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ADAAG chapter 4 addresses accessible routes that connect the play area to the school, parking lot, 
or facility that it serves. Operators or owners of play areas are subject to all the other requirements 
of the ADA, including the obligation to provide individuals with disabilities an equal opportunity 
to enjoy the play area provided by that facility.

This section describes the various features of accessible routes within a play area, including loca-
tion, clear width, slope, and accessible surfaces. 

Accessible Routes
An accessible route is a pathway specifically designed to provide access for individuals with 
disabilities, including those using wheelchairs or mobility devices.

Accessible routes inside the boundaries of play areas are addressed in the play area guide-
lines. Technical provisions address the width, slope, and surface of both ground-level and 
elevated accessible routes.

There are two types of accessible routes:
• Ground-level
• Elevated

This ground-level route connects 
ground components and the transfer 
system which connects elevated com-
ponents.

This elevated route connects 
 elevated play components 
 on a composite structure.

The accessible route 
must connect all 
entry and exit points 
of accessible play 
components.

Clear floor space 
required at play compo-
nents and maneuvering 
space can overlap the 
accessible route.

Incorporating addi-
tional circulation space 
around high-use  play 
components creates 
extra room for move-
ment and accessibility 
for everyone using the 
play area.
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Ground-Level Accessible Routes
A ground-level accessible route connects play components at ground level.

• 60 inches (1525 mm) minimum clear width
• 1:16 maximum slope

The route may narrow down to 36 inches (915 mm) for a distance 
of 60 inches (1525 mm). This permits flexibility to work around site 
design features like existing equipment or trees.

The required 60-inch width enables 
two wheelchairs to pass each other  

or to change direction.

Smaller play areas - those that are less than 1,000 square feet (304.8 square meters) - may have 
ground-level accessible routes that are 44 inches (1120 mm) clear width. A wheelchair turning 
space must be provided where the route exceeds 30 feet (9.14 mm) in length.

At ground level, objects may not protrude into the 60-inch wide space of an accessible route up 
to or below the height of 80 inches (2030 mm), measured above the accessible route surface. The 
80-inch clearance applies only to the 60-inch accessible route, and is not required for the entire 
play area.

The play area provides a fun accessible roadway 
theme.  The protective shelters for the benches 
have been set outside the boundary of the route 
providing the 80 inches of clearance required on 
the route.

The 80-inch vertical 
clearance applies to 
ground-level routes 
only, and not elevated 
routes. This allows 
features like protective 
roofs and sun shelters 
to be present.
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Ground-Level Accessible Routes

Maximum Slope at Ground Level
The maximum allowable slope for a ground-level accessible route is 1:16.

Berms are sometimes used to provide access to elevated play areas. A berm may be a natural 
sloped surface that is present in a hilly play area site, or a ground-level route built with slopes.

Designers are encouraged to consider edge protection and handrails on berms where there may be 
a drop-off. Remember the maximum slope of this “ground-level accessible route” is 1:16.

However, handrails are not required on ground-level accessible routes. This is permitted since the 
handrails may become a safety hazard in the “use zone.”

This play area provides a  
bermed accessible route.

To accommodate a height change along the perimeter of a play area - like these rubber safety 
tiles placed on an asphalt surface - an allowable 1:12 slope is utilized for the transition at the 
boundary of the play area.
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Accessible Ground Surfaces
Ground surfaces along accessible routes, clear floor or ground spaces, and maneuvering 
spaces, must comply with the American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) F 1951-
99 Standard Specification for Determination of Accessibility to Surface Systems Under and 
Around Playground Equipment.

This standard assesses the accessibility of a surface by measuring the work an individual must 
exert to propel a wheelchair across the surface. The standard includes tests of effort for both 
straight-ahead and turning movements, using a force wheel on a rehabilitation wheelchair as the 
measuring device. To meet the standard, the force required must be less than that which is required 
to propel the wheelchair up a ramp with a slope of 1:14. 

When selecting ground surfaces, operators should request information about compliance with the 
ASTM F 1292-04 standard.

Accessible surfaces can include impact-attenuating tiles made of recycled rubber and engi-
neered wood fiber that meet the ASTM requirements for accessibility and safety. The design 
can be created so safety is not compromised for individuals using the play area where both 
standards are applied. 

