
Evaluating the playground: 
Focus group interviews with 
families of disabled children

Abstract
As landscape architects deal with the design of environments for children, the 

inclusion of children with disabilities in their peers should be one of the core 
goals in designing  natural settings. They often times face problems while working 
in public playgrounds, parks and green landscapes mainly due to lack of ade-
quate provisions to meet their special needs. The purpose of the present study is 
twofold: to investigate different kinds of problems and specific needs of disabled 
children in natural settings including parks and playgrounds in Ankara (Turkey), 
and also to offer solutions for solving these problems. This study that is of case 
study type consists of parents with disabled children aged between 8 and 12 years 
old. Parents were investigated and interviewed in the research to obtain their per-
spectives. The findings revealed that there was a necessary need to improve and 
construct equipped natural settings specialized for children with disabilities.
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1. introduction
A large body of research has demon-

strated the importance of interaction 
with nature for human health and 
well-being. Aspects of nature such as 
trees, grass, water, visible sky, rocks, 
flowers and birds were mentioned as 
particularly helpful (Olds, 1989, Coo-
per-Marcus & Barnes 1995, Ulrich, 
1999, Kaplan & Kaplan, 1990, Pouya 
& Demirel, 2015). In a similar vein, 
Wilson (1984) hypothesized that such 
responses to natural settings might 
be of evolutionary significance in that 
modern humans innately respond to 
the characteristics of environments fa-
vorable to pre-modern humans. Lynch 
(1977) in an international study of 
the experience of growing up in cities 
found that children generally appre-
ciate vegetation. Lynch also reported 
that such natural settings, which are 
preferred by children, also have benefi-
cial effects on their well-being. Natural 
environments represent dynamic and 
rough playscapes that challenge motor 
activity in children. The topography, 
like slopes and rocks, afford natural 
obstacles that children have to cope 
with. The vegetation provides shelters 
and trees for climbing. The meadows 
are for running and tumbling (Wells & 
Evans, 2003). Description of physical 
environment usually focuses almost 
exclusively on forms (Fjotoft, 2001). 
All children, including disabled chil-
dren, have the right to play in green 
space, to have fun and to take part in 
recreational activities. This is import-
ant as play has a very important role 
in a child’s growth and development.  
Research indicates that children in nat-
ural settings play and learn with more 
vigor, engagement, imagination, and 
cooperation compared to those play-
ing on artificial surfaces (Broadhead, 
2004; Moore,1989; Day & Midbjer, 
2007). Playing in green space could 
help develop speech, sensory skills, 
imagination, independence and so-
cial skills. It is crucial that all children, 
whatever their abilities, be given the 
opportunity to play and access leisure 
facilities (Sutton, 2008). Research has 
found that use of, and access to out-
door spaces can also increase social 
interaction and that this too can have a 
positive effect on health and wellbeing. 

Being active is a key part of the de-
velopment of every child (Murphy & 
Carbone, 2008). Parks and recreation 
programs support positive youth de-
velopment, decrease negative behavior 
and help them to develop into healthy 
children (Wells & Arthur-Banning, 
2008). Spending time outdoors is 
thought to be related to child develop-
ment, for example, in relation to motor 
development – with the types of phys-
ical activity associated with outdoor 
play being beneficial to children’s devel-
opment of strength, balance and coor-
dination (Fjortoft, 2004). It is often the 
natural elements within outdoor spac-
es that are conducive to creating these 
benefits as Fjortoft (2001), for example, 
demonstrates through the advantages 
gained from features such as “slopes 
and rocks”, “vegetation” and “trees” in 
terms of facilitating opportunities for 
particularly active play.  All activities 
have proven to be beneficial to chil-
dren with disabilities (Law, King, King, 
Kertoy, Hurley, Rosenbaum, Young & 
Hanna, 2006). These activities provide 
social, emotional and physical benefits 
(Murphy & Carbone, 2008). Research-
ers have also shown that people with 
disabilities who are physically active: 
“(a) are better adjusted and more sat-
isfied with life, (b) report having few-
er days of pain, depression, anxiety, 
sleeplessness, improved vitality, and 
(c) substantially increase their life ex-
pectancy” (Krause & Kjorsvig, 1992, 
p. 561). Frost (2006) also links activi-
ty within outdoor playgrounds to the 
development of “strength, flexibility 
and coordination” due to the types of 
activities facilitated by play equipment, 
such as “climbing”, “balancing” and 
“swinging”.   Such children have been 
shown to be particularly slow in lan-
guage development and social skills” 
(Wolff, 1979). Ample free play oppor-
tunities establish children’s disposi-
tion to take risks and to believe that 
they are competent, capable learners. 
Unfortunately, even a cursory exam-
ination of current play environments 
indicates that children with disabil-
ities are often merely occupied in the 
play environment. In order to provide 
meaningful play opportunities for all 
children, especially those with disabil-
ities, it is necessary to understand the 
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needs of children and the implications 
of a disability on the child.

