playgrounds were inappropriate for older children and consequently
playgrounds were determined as boring for this user group: “Not for over 10s” (girl,
age 7; boy, age 10).

Simple and intuitive use is about designing for the just-right challenge; this means
that the use should be obvious and easy to figure out (for example, recognizing
that steps on the ladder help you get to the top of a slide and are designed for
small or short children to reach). Playgrounds that are too complex can result in
children requiring personal assistance by a caregiver (Lynch et al., in press). In a
well-designed playground, there are places for more simple, repetitive play that
offer a choice for a child who desires it. Simple and intuitive use is also closely
related to affordances for play. For example, in Sweden, children with and without
disabilities reported that playground equipment with recognizable designs such as
houses, boats and cars did invite role-playing, and that this type of equipment was
the most fun for children with disabilities (Prellwitz & Skar, 2007). The design
challenge therefore is to minimize unnecessary complexity yet maximize play value.
So, this play value principle speaks to the need to incorporate varied forms of play
components (not just for physical activity play), and varied levels of challenge into
playground design, so that children of different ages and abilities have scope to
take risks and explore new ways to engage with the play components:
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There is a need to design stimulating playspaces that offer opportunities for
adventure and excitement.

Principle 4: Perceptible Information

Perceptible information is particularly relevant for users with visual difficulties.
Bright colors that are contrasting can make a difference between participating and
not; without them, an individual may not have enough information to know how to
use the environment. For example, playgrounds can be built with clearly contrasting
colors in the surfacing, or on play components (see Figure 2). This enables a user
to know where the edge of the footpath is or demarcates the steps of a ladder.
While the general aim would be to avoid design solutions specifically for use by
people with disabilities, there are times when it is necessary to provide alternatives.
For example, in a study with children in Sweden (Prellwitz & Skar, 2007) one child
with significant visual impairment noted that while visual contrasts were helpful,
they were in fact stigmatizing: “at school they put yellow and black tape on the
bench in the playground and around the swing, I hated that because everybody
knew it was for me, so I stopped going there” (boy age 10, with severe visual
impairment). Another child said: “the school playground is too far away for me; I
can't find my way to it” (boy age 7, with severe visual impairment). Another
problem with some modern playground equipment, built all in one piece, was
explained by a child with moderate cognitive impairment. He said; “I do not know
how to use it, where to start and where to finish” (boy age 12).

Thus, when perceptible information is provided it should be sensitively integrated
within the playground, so that users with disabilities can access, use, and be
included in the playground in a non-stigmatizing way. The play value principle here
is to maximize motivation to engage in the play opportunities available:

There is a need to design playspaces that encourage user’s natural curiosity.

Figure 2 shows an example from the Prellwitz and Skar (2007) project, where there
is an elaborate composite play component with good color contrast. However, not
all users can access these components because of the absence of pathways leading
to them. Regular and accessible pathways must lead to all climbing components in
the playgrounds. Such design solutions would facilitate greater inclusion and
maximize play value.
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Figure 2. Perceptible information but not simple and intuitive

Principle 5: Tolerance for Error

This principle refers to the need to minimize hazards and maximize safety in
design. Playgrounds are required to adhere to internationally and nationally
determined safety standards. This does not mean that risk needs to be eliminated
from a playground; playgrounds need to be designed to provide for risk and
challenge but should not expose users to overly hazardous environments that result
in injury (Brussoni et al., 2015). Tolerance for error is particularly relevant for users
who tend to wander or have difficulty perceiving danger. For example, in the CEUD
study, adult playground users noted that a lack of fencing resulted in playgrounds
being hazardous places for younger users as well as users who have difficulties
perceiving danger such as children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): “Lack of
fencing... 2-year olds disappear—can’t see them. Security guard retrieves small
children wandering” (Mother of girl age 7 and boy age 10); or, “"No sense of
danger...” (father of boy with ASD, age 9).