Accessible Surfaces Located In The Use Zone
If located within the use zone, accessible ground surfaces must also be impact attenuating and 
meet ASTM F 1292-04 Standard Specification for Impact Attenuation of Surface Systems Under 
and Around Playground Equipment.

The “use zone” is 
a ground level area 
beneath and immedi-
ately adjacent to a play 
structure or piece of 
equipment that is des-
ignated for unrestricted 
circulation around 
the equipment. It is 
predicted that a user 
would fall and land or 
exit the equipment on 
the surface of the use 
zone.

The American Society 
for Testing and Materials 
(ASTM) has established 
safety standards for 
play areas, including 
resilient surfaces. For 
further information or 
to purchase these stan-
dards, contact ASTM, 
100 Barr Harbor Drive, 
West Conshohocken, 
PA 19428-2959, 
www.astm.org.
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At the time of this publi-
cation, rubber surfacing 
and some engineered 
wood fiber products 
meet the ASTM F 1951-
99 standard . The fact 
that a specific product 
meets the ASTM 1951-
99 standard does not 
necessarily mean 
that all other similar 
products will meet the 
standard. 

Operators interested in 
selecting surfaces to 
comply with the play 
area guidelines, should 
consult individual prod-
uct manufacturers to 
determine compliance 
with ASTM F 1951-99.

Accessible and non-accessible surfaces can be combined to provide variety and excitement 
in the play area.

Rubber surfacing tiles facilitate  
access in this play area.

Ground surfaces must be inspected and maintained 
regularly and frequently to ensure continued compli-
ance with the ASTM F 1292-04 standard. The frequency 
of maintenance and inspection of resilient surfacing 
depends on the amount of use and the type of surfacing 
installed.

Accessible surfacing can be designed 
to complement the theme of the play 
area, while providing full access and 
visually integrating the surface into 
the overall design. Individuals of all 
abilities will enjoy the added benefits 
of an imaginative design.

Engineered wood fiber surfaces will require frequent main-
tenance to comply with the ASTM F 1292-04 standard 
because of surface displacement due to user activity or 
other factors.

Designers and operators are likely to choose materials that 
best serve the needs of each play area. The type of material 
selected will affect the frequency and cost of maintenance.

35 36

37

38

39

what are the requirements for accessible routes?



U.S. Access Board 
A Summary of Accessibility 
Guidelines for Play Areas

Page 24

Elevated Accessible Routes
An elevated accessible route is the path used for connecting elevated play components.

Elevated accessible routes must connect the entry and exit points of at least 50 percent of the 
elevated play components provided in the play area.

Two common methods for providing access to elevated play components are ramps and transfer 
systems. Ramps are the preferred method since not all children who use wheelchairs or other 
mobility devices may be able to use - or may choose not to use - transfer systems.

This photo illus-
trates an elevated 
accessible route:

• 36-inch (915 
mm) clear width
• �32-inch (815 mm) narrowed width permitted for 24-inch (610 mm) length to accommodate  

features in the composite structure
• 12-inch (305 mm) rise maximum per ramp run
• �Top of handrail gripping surfaces shall be 

20 inches (510 mm) minimum to 28 inches  
(710 mm) maximum above the ramp surface

The 80-inch vertical clearance height does not 
apply to elevated accessible routes. This allows 

for the use of features such as roofs 
and sun shelters.

“Ramps” serve as a 
continuation of the 
accessible route from 
the ground allowing 
individuals who use 
mobility devices to 
access elevated com-
ponents. The guide-
lines require that play 
areas containing 20 
or more elevated play 
components provide 
ramp access to at least 
25 percent of those 
elevated components.
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When Ramps Are Required
Ramps are required on composite structures with 20 or more elevated play components and 
must connect to at least 25% of the elevated play components. 

Ramps allow individuals who use wheelchairs and mobility devices to access elevated play 
components in composite play structures without transferring. 

This play area has more than 20 play components and provides ramp access to elevated play components. 
The ramp system, consisting of ramp runs and landings, must connect at least 25 percent of the elevated play 
components. The balance of the elevated play components required to be on an accessible route may be con-
nected by the ramp system, or by a transfer system.