The UN Convention on the Right of 
the Child states that disabled children 
have the right to be included in thier 
local community and to do the kinds of 
things that non-disabled children do. 
They have the right to take part in play 
and leisure activities, the equal right to 
access cultural, artistic and leisure op-
portunities and the right to support to 
help them to do this (Khalife Soltani et 
al. 2012). The Disability Convention is 
an agreemant to help make sure that 
those children and adults with disabil-
ities are treated fairly and can equally 
participate in all aspects of life. The 
rights in the Disability Convention are 
the human rights for all children and 
adults. The Disability Convention is 
needed to guarantee that these rights 
are respected for persons with disabil-
ities (UNICEF, 2007). Social barriers 
such as fear, embarassment or discrim-
inatory attitudes also need to be dealt 
with. An accessible natural setting can 
be an alternative in which disabled 
children are able to impove their social 
skills and feel welcome. Furthermore, 
a careful attention to landscape de-
sign can help to ensure those natural 
settings are inclusive, comfortable and 
appealing to disabled children and thi-
er families.

2. rationale for the current study
In most parts of the developed 

world, different assessment tools have 
been used to describe the develop-
mental achievement among disabled 
children. However, in Turkey, there 
has been no study as to needs of prop-
er public park or playground among 
children with disability.  According to 
the UN statistics (2006), more than 500 
million people in the whole world have 
diffirent disabilities. In 1992, Euro stat 
showed that 11% of the Europen popu-
lation had different disabilities (Anony-
mous 3, 2003). According to the World 
Health Organization (WHO), children 
with disabilities could be defind as any 
child unable to ensure by himself whol-
ly or partly, the necessities of a normal 
individual and/or social life, as a result 
of a deficiency either congental or not, 
in his physical or mental capabilities. 
The WHO alse states that 10% of the 

population in each country around 
the world has people with disabilities. 
It has been estimated that among the 
10% of the population with disabil-
ity, one third are among children less 
than 15 years old (Khalife Soltani et al. 
2012).

It has been reported that 12/29 per-
cent of the population in Turkey has 
mental or physical disabilities (Uslu 
2008) and out of this percentag, 9 
million people are at the age of 1-12 
who have special needs. According to 
the Ministry of Education,there are 
1 million and 100 thousand disabled 
children agred between 4 and 18 and 
among them 45 thousand ones have 
vision impairment, 130 thousand ones 
have hearing impairment, 500 thou-
sand of them have mental and emo-
tional disabilities, and 300 thousand of 
them suffer from physical disabilites. 
Enrollment rate in Disabled Children 
School is around 2%. The number of 
disabled children who benefit from 
primary education including special 
education is 28 thousand (Shirin 2002; 
Şafak & Pouya, 2016). Given the enor-
mous number of children with disabil-
ities in Turkey especially in metropoli-
tan Ankara where landscape designers 
have recently paid special attention to 
the disabled children conditions and 
needs, the main objective of this study 
was to evaluate the satisfaction of this 
group of children and also to examine 
the efficiency of the extant parks for 
them.

 This study, in fact, makes an attempt 
to determine the satisfaction of parents 
who have disabled children; demones-
trate the lack of provisions specialized 
to the disabled children in urban spac-
es such as green places constructed in 
Ankara city, idendify possible reasons 
caused such situations,and finally, sug-
gest some ways and means for improv-
ing the current situation.

3. methods and materials
The current research study used 

quantitative data to find the values in 
numerical forms and questionnaires 
was also used as statistical analysis. 
The questionnaire was administered 
to parents of disabled children. The 
reason of choosing parents for doing 
the survey was their abilities to write, 
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read, and understand the issues relat-
ed to their disable children. Therefore, 
parents’ help to gather the intended 
data was essential and it could provide 
more accurate and reliable answers for 
the questions. Parents whose children 
have been studied in Dogan Chalar 
School (elementary school), the largest 
and most advanced primary school in 
Ankara, were the participants of this 
study. The school consists of three sub-
schools (orthopedic impaired school, 
visually impaired school, and hearing 
impaired school).  In this way, the ques-
tionnaires were prepared for parents 
with children of all kinds of disabilities.

