CREATING INCLUSIVE SPACES FOR CHILDREN

WHY INCLUSION MATTERS

Designing a space for children means ensuring every child feels welcome
and accommodated. In practice, this means going beyond colorful
decor or fun toys — it requires a deep commitment to inclusion.

From meeting Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) standards for physical
accessibility to embracing cultural and linguistic diversity, inclusive design touches
every aspect of a child-friendly environment. This is particularly crucial in settings like
pediatric dental offices and children’s hospitals, where an inclusive, ADA-compliant
space can ease anxiety and demonstrate to families that everyone is cared for.

In this article, we explore the importance of ADA compliance in children’s spaces
and how thoughtful inclusive design — addressing mobility, ability, culture, language,
and more — creates better experiences for young visitors and their caregivers.
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ADA COMPLIANCE: THE FOUNDATION OF ACCESSIBILITY
ADA Compliance in Pediatric Spaces

ADA compliance is the cornerstone of designing any public space in the United States,
and pediatric environments are no exception. The ADA is a law that sets minimum
requirements so individuals with disabilities can access buildings and services.

For children’s spaces, ADA guidelines ensure that physical barriers don't exclude any child
or parent. This includes basics like wide pathways, spacious layouts, and accessible facilities.

Practical Standards

Pathways: At least 36 inches wide'
Doorways: 32-inch clear opening, so wheelchairs or strollers can pass through easily 1

. Turning spaces: About 60 inches in diameter in play or waiting areas, allowing a
wheelchair to turn smoothly 2

These dimensional standards allow children and caregivers with mobility devices to navigate
independently and safely.
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ADA COMPLIANCE: THE FOUNDATION OF ACCESSIBILITY
Some other key ADA features in children’s environments include:

Ramp and Entrance Access:

Every area should be reachable without using stairs.

Ramps (or elevators, in multi-floor facilities) provide an equal front-door entry for
wheelchair users, eliminating any “back door” segregation.

An inclusive design places ramps alongside stairs so that using a wheelchair doesn't feel
any different than walking in 34.

Accessible Seating and Counters:
Desks like reception check-ins or activity counters should have a portion no higher than 36
inches with open knee space underneath, allowing children or parents in wheelchairs to

comfortably engage at eye level 5.

Seating should be varied — benches, chairs with arms, and armless chairs — to support
different needs.

For example, a chair with armrests can help a child or adult who needs support when
standing up.

Restrooms and Care Facilities:

It's vital to provide family or accessible restrooms equipped with grab bars, changing tables,
and sufficient floor space for a wheelchair to maneuver ©.

In pediatric settings, a family restroom is ideal so that a caregiver can assist a child
with privacy.

Features like low sinks, lever-style handles (which are easier than twisting knobs), and even
adult-sized and child-sized fixtures can make the restroom comfortable for all.

ADA Signage:

ADA compliance also covers signage — important for children and adults with visual
impairments. Signs should have tactile lettering and Braille, and be placed at reachable
heights. They also need high-contrast lettering for those with low vision 7.

For example, a restroom sign would include Braille and raised text at about 48 inches off
the floor so both a child and an adult can find it.
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ADA COMPLIANCE: THE FOUNDATION OF ACCESSIBILITY
CON'T

By adhering to ADA standards in these ways, we address the mobility and physical
accessibility aspect of inclusion.

Children who use wheelchairs, walkers, or other mobility aids (as well as parents pushing
strollers or older adults with canes) can enter and use the space with ease.

ADA compliance isn't just a legal mandate - it's a starting point that signals everyone is
welcome.

It's worth noting that there's a huge need for such accessibility: nearly 240 million children
worldwide have some form of disability 8.

In the United States alone, over 14% of school-aged children have a documented disability
under education criteria ®.

These numbers underline why meeting ADA requirements in children’s spaces is so critical
—without them, we risk excluding a significant group of kids from participation.

Compliance truly lays the groundwork for equality.
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DESIGNING FOR ALL ABILITIES (BEYOND THE BASICS)

While ADA compliance ensures physical access, inclusive design goes further — it considers
the full spectrum of human diversity children represent.

Experts define inclusive design as “design that considers the full range of human diversity
with respect to ability, language, culture, gender, age, and other forms of human difference.”

In other words, a space should be usable and welcoming to as many children as possible,
not just those with visible disabilities. This means addressing cognitive, sensory, and
developmental needs as well.

Sensory and Cognitive Inclusion:

Children experience environments differently. Some may be on the autism spectrum or have
sensory processing differences, where loud noises or chaotic visuals can overwhelm them.
Inclusive design takes this into account by providing calm, sensory-friendly areas.

For example, incorporating a quiet “chill-out” nook in a playroom or waiting area gives
children who feel overstimulated a place to retreat and regroup. This could be:

A beanbag in a dim, cozy spot

A “quiet room” adjacent to a busy waiting lobby
These little refuges align with expert recommendations. Designers note that cocoon-like

nook spaces are a priority for children with autism, ADHD, or anxiety, offering respite when
being in a crowd is too much ™.