Rise of a ramp is the amount of vertical distance the inclined or slanted surface ascends or 
descends. A ramp run is a length of a continuous sloped surface that is ascending or descending. 
For example, to reach a 12-inch high deck or platform, a designer could use a 12-foot ramp with 
the maximum 1:12 slope, or a 14-foot ramp with a less steeper 1:14 slope.

Platform lifts, also 
known as “wheelchair 
lifts,” may be con-
sidered for providing 
access to elevated 
play components when 
appropriate.  

Where applicable, plat-
form lifts complying with 
ADA/ABA Accessibility 
Guidelines chapter 4 
and applicable state 
and local codes are 
permitted as a part of 
an accessible route. 
Because lifts must be 
independently oper-
able, owners and oper-
ators should carefully 
consider the appropri-
ateness of their use in 
unsupervised settings.
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Ramps
For each elevated ramp run: 

• 12-inch (305 mm) maximum rise
• 1:12 maximum slope
• 36-inch (915 mm) minimum clear width

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

• Must be as wide as the ramp they connect to
• �A minimum length of 60-inches (1525 mm)
• �If ramps change direction, the 

minimum landing size must be 
60 inches (1525 mm) wide to 
accommodate a turn

Maneuvering Space 
Where Ramps are Provided
At least one maneuvering space must be 
provided on the same level as the play 
component. The space must have a slope 
no steeper than 1:48 in all directions (see 
page 34 for further details).

ADA/ABA Accessibility Guidelines 
addresses additional requirements 
for ramps and landings including edge 
protection, cross slope, surfaces, and 
outdoor conditions. 

“Ramps” are sloped 
surfaces that provide 
individuals who use 
mobility devices with 
access to elevated com-
ponents.
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Handrails
Handrails are required on both sides of ramps connecting elevated play components.  Handrails 
must comply with the following:

• Clearance between handrail gripping surfaces and adjacent surfaces and shall not be 1 1/2 
  inches (38mm) minimum.
• Handrail gripping surfaces shall be continuous along their length and shall not be obstructed 
  along their tops or sides. The bottoms of handrail gripping surfaces shall not be obstructed 
  for more than 20 percent of their length. Where provided, horizontal projections shall occur 
  1 1/2 inches (38mm) minimum below the bottom of the handrail gripping surface.

In this case, additional handrails have been provided.

Handrails are required to comply with ADA/ABA 505.  However, extensions on handrails in the 
play area are not required. This is to prevent children running into protruding rails in the play 
area.
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When Transfer Systems Are Used
A transfer system provides access to elevated play components within a composite system by 
connecting different levels with transfer platforms and steps.

A transfer system provides access to elevated play components without the use of a wheelchair 
or mobility device. At least 50% of the elevated play components can be connected by a trans-
fer system in play areas with less than 20 elevated components. In play areas with 20 or more 
elevated play components, transfer systems may be used to connect up to 25% of the elevated play 
components and the rest of the elevated play components required to be on an accessible route 
must be connected by a ramp.

A transfer system typically consists of a transfer platform, transfer steps, and transfer supports.

Where a transfer system is provided, a combination of transfer platforms and transfer steps 
provide a continuous accessible route to elevated play components. A transfer system provides 
individuals the space necessary to physically transfer up or down in a composite play structure. 
Where provided, a 24-inch (610 mm) minimum width is necessary for individuals moving around 

a structure.

Playful features can be part of the transfer  
system, providing interactive experiences from 
both an elevated or ground level approach. 

Consider the distance someone must travel to 
reach play components accessed by transfer 
systems. On page 31, the illustration shows a 
transfer system placed directly next to the slide. 
Access to this type of elevated play component 
has been carefully designed to minimize the 
distance someone must transfer to reach it.

A “transfer system” is 
an alternative to a ramp 
system in play areas 
where there are less 
than 20 total elevated 
play components.

The transfer system 
must connect to the 
ground-level acces-
sible route and provide 
access to at least 50 
percent of the elevated 
play components.
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Transfer steps in a play 
area are not required 
to satisfy the general 
ADAAG stair require-
ments.

Maneuvering space 
and clear space is not 
required on elevated 
structures or at ele-
vated play components 
reached by a transfer 
system.