Children at this school usually at-
tend the school with their parents and 
their parents spend many hours with 
each other in the yard of school until 
the end of the courses. Therefore, the 
break time was the best time for the 
researcher to gather the data. As it was 
already stated, a questionnaire form 
was designed by the researcher for an-
swering the research question. Ques-
tionnaire comprised two sections; the 
first section asked about demographic 
information of the participants and 
the second section consisted of a set 
of questions to examine the parent’s 
satisfaction having disabled children 
about facilities and provisions existin-
ing in parks and playgrounds in Anka-
ra (Figure 1).

The sample of the study was parents 
with disabled children aged between 
8 and 12 years old. Overall, 35 par-
ents of disabled children volunteered 
to respond to the questions. The data 
collected from questionnaires was then 

analyzed and discussed.
3.1. Financial statement of families

Financial status of families affects 
many activities such as going outside 
and doing outdoor activities which 
need considerable payments. In this 
study, the sets of research questions 
were used to determine the relation-
ship between family financial status 
and their ability to visit the park. They 
were asked to indicate family’s month-
ly income. According to Table 1, the 
results of these questions showed that 
37.14 percent of families had low in-
come and in fact they were poor fami-
lies who might be deprived of the basic 
amenities due to financial problems. 
Hence, financial statement of families 
could significantly affects the findings 
of the study (Table 1).

3.2. Frequency of visits to the natural 
setting

The participants were also asked 
about how often they go to parks or 
playgrounds. The options to answer 
the question were; More, Once a day, 
Once a week, Once a month, Never. 
The analysis of this question showed 
that the third option (once a week) had 
received the highest percentage (42.8 
%), the fourth option (once a month) 
had received the second highest per-
centage. It means 42.8 percent of par-
ents having disabled children go to 
parks with their children once a week 
and 28.5 percent of them take their 
disabled children to parks only once a 
month. Moreover, about 5 percent of 
parents had not gone to any the pub-
lic place, parks or playground with 

Figure 1. Some of the parks photos in the Ankara.
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their children. This deprivation and re-
striction is disappointing in Ankara as 
a city that has the highest number of 
parks and playground in the country. 
According to the results achieved from 
the first part of questionare, 30 families 
among 65 families never go outside to 
parks with their disabled children. As 
with the other questions were related 
to the parents who had experiences of 
going to public places with their chil-
dren, just 35 families could participate 
in answering the rest of questions and 
we continue the research with these 35 
families to complete the questinaire in 
pursuit of the research goal (Table 2).

3.3. Time spent in the natural setting 
The next question that helped to ob-

tain correct results for this study was 

how long  they stay with their children 
in the park or other places. Options 
included;  under half an hour, 30 min-
utes, 1 hours, 1-2 hours, 3-4 hours,  and 
half a day. The analysis of this question 
uncovered that most of the participants 
stayed in park from 30 minutes to 1 
hour (43%).  Therefore, children are us-
ally taken to parks just once a week or 
once a month for at most one hour.The 
point to note, however, is that, all kinds 
of activities such as sports activities 
such as walking, playing in playgrounds 
mostly take time more than one hour 
especially for children with disabilities 
who spend more time to have access to 
their desired locations compared with 
normal children (Table 3).

3.4. How to access public places?
The next question concerned about 

how families go to the park or other 
public places. Options included; by 
walking, by bus, by car. The analysis 
of this question indicated that the first 
option (on foot) received the highest 
percentage (63%). This result proves 
that these families, for speacial reasons 
to be explained below, choose the near-
est park to go, even though the selected 
place has fewer facilities in comparison 
with the other convenient and well-
equipped places (Table 4).

3.5. The most distinctive problems of 
the park

The main purpose of this study was 
to find different problems that children 
with disabilities might encounter in 
the parks and playgrounds of Ankara. 
Problems usually prevent them from 
enjoying more and better in the parks 
and playgrounds. Therefore, questions 
were asked to detect these problems. 
The options included principal prob-
lems that families often encounter. 
According to the answeres, most of 
troubles and problems were related to 
parks. However, the highest percent-
age is related to question 1.  (Paths that 
were made in the parks or other public 
places are not fit and suitable for our 
child). This problem is due to under-
stimation the crippled or disabled chil-
dren in draws and designs of architects. 
The width and length of paths are de-
signed without attention to those chil-
dren. The ramps of path are not good 

Table 1. Financial status of families with disabled children.

Table 2. Frequency of visits to the natural setting.

Table 3. Time spent in the natural setting.

Table 4. Ways of access.
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for crossing by wheelchairs which is an 
obstacle to prevent families from going 
to the parks (Figure 2).

The play equipment and facilities 

in parks or playgrounds are often de-
signed for normal children and no de-
served attention is paid to the needs 
and conditions of disabled children 

Table 5.  The most distinctive problems of the park.

