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SUMMARY 
 
This study examines the emotional and social impact of access to an accessible 
playground for disabled children, based on a model playground in Germantown, TN. 
The paper also discusses the potential for building more accessible playgrounds in the 
city, with special emphasis on collaboration between the city and the local community.  
Such community areas can be the foundations of an inclusive society where each 
person is encouraged to participate, become independent, and lead productive lives.  
Based on my research, I think that projects to build accessible playgrounds are more 
successful if the local government, private funders, and people in the community all 
work together. I hope that what we learn from this study will help us generate better and 
practical ways of bringing accessible playgrounds to children around the world.  
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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
This paper is a study of ‘Everybody’s Tree House’ at Riverdale Park, 7345 Neshoba, 
Germantown, TN, as a model playground for integrating disabled children into the 
community. The paper examines the development costs, collaboration efforts between 
the city and local community, and value to the local community (disabled and or 
otherwise).   
 
 
MATERIAL AND / OR METHODS 
 
I used several methods for collecting the data and information for my research. I 
interviewed city officials involved with the Riverdale playground project. I also 
interviewed the Administrators at the Riverdale Elementary School, and the Baptist 
Hospital. My field work included observation sessions at the playground, and studying 
different features of the playground and the equipment. I read the book, “Last Child in 
the Woods”, by Richard Louv, which was part of the inspiration for the city officials to 
build a playground based on nature. I studied several articles on the playground, and on 
inclusive playground equipment. I also referenced online sources for data from the U.S. 
Census Bureau. I researched statistics and demographics on the City of Germantown. 
 
 
RESULTS 
 
The community has benefitted greatly from this accessible playground. Collaboration 
between the city, private donors, and the community made this project possible 
because it has not only given us a new and all-inclusive playground but also given the 
community a great sense of pride and ownership. Many parties that were involved in the 
Riverdale project came together again in building the Dogwood Playground, which 
follows the same nature-based model, and are now working together on a farm project 
in Germantown. There is continued interest and potential for future collaborations 
between the city and the community for building similar play areas in other parts of the 
city. 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
1. Background 

‘Everybody’s Tree House’ was built in the spring of 2010, at Riverdale Park, 7345 
Neshoba, Germantown, TN, USA. This playground implements research based best 
practices developed in partnership with Natural Learning Initiative, North Carolina State 
University; and goes beyond minimum ADA standards, in playground design and 
equipment. The playground earned the U.S. Conference of Mayors 2011 City Livability 
Outstanding Achievement Award. [Baptist Leader, July 15, 2011. Vol 75, Number 14] 
 



1.1 Inclusive Features 
According to Ms. Pam Beasley, director of parks and recreation for the City of 
Germantown, “Whether you have an ability or disability, there’s something for everyone 
to do here. We went beyond the minimum ADA requirements to create a truly inclusive 
environment.” [Memphis Parent Magazine, May 2011]. The playground provides a play 
and learning environment for children with physical, social, communication, sensory, 
and cognitive disabilities. Children in wheel chairs or walkers, children with mental 
impairments, emotional disturbances, sensory disabilities, language or learning 
disabilities, can all have a satisfying play experience. 

 
1.2 Nature Design 
The playground is designed around nature because the designers of the park believed 
that children can be stimulated by nature, and nature can have a huge learning impact 
on children. “Native Tennessee plants, boulders, and trees blend with monkey bars and 
swings, giving visitors the sense that they have slipped into the woods. Plantings draw 
butterflies, ladybugs, and songbirds to the area.” [Memphis Parent Magazine, May 
2011]. According to Richard Louv, “ a growing body of evidence indicates that direct 
exposure to nature is essential for physical and emotional health”. [Louv, 2005] 

 
1.3 Community Leaders Motivation 
The community leaders were highly motivated and committed to make this project a 
success. The Mayor of Germantown, Ms. Sharon Goldsworthy, was looking for ways to 
help serve the disabled children in the community and The Director of Parks and 
Recreation, Ms. Pam Beasley was looking to bring cutting edge ideas on inclusive 
designs. Their goal was to bring people closer to nature and was inspired by Richard 
Louv’s book – ‘Last Child in the Woods’. 
 