The use of fencing around playgrounds has been noted as potentially limiting play
value; however, other ways to demarcate playspace boundaries can be
incorporated by using solutions such as landforms or low hedging (Woolley & Lowe,
2013). The play value principle here is to ensure that efforts to minimize hazards
can be integrated with efforts to provide risk-rich play experiences:

There is a need to design risk-rich playspaces that afford users the opportunity to
participate in challenging and risky behavior without being exposed to overly
dangerous activities or risks.
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Principle 6: Low Physical Effort

This principle is primarily aimed at ensuring that a design is usable, with minimum
effort required. Yet, playful activity on playgrounds typically involves high levels of
physical activity (Pellegrini & Smith, 1998). However, for children with disabilities,
poor playground design can result in users have to expend unnecessary effort to
access or use the playground, leaving little to no energy left for playing. Playspaces
need to be designed so that getting to the playground and to the places where
children are playing do not require having to exert all one’s energy. For example, in
a study with children in Sweden (Prellwitz & Skar, 2007), one child with a physical
disability described how her friends would sit on the swings in the playground and
how embarrassing and tiresome it was for her to have to leave her wheelchair by
the entrance and crawl to the swings: “I do it because once I get there the other
girls will talk to me, but I try to get there before the others” (girl, age 10).

Thus, there is a need to consider multiple alternatives for all children to be able to
access, use, and be included in the playground; if there are inappropriate routes for
children to access play equipment they inevitably either cannot use it or must
expend too much effort getting to it, which does not reflect the philosophy of
universal design. The play value principle therefore is about avoidance of
unnecessary fatigue:

There is a need to design playspaces to provide for active play, while minimizing
unnecessary fatigue.

Principle 7: Size and Space for Approach and Use

This principle specifically refers to design features that incorporate different sizes
and spaces for accessing and using environmental components, regardless of a
user’s body size, posture or mobility. Given that playgrounds are accessed and used
by people of different ages, abilities, and sizes, there is a need to design for
appropriate space for approach, reach, manipulation and use for all users. This can
take the form of integrating spaces for assistive devices beside a play component,
or bars and steps of varied sizes (Figure 3). In the study in Sweden, many of the
children with cognitive disabilities explained to the researcher that most of the
playground equipment was too small for them to use (Prellwitz & Skar, 2007).
However, if playgrounds are looked upon foremost as a social environment, there is
a need to make sure that places where children like to be are big enough that they
have space to interact. Talking to peers was the thing that children both with and
without disabilities described that they did on the playground. This means that
creating meeting places is of great importance (Prellwitz & Skar, 2007). Therefore,
the play value principle here is about facilitating participation:

There is a need to design playspaces that offer appropriate size and space to
accommodate everyone and facilitate participation in the play space.

Figure 3 is an example from the CEUD project, that shows different climbing
components to accommodate users of different skill level. However, not all users
can access these climbing structures as a consequence of disability or undeveloped
climbing skill. Further accessible routes (for example, ramps), foot supports and
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accessible handgrip handles (on the climbing wall) that accommodate users of
different sizes and abilities could be considered so that all users can access the
highest point in the playground. Such design solutions would facilitate greater

inclusion and maximize play value.

Figure 3. Size and space for approach and use but not low physical effort

ot
o8 ¢

To summarize, in mapping out each of the seven universal design principles
alongside play value principles, some potential applications have been explored.
The general aim is to avoid design solutions specifically intended for use by people
with disabilities to prevent the creation of separate or stigmatizing environments.
However, this warrants further exploration from the user’s perspective, as families
of children with disabilities have rarely been involved in researching their
preferences on this issue. For example, in the CEUD study, parents of children with
disabilities noted that separate design solutions were a preferred option but not
available to them: “A wheelchair swing would be good...” (mother of girl age 10
with physical disability). Further examination of universal or specialized design of
playspaces is needed to examine best practices for maximizing play opportunities
for children with disabilities and their families.

Conclusion

The work presented in this paper emerged from the growing awareness that
inclusive play design is an underdeveloped area, and play in general is rarely
evident in national policy nor in political agendas (Lynch, 2017; Moore & Lynch,
2018). The results of the play policy survey uncovered a number of concerning
issues. First, although all of the countries in Europe have ratified the UNCRC, few of
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them have operationalized the right to play into national play policy. Only two
countries have specifically developed national play policies. Furthermore, across the
18 respondent countries, none had specific guidelines on including children in the
process of designing for play as recommended in the UNCRC. Finally, although
universal design is stated as a way to provide for inclusive play in communities, no
participating European country was noted as having national guidelines for applying
a universal design approach to playground provision.

