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Playgrounds Design and Inspection:  
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) Standards 

Background 
Playgrounds are special opportunities for children to play, socialize, and learn. However, 
barriers within playgrounds can prevent or limit these opportunities for children with 
disabilities, as well as adult care givers with disabilities.  

Playground barriers include: 

• Access paths that are too narrow, too steep, or have uneven surfaces, gaps, or 
obstructions. 

• Surfaces within the play area that do not allow movement using crutches, walkers, or 
wheelchairs.  

• Lack of access to play equipment for those using a mobility device.   

ADA Standards 
Accessible playgrounds are usable for children and adult caregivers with disabilities. 
Compliance with ADA playground standards prevents barriers. ADA accessibility encourages 
inclusivity so everyone can participate in play areas. 

The US Department of Justice (DOJ) requires all playgrounds built on or after March 15, 2012, 
to meet ADA Standards for Accessible Design (2010). These ADA standards apply to state and 
local government facilities and public accommodations, including public and private schools.  

Playgrounds built before March 15, 2012, are required to comply to ADA standards if play 
components are altered. 

Enforcement of ADA standards 
ADA standards are enforced through complaint investigations filed with federal agencies, as 
well as litigation brought by private individuals or the federal government. Chapter 1 of the US 
Access Board’s Guide to the ADA Applicability Standards further details how ADA standards 
are enforced.  

Many states also have accessibility laws, implemented requirements based on ADA 
standards, or have adopted access provisions in building codes. Contact the Washington 
State Human Rights Commission for Washington State accessibility law. 

 

 

https://www.ada.gov/law-and-regs/design-standards/2010-stds/
https://www.access-board.gov/ada/guides/chapter-1-using-the-ada-standards/#how-the-ada-standards-are-enforced
https://www.hum.wa.gov/
https://www.hum.wa.gov/
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Responsibility for ADA compliance 
Schools are responsible for ensuring new construction and alterations of existing school 
playgrounds meet ADA requirements. 

According to the Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) Playground Safety Handbook, 
playground designers, installers, and operators must be aware of ADA standards and know 
how to meet those standards. A local health inspector may be able to verify compliance of 
playground equipment and surfaces in person.  

This guidance helps those responsible for reviewing playground designs and conducting 
inspections to understand ADA standards. A professional consultant may also evaluate a 
playground’s ADA compliance. 

Key definitions 
Accessible – a site, building, facility, or any portion that complies 
with the play area standards. 

Accessible route – a continuous unobstructed path connecting all 
accessible elements and spaces of a building or facility. 

Outside the boundary of the play area, accessible routes may also 
include parking access aisles, ramps at curbs, crosswalks, 
walkways, ramps and lifts. Accessible pathways are typically a 
minimum of 60 inches wide. 

Within the play area, accessible routes may include platforms, 
ramps, elevators, or lifts. 

Clear floor space – also known as ground space, provides unobstructed room for a single 
wheelchair and its occupant at a play component on an accessible route. Accessible routes 
and wheelchair maneuvering spaces may overlap. 

Elevated play component – a play component that is higher or lower than ground-level. The 
play component is part of a composite play structure if it has two or more play components 
attached or is functionally linked. 

Elevated accessible route – the path used for connecting elevated play components. 

Elevated accessible routes must connect entry and exit points of at least 50% of the elevated 
play components provided in the play area. This is typically done with the use of ramps or 
transfer systems. 

Composite play structures with 20 or more elevated play components must have ramps and 
connect to at least 25% of the elevated play components. Another 25% of elevated play 
components may be connected by ramp or transfer system.  

At least 50% of the elevated play components may use a transfer system in play areas with 
less than 20 elevated play components. 

https://www.cpsc.gov/Playground-Handbook
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Ground-level accessible route – connects play 
components at ground level. For example, this 
would include a swing, but also a dome or arch 
climber, since it is accessed at ground level, 
despite allowing a child to climb to elevated 
spaces.  

At least one of each type of ground-level play 
component in the play area must be on an 
accessible route. There are also requirements for 
ground-level components based on the number of elevated components. *See chart below. 

Landings – level surfaces at the top and bottom of each ramp run. 

Play area – the area containing play components designed and constructed for children to 
play. 

Play component or equipment – play equipment designed for specific opportunities for play, 
socialization, and learning. This does not include step or transfer systems used to access 
components. 

Ramp – walking surface that has a running slope of greater than 5%, or 1:20. 

Transfer platform or system – a platform, landing, or steps that an individual who uses a 
wheelchair or mobility device can use to lift or transfer onto the play structure and leave the 
wheelchair or mobility device behind at ground-level. 

Use zone – the surface under and around a piece of equipment onto which a child falling from 
or exiting from the equipment would be expected to land. These areas are also designated for 
unrestricted circulation around the equipment.  

Wheelchair maneuvering space on elevated play components – space needed for a 
wheelchair to turn 180-degrees on the same level as the elevated play component. 