 
2. Benefits 

 
1.1 Benefits to the Community 
The playground provides a play and learning environment to children of the Riverdale 
Elementary school, and neighborhood communities. There are several picnic tables, 
and a lot of open green area where children can run around. “When the playground 
opened last August, Riverdale Park quickly became the most heavily used of 
Germantown’s 26 parks. Families appreciate the inclusive design that removes physical 
and social barriers and engages all children. Aboard the Rock and Roll swing, a child in 
a wheelchair can swing to the sky with friends or take a ramp to the top of an 18-foot 
tree house”. [Memphis Parent Magazine, May 2011].  
 
It is important to have a playground where kids of all abilities can come together, rather 
than having a playground separated for the disabled. In some families there may be a 
combination of able and disabled kids, so the parents can have one place where the 



children can play. Also, the disabled kids get a stronger sense of belongingness to the 
community. 

 
2.2  Inclusive Playground Equipment 
The playground provides physical, social, and emotional benefits to disabled children. 
There are several pieces of play equipment for disabled children. There is a 16-foot tall 
tree house accessible to children with disabilities. The “rock n raft” is also accessible 
that children in wheelchairs can access. Many ramps allow wheelchairs to get on to the 
play system. Playground equipment can bear the weight of adults, so parents and 
caregivers can interact with and look after children while they play. This interaction 
promotes development of the disabled children and helps instill confidence in them. 
The playground also includes a surface ground that is of soft material, so that children 
do not get hurt if they fall.  
 
2.3  Benefits of Connecting to Nature 
Interaction with nature is important for both able bodied and disabled children. It helps 
stimulate the imagination, and promotes play and learning at the same time. For 
example, children with autism need a stimulating environment to grow emotionally and 
cognitively. This type of a playground provides them a richer play experience. “Studies 
suggest that nature may be useful as a therapy for Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD), used with or when appropriate, even replacing medication or 
behavioral therapies’. [Louv, 2005]  
 
According to Baptist Rehab Administrator Susan Stralka, "Being in nature helps with 
brain development because you are using all of your senses.”  Stralka said that such a 
playground is filling a huge gap for the 17,232 Shelby County children ages 5-15 who 
have physical or developmental problems. [Garlington, 2010] 
 
2.4  Pediatric Therapy 
The playground also helps children who come to the Baptist Rehab Hospital for therapy. 
“Baptist Rehab- Germantown pediatric therapists helped create a playground that 
addressed the physical, social and emotional needs of children in therapy at the 
hospital.” [Baptist Leader, July 15, 2011. Vol 75, Number 14]. “The hospital had 
identified nature experiences as beneficial in treatment of conditions that include ADHD, 
learning disabilities, and orthopedic challenges. [Memphis Parent Magazine, May 2011]. 

 
2. Project Funding  

• City of Germantown provided $80,000 in direct funding and in-kind service 
valued at $38,000. 

• Baptist Memorial Hospital Foundation provided $150,000 and expertise in design 
to help disabled children enjoy the playground. 

• PlayCore provided 1,400 hours of technical assistance and on-site installation, 
and playground equipment worth $150,000. 

• Other single sources from community  provided $56,300 



• Principal, faculty and parents provided input from their perspective. Especially 
how playground could be educational classroom and laboratory. 

• School supporters gave $5,000 of funding and labor on build day. 
• Volunteers were involved in every aspect of design sessions, project committee 

efforts, and 200 hands-on workers on Build Day. Community volunteers 
contributed more than 2,000 hours to playground from start in Feb 2010 to 
completion in August 2010. 