Transfer Platforms
A transfer platform is a platform or landing 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.

•	 11 inches (280 mm) to 18 inches 
(455 mm) height of top surface

•	 Minimum 24 inches (610 mm) 
    wide
•	 Minimum 14 inches (355 mm) deep 
•	 Unobstructed side

Adding a transfer step that leads to the 
ground's surface increases access for chil-
dren exiting components at the ground 
level.

Clear floor or ground space - used for parking wheelchair or mobility devices (commonly called 
“wheelchair parking”) - is required at the transfer platform. 

The 48-inch long side (1200 mm) of the “wheelchair parking” space must be parallel to the 24-
inch (610 mm) side of the transfer platform.

48

what are the requirements for accessible routes?

49



U.S. Access Board 
A Summary of Accessibility 
Guidelines for Play Areas

Page 30

Transfer Steps
• Minimum 24 inches (610 mm) wide
• Minimum 14 inches (355 mm) deep
• 8 inches (205 mm) maximum height

Play areas intended for smaller children 
should provide steps at smaller height  
increments. This will accommodate smaller 
sized children who must lift or “bump” up 
each step.

Transfer steps are level 
surfaces in a compos-
ite structure that can 
be used for transfer-
ring from different 
levels to access play 
components.
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Transfer Supports
Transfer supports must be provided on transfer platforms and transfer steps at each level where 
transferring is the intended method of access.

Materials in a variety of different shapes and sizes are used 
to manufacture transfer supports including metal, plastic, and 
rope.

Aesthetically pleasing cut-out shapes and other design enhancements can provide hand sup-
ports for transferring.

Consideration must be given to the distance between the transfer system and the elevated play com-
ponents it is intended to facilitate. Designers should minimize the distance between the point where 
a child transfers from a wheelchair or mobility device and the elevated play destination.

This transfer system 
 provides access to 

 exciting elevated play experi-
ences like sliding while minimiz-

ing the 
 distance individuals 

 must traverse.

A means of support 
is required when 
transferring into the 
entry or seat of a 
play component.

Transfer supports 
assist individuals 
with transferring and 
general mobility. They 
include handrails, 
handgrips, or custom 
designed handholds.
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Connected Elevated Components
When transfer systems are used, an elevated play component may connect to other elevated 
play components, providing an innovative, accessible route.

A crawl tube is an elevated play compo-
nent in this composite structure. Going 
through the tunnel provides access to 
additional activities on the other side.

Consideration should be given to how a play component is utilized when it is selected to connect 
to other elevated play events. When a transfer system is provided, children move through a play 
component like this crawling tube, using their own strength without a mobility device.

Providing variety and excitement 
through elevated play spaces benefits 
all children. Tunnels and tubes make 
“getting there” an activity in itself.

Elevated play com-
ponents that are con-
nected to other play 
components count 
toward fulfilling the 
requirement for the 
number of elevated 
components on an 
accessible route where 
transfer systems are 
used.
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what other ACCESSIBILITY requirements apply to play components?

Elevated play com-
ponents accessed by 
transfer systems do not 
require maneuvering or 
clear floor spaces, 
since mobility devices 
are left at ground level.

Clear floor or ground 
space is also some-
times called “wheel-
chair parking space.”

The minimum clear 
floor or ground space 
on a composite struc-
ture may be positioned 
for a forward or paral-
lel approach. It may 
overlap accessible 
routes and maneuver-
ing spaces.

The play area guidelines address accessible routes connecting play components along with cer-
tain spaces that are crucial to making a play area usable for children with disabilities. The other 
requirements for play components are provided to promote general usability, with application to 
a variety of play components. Additional features will assist in making play components more 
accessible to more children. Designers are encouraged to consider components with back support, 
increased space for maneuvering adjacent to the play component, and other features that promote 
independent use.

Clear Floor or Ground Space
Clear floor space - also known as ground space - provides unobstructed room to accommo-
date a single stationary wheelchair and its occupant at a play component on an accessible 
route.

• 30-inch (760 mm) by 48-inch (1220 mm) minimum area
• May overlap accessible routes and maneuvering spaces
• Slope not steeper than 1:48 in all directions

The clear floor 
space is permitted 
to overlap onto the 
landing area to  
provide access to 
this elevated window 
activity. 