Figure 2. Paths that were made in the parks or green space are not fit and suitable for disabled 
children (Pouya, 2016).
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which makes it hard for them use and 
play with them (question 2).  Moreover, 
people consider and treat them in of-
fensive and sometimes pejorative ways 
that is annoying for them and cause 
them to feel more separated from the 
society and as a result, they might be-
come more reserved (question 3). This 
problem stems from the culture and 
lack of the public’s awareness about the 
issue of disorder and disabilities. An-
kara is an over-crowded and bustling 
city in Turkey where designers have 
recently built numerous parks and 
play grounds (question 7). According-
ly, nowadays Ankara is famous for its 
parks. People come from other cities 
to its central parks and accordingly the 
parks are often crowded and populat-
ed. The general problems are summed 
in the table below (Table 5).

3.6. Preferences for activities
Children, both normal and dis-

abled ones, at special age groups like 
to do certain activities at parks or play 
grounds. Current conditions, howev-
er, do not let the disabled children do 
their interesting activities. To under-
stand their favorite activities, questions 
focused on which activities or playing 
attract your disabled children’s atten-
tion and which play they can do? Even 
though the requirements and interests 
of disabled children don’t differ from 
the normal children’s ones, because of 
some physical disorders, their needs 
might be changed slightly. thus, taking 
into consideration these children’s in-
terests might help designers to devote 
specific places for disabled children 
in their plans so that their satisfaction 

could be achieved.
Among answered questions, the 

highest percentage was related to the A 
option (Playing with the ball) showing 
that 83% of those children like to play 
with ball. Providing play grounds and 
a condition where they can play with 
a ball can lead to their satisfaction. 
Moreover, one of the other options se-
lected by the children was playing with 
the skating rink and swinging (88%). 
Therefore, the color, size, materials, 
and numbers of these tools should 
also be adequate and appropriate for 
disabled children. The third activi-
ty selected in the questionnaires was 
swimming. Supplying specific pools or 
places for them in order to make them 
able to swim is another consideration 
which should be considered by perti-
nent designers. Furthermore, others 
activities which was opted by children 
were playing with water, Paintings on 
the wall, and playing with toys respec-
tively (Table 6).

4. Discussion
The development of children starts 

at birth and continues into adulthood. 
Children need to develop in five crucial 
areas for proper growth: social/emo-
tional, intellectual, sensory, perceptu-
al-motor, and physical development 
(Ministry of Education 1993).  All 
children, regardless of their abilities, 
pass through the same developmental 
stages in the same sequence; only the 
timing and rate vary (Federlein 1981). 
The crucial concept to understand is 
that the similarities between children 
with disabilities and able-bodied chil-
dren are far greater than the differenc-
es. Furthermore, differences in the rate 
of development may occur in one, or 
more, developmental areas according 
to the child’s disability: social emotion-
al disabilities, perceptual-intellectual 
disabilities, and physical disabilities 
(Potter, 2001, 2002). These disabilities 
should not, however, lead to their sep-
aration from other children or the un-
derestimation of their needs in public 
places.

The disabled children have great-
er need for recreation or play services 
because their limited circumstances 
prevent them from exploring opportu-
nities for themselves (Ellis 1973). Ad-

Table 6. Preferences for activities in the natural setting.
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ditionally, “many [children with dis-
abilities] spend a disproportionate part 
of their time in [an] environment, such 
as a school or institution, where play 
tends to be structured, organized and 
restricted. In order to provide mean-
ingful play opportunities for all chil-
dren, especially those with disabilities, 
it is necessary to understand the needs 
of children and the implications of a 
disability on the child. Children need a 
place to play and they also need space 
with informality, and freedom to move 
around and make noises. They should 
express themselves through exprei-
ment and investigate the world around. 
Disabled children need this freedom 
even more than others. In surround-
ings which stimulate thier imagination 
and challenge them to face and over-
come risks, they will be given oppor-
tunities to build thier self-confidence 
and independence (Khalife Soltani et 
al. 2012).

The most common result of any 
child’s disability is peer isolation. As 
landscape architects involved in the 
design of children’s play environments, 
the inclusion of children with disabili-
ties among their peers should be one of 
the principal goals of the design of out-
door play settings. Understanding chil-
dren with disabilities, and what they are 
capable of is the first step toward de-
signing truly ‘inclusive’ environments.  
The issues to review fall into two broad 
categories: social issues and technical 
and physical factors. Reviewing social 
issues involves thinking about how to 
creat opprotunities for disabled and 
non-disabled children to play together. 
For disabled children and thier families 
who are often not visible in communi-
ties, there are many benfits for being 
involved in consultation. Inclusion in 
consultation processes is often valued 
in itself as it raises the self confidence 
of individuals and group and affirms 
entitlement as community members 
and organizations. Parents of disabled 
children report that being consulted 
about the nature of a play space and 
involved in its development is one of 
the factors which increase the likehood 
that they will take their children there 
(ODOM, 2002, 2003).