Acoustic and Lighting Considerations:

Simple steps like sound-absorbing panels, curtains, and soft, adjustable lighting reduce
harsh noise and glare, creating a more comfortable space for sensitive children.

Information Presented in Multiple Ways:

Inclusive design also means communicating accessibly. Some children (or parents) might
have cognitive disabilities, or simply be very young and not yet able to read. Using pictures,
colors, and intuitive cues helps them navigate the space without confusion.

For example, floors or walls could feature color-coded paths or large icons (footprints, animal
symbols, etc.) leading to key areas. A child might follow the “red dinosaur” to get to the exam
room. Another might follow the “blue dolphin” to reach the X-ray area.

This kind of visual wayfinding supports children who can't read yet or who might get anxious
with too many verbal instructions.
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DESIGNING FOR ALL ABILITIES (BEYOND THE BASICS) CON'T

Age Inclusion:

Even among children, abilities and needs vary by age. A toddler, a second-grader, and a
young teenager will have different levels of understanding, interests, and physical size.

A truly inclusive children’s space accounts for these developmental differences. One practi-
cal approach is to create age-appropriate zones within a larger space.

Practical Example: Pediatric Clinic Waiting Room

. Toddler corner with soft flooring, age-appropriate toys, and small chairs.
. School-age zone with books, puzzles, or interactive games.

. Teen area with comfortable seating, tech or study options, and a little more privacy.

Benefits of Age-Appropriate Zones:

Separating zones by age ensures that each group stays safe and engaged with suitable
activities.

It also helps prevent conflicts - rambunctious preschoolers won't be knocking over the qui-
et play of older kids, and vice versa.

The physical design can support this with low partitions, rugs, or furniture groupings to de-
lineate spaces, while still maintaining an open layout so caregivers can supervise multiple
children at once.
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DESIGNING FOR ALL ABILITIES (BEYOND THE BASICS) CON'T

Safety and Neurodiversity:

Inclusive design considers emotional and behavioral needs too. Many children have
conditions that might not require physical accommmodations but do benefit from
thoughtful design.

For example, a child with ADHD might appreciate a space where they're allowed to move
around a bit, and a child with anxiety might prefer a more structured environment.

Providing small accommodations like fidget toys at a waiting table, a rocking chair for
soothing motion, or a clear routine displayed with pictures can help these children feel
more at ease.

Avoiding Stigmatization:

Providing small accommmodations like fidget toys at a waiting table, a rocking chair for
soothing motion, or a clear routine displayed with pictures can help these children feel
more at ease. It's also important to avoid stigmatizing solutions; instead of designating
something obviously as the “special needs” area, the entire environment should feel
integrated and normal for everyone °.

For example, rather than a conspicuous “autism corner,” designers can create mellow little
nooks or sensory play elements as natural parts of the overall space that any child could
enjoy.

This way, no child feels singled out, and all children can benefit from options to either
engage or have quiet time as they need.

Broadening Accessibility:

By broadening our view beyond physical accessibility, we ensure children of differing
abilities — whether intellectual, emotional, or sensory — can equally enjoy and benefit from
the space.

In a healthcare context, this can even have therapeutic value: a well-designed waiting
room that provides distraction and control (through play zones, visual interest, comfortable
seating) has been shown to reduce pediatric anxiety and stress before treatment 4,

When children feel safe and included in the environment, their overall experience (and
cooperation with doctors or dentists) improves.
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CULTURAL AND LANGUAGE INCLUSION

Inclusion isn’'t only about disabilities or age - it also encompasses cultural background and
language.

Children and families come from diverse cultures, and a truly welcoming space will reflect
and respect that diversity. Small design choices can make a big difference in making
people of various backgrounds feel “at home.”

Representation and Cultural Sensitivity:

Look at the artwork, themes, and symbols in the space — do they reflect a variety of cultures
and identities?

Look at the artwork, themes, and symbols in the space — do they reflect a variety of cultures
and identities?

For example, murals or graphics in a pediatric hospital could depict children of different
ethnicities playing together, or showcase animals and stories from various parts of the
world. This gives kids a chance to see themselves in the environment.

It's also an opportunity for other children to learn about different cultures, fostering an
environment of curiosity and acceptance.

Importantly, avoid decor that might be culturally insensitive or overly specific to one group
(unless it's thematically appropriate and balanced with other elements).

If your dental office has a world-map theme, you might include “hello” in multiple
languages on the wall, or fun facts about how kids around the world brush their teeth.

These touches celebrate diversity and send a message that all are welcome.
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CULTURAL AND LANGUAGE INCLUSION CON'T

Multilingual Communication:

Language inclusion is crucial in spaces where families might not all speak the same lan-
guage. In many communities, a pediatric clinic or dental practice will serve multilingual
populations.

Ensuring that key signage and informational materials appear in the predominant lan-
guages of your community is a form of inclusion. Bilingual or multilingual signage helps
parents navigate the facility without confusion —and it helps children too, since young kids
are still learning to read and often rely on symbols.