Key playground standards and guidelines 
• CPSC Playground Safety Handbook.  
• ADA Standards for Accessible Design (2010). 
• ASTM F 1487 – Standard Consumer Safety Performance Specification for Playground 

Equipment for Public Use. 
• ASTM F 1292 – Standard Specification for Impact Attenuation of Surfacing Materials 

Within the Use Zone of Playground Equipment. 

• ASTM F 1951 – Standard Specification for Determination of Accessibility of Surface 
Systems Under and Around Playground Equipment. 
 

Note: Use the most current versions of ASTM standards. The ADA Standards allow alternatives 
to specified requirements that provide substantially equivalent or greater accessibility and 
usability as an “equivalent facilitation.” 

 

https://www.cpsc.gov/Playground-Handbook
https://www.ada.gov/law-and-regs/design-standards/2010-stds/
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Complying with ADA Standards 
Review play area design plans 
Designs should allow children to move freely through the play area. Playground designs where 
use zones easily connect to an accessible route are encouraged. When reviewing play area 
designs plans for ADA compliance, reference the following recommendations.  

1. Identify accessible entry and exit routes for each elevated and ground-level play 
component. 

2. Ensure ground-level accessible routes have a minimum width of 60 inches. 
Exceptions include: 

o Play areas less than 1,000 square feet may have an accessible route that is a 
minimum of 44 inches wide. If the route is at least 30 feet long, it must include at 
least one turning space. 

o The accessible route may narrow to 36 inches wide for a maximum distance of 
60 inches, which will help to work around existing objects such as trees or play 
equipment.  

3. Verify all surfacing is accessible. Ensure playgrounds provide: 
o An accessible route to enter and exit the play area. 

o At least one connection to each accessible play component. 

o Ground surfaces along accessible routes that comply with ASTM F1951. 

o An accessible surface located in the use zone that complies with ASTM F1292. 

Playground inspections for ADA 
Compliant designs, installations, and proper maintenance are essential to meet ADA 
standards. Routine inspections by qualified experts also play an essential role in helping to 
ensure playgrounds are safe and accessible for all.  

Playground inspections focus on compliance with ASTM standards, the CPSC Public 
Playground Safety Handbook, and the ADA Standards for Accessible Design (2010). Inspectors 
should assess accessible routes and accessible playground components, as well as 
evaluate protective surfacing. 

Inspection points 
• Use a two-foot digital level to measure the 

slope of surfaces. 
• Identify at least one accessible route to the 

play area. Within the play area, there should be 
access to ground-level and elevated play components. 

 

https://www.cpsc.gov/Playground-Handbook
https://www.cpsc.gov/Playground-Handbook
https://www.ada.gov/law-and-regs/design-standards/2010-stds/
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Surface testing   
Contact a qualified technician to field test surfacing material at the time of installation and for 
ongoing maintenance.  

Play area surfaces should comply with the following standards: 

• A Triax surface impact testing instrument can be 
used to field test the playground surface for 
impact attenuation. A trained technician can 
verify that surface impact attenuation criteria are 
met following installation and monitor the effects 
of weathering and long-term use.  

• ASTM F1292-21 Standard Specification for Impact 
Attenuation of Surface Systems Under and Around Playground Equipment. 

• ASTM F1951-21 Standard Specification for Determination of Accessibility of Surface 
Systems Under and Around Playground Equipment.  

• A Rotational Penetrometer (RP) can be used to field test the playground surface for 
firmness and stability. A trained technician can verify the surface material meets 
firmness and stability criteria following installation and monitor the effects of 
weathering and long-term use. 
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Playground Inspection Checklist for ADA 
Compliance: 

 

Yes No Accessible route to the play area (from outside of the play area): 

  

Access route is at least 36 inches wide 
 

If it is less than a 60-inch width over 200 feet, the route must have a space for passing at 
least 60 inches x 60 inches. 

  Surface of the route has no immediate changes in level greater than ½ inch. 

  
Any openings or gaps in the surface must be perpendicular to the line of travel and no 
greater that a ½ inch in diameter. 

  Cross directional slope of route is a maximum of 2.1%, or 1:48. 

  Slope along the direction of travel is a maximum of 5%, or 1:20*. 

  
*If this degree of slope is exceeded, see ADA DOJ  2010 Design Standard – Accessible 
Routes DOJ ADA 2010 Chapter 4 Accessible Routes. 

Yes No A ground-level accessible route connects play 
components at ground-level within the play area. 
 
Check the ground-level accessible route for the 
following: 

  Maximum slope along the direction of travel is 6.25%, or 1:16. 

  
Route is at least 60 inches wide. This may be reduced to 36 inches wide for a distance of 
60 inches. 

  
Cross directional slope is not more than 2.1%, or 1:48. This is the slope perpendicular to 
the main line of travel. 

  
Objects do not protrude into the 60-inch-wide access route. 
The access route has a vertical clearance of at least 80 inches. This applies only to a 60-
inch accessible route and not the entire play area. 

  

No immediate rise or drop in the surface greater than ½ inch on any access route: 
• For carpet-type materials, the maximum pile height is ½ inch. 
• Changes in surface level greater than ½ inch must be ramped. 

Changes in surface level of accessible route between ¼ inch to ½ inch must be beveled 
with a slope not steeper than 50%, or 1:2. 