• Phase 2 in April 2011 
• Germantown Civitan Club provided $15,000 
• Germantown Festival Committee provided$10,000 
• Construction expertise of Riverdale parent 
 

[Source: Mayor’s application for the US Mayors award] 
 
3. Collaborative Efforts in Park Design 
The park was designed by the collaboration of professional designers at PlayCore and 
the community. Teachers, parents, PTA representatives, and students of Riverdale 
School were invited to design workshops. PlayCore designer Tom Norquist said, “such 
design work sessions allow participants to say what they don't want to see in a 
playground. [Garlington, 2010] “PlayCore is using the park as one of its Nature Grounds 
best practices for combining manufactured play equipment with the landscape. It is the 
company's first public/private partnership in Tennessee. Other pilot parks are in North 
Carolina.” [Garlington, 2010] 

 
4. Future Projects 
The city plans to expand the facilities at the Riverdale Park, as funding allows. There 
are thoughts of building a storm water education area, bird watching & habitat area, and 
more native plant study and gardening areas. The city and community also got together 
to build an inclusive playground at the Dogwood Elementary School playground in 
Germantown. “The Delta Dogwood Park is a ‘Pathways for Play’ National demonstration 
site. This 6 acre park helps families and children get physically active and connected to 
nature.” [American Trails Magazine, Winter 2011]. 
 
The playground structure that was removed from the Riverdale Park was donated to the 
Millington community in TN, which had suffered losses due to the floods in May 2010. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Access to accessible playgrounds will help in the emotional and physical development 
of disabled children.  Such community playgrounds also help able bodied children learn 
to respect and include their disabled friends in fun play activities.  
 



After the success of the Riverdale project, Germantown city officials and community 
have been working on other similar projects. The city and the community recognize the 
value of playgrounds in the development of disabled children.  They also see the value 
of playgrounds which allow disabled children to mingle with able bodied children in 
integrating the community. “The project is a source of pride and an excellent example of 
the commitment of Germantown residents to their community,” 
[Baptist Leader, July 15, 2011. Vol 75, Number 14].
private parties, and the community seems to be a sustainable model, which can help 
bring more of such facilities to the community. This is also a model that other 
communities around the world can and should study and emulate. 
 
Communities in both the developed and developing countries face several challenges in 
providing such facilities, due to limited funds being diverted to more pressing community 
needs. This project is a great 
need to depend solely on government funding for community projects. In less developed 
countries, local funds need to be spent on basic amenities, like clean water, health, 
education. In such communities, playgrounds become a lower priority in the lineup for 
funding. This playground demonstrates that with little funding from local governments, 
and collaboration between the community and the government, playgrounds can be 
funded and made successful. 
 
Inclusive playgrounds will make the community a more desirable place to live in, and 
will promote fun and learning for the children of the community. I hope this study will 
help generate new ideas on how we can easily provide playgrounds to disabled childr
around the world. 
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Accessible

Rock n Roll Swing is accessible by wheelchair
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Accessible Ramp 
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Accessible Ramp- another view 
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Rock n Roll Swing is accessible by wheelchair 
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Tree house is accessible to children with disabilities 

 
Figure 6 

 
Map of Germantown Parks: Germantown has two dozen parks, sports complexes and 
other green spaces, covering more than 700 acres of recreational land. 
http://www.germantown-tn.gov/index.aspx?page=234 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Figure 7 

 
List of Germantown Parks 
http://www.germantown-tn.gov/Modules/ShowDocument.aspx?documentid=2913 

 
                    Figure 8 
 
  Table 32. Disability Status of Noninstitutionalized Children Ages 5 to 15 in the 
2000 Census 

 

  Number 
Percent of 
Children  

Ages 5 to 15 

Noninstitutionalized children ages 5 to 15  157,918 100.0 

  Children with no disability 
 

148,764 94.2 

  Children with one disability 
 

7,164 4.5 

    Sensory disability 709 0.4 

    Physical disability  688 0.4 

    Mental disability 5,383 3.4 

    Self-care disability 384 0.2 

  Children with two or more disabilities 
 

1,990 1.3 

    Includes a self-care disability 1,261 0.8 

    Does not include a self-care disability 729 0.5 
 

Disability: The Census Bureau defines disability as a long-lasting physical, mental, or emotional 
condition. Disability is determined for non-institutionalized persons age 5 and over. 

 

 

Source: Population Reference Bureau, analysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau, 
2000 Census Summary File 3 (Table PCT26) 
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