However, it is also evident that applying a universal design approach to designing
for play is complex and somewhat obscure when we consider the need to also
provide for high play value. To develop coherent, integrated guidelines for inclusive
play requires an amalgamation of many factors beyond universal design, such as
safety standards, natural design, developmental design, usability, and maintenance
(Olsen, 2015). Thus, we need to continue to ask: is universal design a good
approach for creating inclusive play spaces with the highest play value possible for
all users? Further research is warranted to examine the application of universal
design for play design more carefully. As Casey notes, “the principles of low
physical effort and simple and intuitive use may be deemed to confound the desire
for play features requiring progressive levels of physical exertion or offering intrigue
and surprise” (2017, p. 371). Further work is needed to translate universal design
principles into a design approach that ensures high play value for as many children
as possible. A fundamental aspect of this agenda is to conduct research with
children with disabilities as the expert users to inform best practice in design and
play value.

To conclude it is clear that there is a need to develop space-oriented children’s
policy that specifically addresses play and playspace design as a fundamental
aspect of socio-spatial inclusion (Gill, 2008; Prellwitz & Lynch, in press; Yantzi,
Young, & McKeever, 2010).

Dr. Helen Lynch is senior lecturer in the Department of Occupational Science and
Occupational Therapy, University College Cork, Ireland, and a Research Associate of
the Institute for Social Sciences in the Twenty First Century. She has been engaged
for many years in a research program concerning early childhood play
environments, and the rights of children to play, in particular play for children with
disabilities. She has authored many papers and book chapters on these topics. She
has been involved in several projects exploring these issues through Ludi and other
grants and is a member of Eurochild and the Children’s Rights Alliance, Ireland.

Alice Moore is research assistant in the Department of Occupational Science and
Occupational Therapy, University College Cork, Ireland. Her interest in inclusive
play provision began when she completed a scoping review on the accessibility and
usability of playground environments for children under 12. Alice furthered her
work on play at a Master’s level where she explored children’s conceptualization of
play, well-being and happiness. She researches children’s play, disability rights and
the provision of accessible, usable, and inclusive outdoor playspaces. She has



From Policy to Play Provision: Universal Design and the Challenges of Inclusive Play 30

authored many papers on these topics and was a member of the Ludi COST Action
“"Play for Children with Disabilities.”

Dr. Maria Prellwitz s senior lecturer in the Department of Health Science, at
Lule8 University of Technology. She has been engaged for many years in research
concerning accessible and usable environments for children with disabilities, in
particular the physical environment on playgrounds and how to use universal design
to make playgrounds accessible. She has authored many papers and book chapters
on these topics.

References

Besio, S., & Carneshechi, M. (2014). The challenge of a research network on play
for children with disabilities. Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences, 146, 9-
14. https://dx.doi.org/ 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.08.079

Bianquin, N., & Bulgarelli, D. (2017). Conceptual review of disabilities. In S. Besio,
D. Bulgarelli, & V. Stancheva-Popkostadinova (Eds.), Play development in
children with disabilties (pp. 71-87). Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter.

Brussoni, M., Gibbons, R., Gray, C., Ishikawa, T., Sandseter, E. B., Bienenstock, A.,
& Tremblay, M. (2015). What is the relationship between risky outdoor play
and health in children? A systematic review. International Journal of
Environmental Research and Public Health, 12(6), 6423-6454.
https://dx.do.org/10.3390/ijerph120606423

Bundy, A. (1997). Play and playfulness: What to look for. In L. D. Parham & L.
Fazio (Eds.), Play in occupational therapy for children (pp. 52-66). St. Louis:
Mosby.

Bundy, A., Naughton, G., Tranter, P., Wyver, S., Baur, L., Schiller, W., . ..
Brentnall, J. (2011). The Sydney playground project: Popping the
bubblewrap—unleashing the power of play: A cluster randomised controlled
trial of a primary school playground-based intervention aiming to increase
children's physical activity and social skills. BMC Public Health, 11(680), 1-9.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-11-680

Burke, J. (2012). "Some kids climb up, some kids climb down": Culturally
constructed play-worlds of children with impairments. Disability & Society,
27(7), 965-981. https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2012.692026

Casey, T. (2015). Playing with quality and equality: A review of inclusive play in
Scotland. Retrieved from http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0048/00488145.pdf.

Casey, T. (2017). Outdoor play in the landscape of children's rights. In T. Waller, E.
Arlemalm-Hagser, E. B. H. Sandseter, L. Lee-Hamond, K. Lekies, & S. Wyver


https://dx.doi.org/%2010.1016/j.sbspro.2014.08.079
https://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-11-680
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2012.692026
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0048/00488145.pdf.

From Policy to Play Provision: Universal Design and the Challenges of Inclusive Play 31

(Eds.), The SAGE handbook of outdoor play and learning (pp. 362-377).
London: SAGE Publications Ltd.