  
Any openings or gaps in the surface must be perpendicular to line of travel and no greater 
that a ½ inch in diameter. 

  
If there are elevated play components, there must be accessible routes to at least the 
number of ground-level components using the chart below. 

https://www.access-board.gov/ada/chapter/ch04/
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Ground-level requirement based on number of elevated play 
components 

 

 
 

Number of 
elevated play 
components 

Minimum number of ground-level 
components required to have an 

accessible route 

Minimum number of different types 
of ground-level components 

required to have an accessible route 

1 — — 

2-4 1 1 

5-7 2 2 

8-10 3 3 

11-13 4 3 

14-16 5 3 

17-19 6 3 

20-22 7 4 

23-25 8 4 

Over 26 8, +1 additional component for each 3 
additional elevated components over 25 

5 

Yes No Elevated play components 

  
There must be an accessible route to a minimum of 50% of elevated playground 
components. 

  

Transfer steps to elevated play components must be: 
• Minimum 24 inches wide. 
• Minimum 14 inches deep. 
• Maximum 8 inches high. 

  

Transfer platforms for elevated play components must be: 
• 11 to 18 inches high to the top surface. 
• A minimum 24 inches wide and unobstructed at this side. 
• A minimum 14 inches deep. 

Supports, like posts and handgrips, are required. 

  
Must have a wheelchair maneuvering space of a 60-inch turning circle or a sufficient 60-
inch T-shaped space. This allows a wheelchair to turn 180 degrees to make a change in 
direction. 
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Yes No Clear floor space 

  

Space needed at the ground level of accessible play components: 
• 30-inch by 48-inch minimum area. 
• Slope not steeper than 2.1%, or 1:48 
• Have a cross slope less than 2.1%, or 1:48. 

  
Swings must have a wheelchair maneuvering space of a 60-inch turning circle or a 
sufficient 60-inch T-shaped space. This allows a wheelchair to turn 180 degrees to 
make a change of direction. 

Yes No Ramps connecting elevated play components 
 
 
Ramps are a preferred access method. They 
allow easier use by those with mobility devices 
that may not wish to use transfer stations. 

  Elevated ramp runs must be at least 36 inches wide, with: 
• A maximum running slope of 8.3 %, or 1:12. 
• A maximum length of 144 inches before providing a landing. 

  Elevated ramp runs with a change in direction require at least 60-inches by 60-
inches of level landing space at both the top and the bottom of each run. 

  Landings are required at the top and bottom of each ramp run. 

  Protect a wheelchair from going off the ramp’s side:     
• By providing curbing or barrier at the edge of the ramp at least 2 inches high for 

the entire length of the ramp, if the barrier is more than 1 inch outside the 
ramp’s edge, or 

• If there is no curbing or barrier, extending the ramp deck a minimum of 12 
inches from the ramp’s edge. 

  Ramps have a maximum of a 12-inch vertical rise. 
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Yes No Handrails on ramps connecting elevated play 
components 
 

  Handrails are required on both sides of ramps. Handrail extensions beyond the ramp 
are not required. 

  The top handrail is between 20 to 28 inches above the ramp surface. 

  Handrails have a clearance of 1 ½ inches or greater between the gripping surfaces 
and any adjacent surface. 

  Handrail gripping surfaces are not obstructed along tops or sides. 

  The top handrail is between .95 to 1.55 inches in diameter. 

Yes No Requirements for surfaces 
 

  Surfaces within the play area must have an accessible route and meet the technical 
standards below. 

  Surfaces must be compliant with ASTM 1951 for firmness and stability of surface 
material under and around play equipment. 
 

A technician may perform field testing of the surface material with a rotational 
penetrometer (RP).  The RP testing provides data to indicate conformance with 
firmness and stability. 

  Use zone areas must comply with ASTM 1292 – Standard Specification for Impact 
Attenuation of Surfacing Materials Within the Use Zone of Playground Equipment. 
 

A trained technician may perform a field test of the surface material using a Triax 
instrument to verify it meets ASTM criteria. 

  Surface level height may not change more than ½ inch. For carpet, this is a 
measurement of the maximum pile height. 
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Resources 
• ADA training: 

o APA Access Certification Program 

o ADA Coordinator Training Certification Program | Great Plains ADA Center 

• IPEMA- Installation of Engineered Wood Fiber and ADA 

• DOJ Reaches Agreement with Iowa City Community School District, Iowa to Ensure 
Accessible Playgrounds 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DOH 333-421 June 2026 

To request this document in another format, call 1-800-525-0127. Deaf or hard of hearing 
customers, please call 711 (Washington Relay) or email doh.information@doh.wa.gov.  

https://www.apaaccess.org/apac-program-info/
https://gpadacenter.org/services/ada-coordinator-training-certification-program/
https://ipema.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/EWF_Position_Statement.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/archives/opa/pr/justice-department-reaches-agreement-iowa-city-community-school-district-iowa-ensure
https://www.justice.gov/archives/opa/pr/justice-department-reaches-agreement-iowa-city-community-school-district-iowa-ensure
mailto:doh.information@doh.wa.gov
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