Play components come in a variety of shapes and 
sizes facilitating a broad range of experiences. A spe-
cific location for clear floor or ground space has not 
been designated. Each play component is unique and 
the spaces must be placed in the best location for the 
situation.  

This interactive play component 
 has a clear ground space that 

 allows front or side reach interaction.
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Maneuvering Space
Maneuvering space is defined as the space required for a wheelchair to make a 180-degree 
turn. At least one maneuvering space must be provided on the same level as elevated play 
components. 

When providing access to ground level and elevated play components by ramps, space allowances 
to accommodate wheelchairs and mobility devices are required.

• �A 60-inch (1525 mm) turning circle permits indi-
viduals with mobility devices to turn around

• �A 60-inch (1525 mm) T-Shaped turn allows an indi-
vidual to change directions by making a series of 
multi-point turns

• Slope not steeper than 1:48 in all directions

Maneuvering space is required for swings and must be located adjacent to the swing. This 
illustration shows options for either a 60-inch turning circle or a T-shaped turn. While this 
illustration shows the maneuvering space to the side of the swing, the space may be located 
behind or in front of the swing as long as it is immediately adjacent to the swing.

Objects are not permitted to protrude into ground level maneuvering spaces at or below 80 inches 
(2030 mm) above the ground or floor surface.

what other ACCESSIBILITY requirements apply to play components?
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Entry Points and Seats
Entry points and seats are features of play components where individuals would transfer, sit, 
or gain access. When play components are located on an accessible route, the height required 
to transfer directly to the entry point or seat of a play component has a minimum of 11 inches 
(280 mm) and a maximum of 24 inches (610 mm). A mid-level height of 18 inches (455 mm) 
is recommended.

Examples of entry points and seats include swing seats, spring rocker seats, and crawl-tube 
openings.

Consider design features like open sides, 
back supports, and hand supports to help 
facilitate easy transfer and access.

The height of the entry 
point of a slide is not 
specified.
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Play Tables
Play tables are surfaces, boards, slabs, or counters that are created for play. This includes 
tables designed for sand and water play, gathering areas, and other activities. Where play 
tables are located on an accessible route, the wheelchair knee clearance minimums are:

• 24 inches (610 mm) high minimum
• 30 inches (760 mm) wide minimum
• 17 inches (430 mm) deep minimum

Play tables designed primarily for  
children under 5-years-old,  
may provide a parallel approach 
instead of knee clearance if the rim is 
a maximum of 31 inches  
(785 mm) high.

The edge of this elevated sand table has 
 been designed to provide access by 

 providing a generous opening. The tops 
 of rims, curbs, or other obstructions that 

would prevent access to a table surface 
should be 31 inches (785 mm) 

maximum in height.  

Play tables may be 
located at a ground or 
elevated level in a com-
posite play structure. 
Consider the route, 
clear floor space and 
maneuvering spaces 
for tables intended 
to be accessible to 
individuals who use 
wheelchairs.
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Reach Ranges (Advisory)
The play area guidelines include advisory information on recommended reach ranges.

Reach ranges are the recommended designated regions of space that a person seated in a 
wheelchair can reasonably extend their arm or hand to touch, manipulate, move, or interact 
with an object or play component.

Reach ranges should be considered when providing play components with manipulative or interac-
tive features for children who use wheelchairs. Recommended forward or side reach ranges are:

• 20 to 36 inches for 3 to 4 year-olds
• 18 to 40 inches for 5 to 8 year-olds
• 16 to 44 inches for 9 to 12 year-olds

Side Reach				     Forward Reach

The reach ranges appropriate for use by children who use wheelchairs to access play com-
ponents are intended for ground-level components, and elevated components accessed by 
ramps. Reach ranges are not appropriate for play components reached by transfer systems.

Appropriate reach range heights will 
vary depending on how the play  
component is accessed. This  
interactive panel is mounted at a 
height appropriate for a child who 
uses a wheelchair.

The reach ranges in 
this guide are recom-
mendations that should 
be considered when 
designing play compo-
nents with manipula-
tive features intended 
for use by individuals 
who use wheelchairs.
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