Society has often viewed people with 
disabilities as less attractive, helpless 

and needy. These societal attitudes and 
perceptions have caused people with 
disabilities to be less likely to partake 
in recreation programs (West, 1984; 
Herbert, 2000). “Lack of participation 
does not make them ‘less of a person’ 
(a common perception of utility mea-
sures) as the cause may well be en-
vironmental or societal.” (Forsyth & 
Jarvis, 2002). This feeling of inferior-
ity of children with disabilities is one 
factor that may limit participation in 
recreation programs. There is an in-
consistency of the inclusion of children 
with disabilities in recreation programs 
due to a host of other barriers (Scholl, 
Smith & Davison, 2005). 

In fact, every child receives rewards 
from play and activities in the garden 
and park but for children with disabil-
ities it provides particular benefits. It 
may help to improve: 1. Communica-
tion and social skills; as a result of be-
ing involved in group and community 
activities, 2. Fitness; it is a great form 
of physical activity, 3.Confidence; pro-
vides an opportunity to develop a range 
of new skills, 4.Well-being; gardening 
is a great way to relax and reduce stress 
levels, 5. Physical ability; improved 
motor skills, 6. Knowledge; about the 
environment and nature, 7. Enjoyment 
of life; a wonderful leisure activity in 
which tasks and routines can be varied 
and shared (Horticultural Therapy As-
sociation of Victoria Gardening, 2015).

5. result
The frequency analysis of the pro-

portions of the inventories showed 
that 48.2 % of the parents went to play-
grounds with their children one day a 
week, 48.9 % of them spent nearly one 
hour in playgrounds and 50 percent of 
these families go to the parks with their 
children on foot and they mostly com-
plain about the inappropriate paths of 
public places (such as the high stairs, 
harsh ramp, and narrow ways), the in-
conveniency of the playgrounds (such 
as irrelevant bed materials and tool’s 
sizes), the annoying behaviors of the 
public, and the crowdedness and noise 
of the parks. The most fascinating and 
exciting sports for disabled children 
were also determined to be playing 
with the ball and swimming.  

 The results of this research 
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showed that facilities in public play-
ground are not sufficient to accom-
modate children with social needs. 
The facilities of the modern day pub-
lic parks are not appropriate. It asserts 
to increase government to make well 
equipped public parks which accom-
modate the needs of children with dis-
ability. It also stated that government 
decisions regarding disabled children 
should be based on knowledge about 
their special needs in public play-
ground. In this research, it was shown 
that the current design of playground 
does not amuse the children with dis-
abilities and the concept of modern 
day public playground does not satisfy 
their needs in Turkey. It was also rec-
ommended that the design of the pub-
lic playground should not be discrim-
inatory, and the playground should 
accommodate the physical needs 
of disabled children. Designers and 
builders should keep the disabled chil-
dren needs into their mind while pro-
viding public facility such as play areas. 
Providing play equipment and other 
facilities in public parks increases the 
possibility that parents come and enjoy 
along with their disabled children. As 
a result, placing disable children along 
with other normal ones enhances the 
culture of the society and improves 
their manners toward those children. 
However, consideration of education-
al instructions and natural rights for 
these children, as members of the soci-
ety, by the governmental organizations 
and other institutions will help people 
to accept and respect them in the soci-
ety. Every child in the world looks dif-
ferent ideas, experience, traditions and 
abilities. These differences create new 
possibilities, new hopes, new dreams 
and new friendships. The differences 
among the people of the world are a 
treasure for all to appreciate and share. 
Each child is part of the world family 
and contributes own unique abilities 
(Khalife Soltani et al. 2012).

The study of gardens demands re-
search in both the environment and be-
havior because they must be designed, 
maintained and managed to fulfill the 
users’ needs. In order to meet those 
needs, landscape architects should un-
drestand how these users behave, use 
and engage with the attributes in the 

garden (Hussein, 2009a). During the 
preliminary site studies, the researcher 
discovered that there are many prec-
edents set for natural seting but none 
of them are designed to fulfil the us-
ers’ needs (Hussein, 2009b). Thus, en-
vironment and behavior studies that 
include systematic investigation of the 
relationships between the environment 
and human behavior, and thier impli-
cation in the design of green landscape 
is of great importance.
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