Committee on the Rights of the Child (2013). General comment No. 17 (2013) on
the Right of the Child to Rest, Leisure, Play, Recreational Activitiws, Cultural
Life and the Arts (Article 31). Geneva: United Nations.

Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2014). General Comment No.
2, Article 9: Accessibility. Geneva: United Nations.

Connell, B. R., Jones, M., Mace, R., Mueller, J., Mullick, A., Ostroff, E., . . .
Vanderheiden, G. (1997). The principles of universal design (Version 2.0).
Retrieved from
https://projects.ncsu.edu/design/cud/about_ud/udprinciplestext.htm

Daugbjerg, S., Kahlmeier, S., Racioppi, F., Martin-Diener, E., Martin, B., Oja, P., &
Bull, F. C. (2009). Promotion of physical activity in the European region:
Content analysis of 27 national policy documents. Journal of Physical Activity
and Health, 6, 805-817. https://dx.doi.org/10.1123/jpah.6.6.805

Department for Children, Schools, and Families and Department for Culture Media
and Sport (2008). Fair Play: A consultation on the Play Strategy. Retrieved
from:
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20080728102018/http://www.dcs
f.gov.uk/publications/fairplay/downloads/7567-DCFS-Fair%?20Play.pdf

Department of Children and Youth Affairs (2014). Better outcomes, brighter
futures: The national policy framework for children and young people 2014-
2020. Dublin: The Stationery Office.

Department of Health (2016). Get Ireland active: The national physical activity plan
for Ireland. Dublin: Healthy Ireland.

Dunn, K., & Moore, M. (2005). Developing accessible play space in the UK: A social
model approach. Children, Youth and Environments, 15(1), 331-354.
Retrieved from
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=chilyoutenvi

Gill, T. (2008). Space-oriented children's policy: Creating child-friendly communities
to improve children's well-being. Children & Society, 22(2), 136-142.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.2007.00139.x

Goltsman, S. (2011). Outdoor play settings: An inclusive approach. In W. F. Preiser
& K. Smith (Eds.), Universal Design Handbook (2nd ed., pp. 22.21-22.10).
London: McGraw Hill.


https://projects.ncsu.edu/design/cud/about_ud/udprinciplestext.htm
https://dx.doi.org/10.1123/jpah.6.6.805
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20080728102018/http:/www.dcsf.gov.uk/publications/fairplay/downloads/7567-DCFS-Fair%20Play.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20080728102018/http:/www.dcsf.gov.uk/publications/fairplay/downloads/7567-DCFS-Fair%20Play.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=chilyoutenvi
https://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.2007.00139.x

From Policy to Play Provision: Universal Design and the Challenges of Inclusive Play 32

Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children. Retrieved from
http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/Life-stages/child-and-adolescent-
health/health-behaviour-in-school-aged-children-hbsc/about-hbsc

Jeanes, R., & Magee, J. (2012). "Can we play on the swings and roundabouts?":
Creating inclusive playspaces for disabled young people and their families.
Leisure Studies, 31(2), 193-210.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02614367.2011.589864

Kilkelly, U., Lynch, H., O'Connell, A., Moore, A., & Field, S. (2016). Children and the
outdoors: Contact with the outdoors and natural heritage among children
aged 6 to 12—Current trends, benefits, barriers and research requirements.
Kilkenny, Ireland: The Heritage Council.

Lynch, H. (2017). Playspaces: Children with disabilities and social inclusion.
Children's Research Digest, 4(1), 27-35.

Lynch, H., & Moore, A. (2016). Play as an occupation in occupational therapy.
British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 79(9), 519-520.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0308022616664540

Lynch, H., Moore, A., Edwards, C., & Horgan, L. (in press). Community parks and
playgrounds: Intergenerational participation through universal design.
Dublin: Centre for Excellence in Universal Design at the National Disability
Authority of Ireland.

Mace, R (1985). Universal design: Barrier free environments for everyone.
Designers West, 33(1), 147-152.

Minister for Health and Social Services (2002). Welsh assembly government play
policy (statement) implementation plan 2006. Retrieved from
https://gov.wales/dcells/publications/policy_strategy_and_planning/early-
wales/playpolicy/playpolicye.pdf?lang=en

Moore, A., & Lynch, H. (2016). Accessibility and usability of playground
environments for children under 12: A scoping review. Scandinavian Journal
of Occupational Therapy, 22(5), 331-344.
https://dx.doi.org/10.3109/11038128.2015.1049549

Moore, A., & Lynch, H. (2018). Understanding a child’s conceptualisation of well-
being through an exploration of happiness: The centrality of play, people and
place. Journal of Occupational Science, 25, 124-241.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2017.1377105

National Children's Office (2004). Ready, steady, play! A national play policy.
Dublin: The Stationary Office.


https://dx.doi.org/10.3109/11038128.2015.1049549
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2017.1377105

From Policy to Play Provision: Universal Design and the Challenges of Inclusive Play 33

Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister (2009). Play and leisure policy
statement for Northern Ireland. Retrieved from https://www.executiveoffice-
ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/ofmdfm_dev/play-and-leisure-
policy-statement.pdf

Olsen, H. (2015). Planning playgrounds: A framework to create safe and inclusive
playgrounds. Journal of Planning, Design, and Management, 3(1), 57-71.

Olsen, H., & Dieser, R. (2012). "I am hoping you can point me in the right
directioon regarding playground accessibility": A case study of a community
which lacked social policy toward playground accessibility. World Leisure
Journal, 54(3), 269-279. https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/04419057.2012.702456

Pellegrini, A., & Smith, P. (1998). Physical activity play: The nature and function of
a neglected aspect of play. Child Development, 69(3), 577-598.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1998.tb06226.x

Potwarka, L. R., Kaczynski, A., & Flack, A. L. (2008). Places to play: Association of
park space and facilities with healthy weight status among children. Journal
of Community Health, 33, 344-350. https://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10900-008-
9104-x

Prellwitz, M. & Lynch, H. (in press). Universal design for social inclusion:
playgrounds for all. In M. Twomey & C. Carroll (Eds). Seen and heard: An
interdisciplinary exploration of researching children’s engagement
participation and voice (pp. 183-200). Oxford, UK: Peter Lang publishers.

Prellwitz, M., & Skar, L. (2007). Usability of playgrounds for children with different
abilities. Occupational Therapy International, 14(3), 144-155.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1002/0ti.230

Prellwitz, M., & Skar, L. (2016). Are playgrounds a case of occupationjal injustice?
Experiences of parents of children with disabilities. Children, Youth and
Environment, 26(2), 28-42. Retrieved from
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=chilyoutenvi

Prellwitz, M., & Tamm, M. (1999). Attitudes of key persons to accessibility problems
in playgrounds for children with restricted mobility: A study in a medium-
sized municipality in Northern Sweden. Scandinavian Journal of Occupational
Therapy, 6, 166-173. https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/110381299443645

Scottish Government (2013). Play strategy for Scotland: Our vision. Retrieved from
http://www.gov.scot/resource/0042/00425722.pdf

Steinfeld, E., & Maisel, J. (2012). Universal design: Creating inclusive
environments. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.


https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/04419057.2012.702456
https://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10900-008-9104-x
https://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10900-008-9104-x
https://dx.doi.org/10.1002/oti.230
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=chilyoutenvi
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/110381299443645
http://www.gov.scot/resource/0042/00425722.pdf

From Policy to Play Provision: Universal Design and the Challenges of Inclusive Play 34

Stephenson, A. (2002). Opening up the outdoors: Exploring the relationship
between the indoor and outdoor environments of a centre. European Early
Childhood Education Research Journal, 10(1), 29-38.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13502930285208821

United Nations (1989). The convention on the rights of the child. New York:
UNICEF.

United Nations (2006). The convention on the rights of persons with disabilities.
New York: UNICEF.

UNICEF (2007). The state of the world’s children 2007. New York: UNICEF.

Voce, A. (2015). Policy for play: Responding to children's forgotten right. University
of Bristol: Policy Press.

Welsh Government (2014). Wales: A play friendly country. Retrieved from:
http://www.playwales.org.uk/login/uploaded/documents/Play%%20sufficiency/
Wales%20a%20play%20friendly%20country.pdf

Woolley, H. (2013). Now being social: The barrier of designing outdoor playspaces
for disabled children. Children & Society, 27, 448-458.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.2012.00464.x

Woolley, H., & Lowe, A. (2013). Exploring the relationship between design approach
and play value of outdoor play spaces. Landscape Research, 38(1), 53-74.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01426397.2011.640432

Yantzi, N., Young, N., & McKeever, P. (2010). The suitability of school playgrounds
for physically disabled children. Children's Geographies, 8(1), 65-78.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14733281003650984


https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13502930285208821
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13502930285208821
https://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.2012.00464.x
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01426397.2011.640432
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14733281003650984