The best practice is to pair text with easy-to-understand graphics or icons. In fact, experts
recommend designing wayfinding systems that prioritize clarity for all ages and languages.
For example:

Use simple pictograms alongside text.

Place signs at dual heights (one lower for children’s line of sight and one at adult eye

level). .

Color-coded zones and playful icons can reduce reliance on written words entirely. The goal
is a wayfinding system that “works without explanation,” minimizing stress for those with
limited English literacy .

A practical example of inclusive wayfinding might be:

- Numbered or colored floor footprints leading to different clinic rooms.

. Treatment rooms named with child-friendly themes (like “Safari Room” or “Ocean
Room”) paired with illustrative graphics.

Staff can simply say “Today you get to visit the Ocean Room!” which is more engaging for a
child and clearer for a non-English speaker when they see a sign with a fish on it.




©

CULTURAL AND LANGUAGE INCLUSION CON'T

Inclusive Amenities and Practices:
Cultural inclusion can extend to amenities like prayer or reflection spaces.

For example, in a hospital, a quiet prayer room that is non-denominational can serve
families of various faiths. Considering dietary diversity if snacks are provided is also
important — being mindful of cultural dietary restrictions or allergies shows respect and
care.

Even the play materials in a waiting area can be culturally inclusive — having books or toys
that showcase different cultures or are available in multiple languages provides a richer
experience for all kids.

If your practice serves a large bilingual population (say English and Spanish), having
children’s books in both languages or a bilingual kids' movie playing in the waiting room
shows cultural respect.

At its heart, cultural and language inclusion is about communication and respect.

A space that manages to communicate clearly across language barriers, and that visibly
respects different cultures, will put families at ease. Parents will appreciate seeing their
identity acknowledged, and children learn to appreciate differences.

In our increasingly diverse communities, such thoughtful design is not just a bonus —it's a
necessity for any business or institution that serves the pubilic.
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THE BENEFITS OF INCLUSIVE, ADA-COMPLIANT DESIGN

Designing an inclusive, ADA-compliant space for children isn't just the “right thing to do” — it
also yields concrete benefits for the kids, their families, and the organization itself.

Here are some of the key advantages of prioritizing inclusion in children’s environments.
Every Child Participates Fully:
When barriers are removed, children of all abilities can use the space as intended.

A child who uses a wheelchair can play alongside peers because the play area has a smooth
surfacing and ramps; a shy autistic child feels comfortable because there's a calm corner to
recharge in.

Inclusion means no child has to sit out or feel left out. This supports the social development
of all children, teaching empathy and normalizing diversity.

For example, in inclusive playgrounds kids of differing abilities end up playing together,
which is enormously beneficial for everyone’s growth. The environment essentially says, you
belong here, to each child.

Reduced Anxiety and Stress:

An inclusive design often correlates with a calmer, more supportive atmosphere.

Features like natural light, good acoustics, engaging art, or play opportunities are not just
aesthetic choices — they actively help lower stress for children in intimidating settings'.

In pediatric healthcare, studies have found that well-designed waiting areas with thoughtful
layouts and distractions can measurably reduce anxiety before an appointment .

When a clinic or hospital provides toys, games, or simply a welcoming decor, children are less
focused on fear and more open to positive experiences.

For example, a dentist office that has an ADA-compliant play corner (so all kids, even those
with mobility or sensory issues, can use it) will see more smiles and fewer tears as kids await
their turn.

One source notes that engaging play areas, natural lighting, and quiet zones significantly
improve the waiting experience for children and families'. Lower anxiety not only makes the
child’s visit easier, it also helps medical and dental staff do their jobs more effectively.
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THE BENEFITS OF INCLUSIVE, ADA-COMPLIANT DESIGN
CON'T

Better Experiences for Parents and Siblings:
Inclusion isn't only about the child patient — it considers the whole family.

A parent with a disability can navigate the space comfortably if it's ADAcompliant. A sibling
tagging along can stay entertained with inclusive play options.

Family-friendly touches like stroller parking areas, a private nursing room for infants, or
family restrooms make life easier for caregivers.

When parents see that a space is designed to accommodate them as well — e.g., a waiting
room with enough space for strollers and wheelchairs, or clear bilingual instructions on
where to go - it builds trust and satisfaction.

They feel respected and relieved that they don't have to struggle just to manage logistics
during a visit. In healthcare, reducing parent stress is crucial; it allows them to better
support their child and communicate with providers.

Enhanced Reputation and Community Trust:
Organizations that champion inclusion often gain a positive reputation.

If you run a pediatric dental practice or a community hospital and families consistently
have great experiences there — regardless of their background or needs — word gets around.
An accessible, child-friendly facility becomes known as a place that truly cares.

In a business sense, this can be a competitive advantage. Parents talk to other parents;

if your clinic is known for having an amazing play area that every kid can enjoy or always
providing interpreters and multilingual signs for non-English speakers, it will attract more
patients.

One pediatric dentist office might be physically closer, but families might drive a bit farther
to the one where they know their autistic son won't get overwhelmed or their wheelchair-
using daughter can navigate freely.

Inclusion is a form of customer service.
In fact, theming and inclusive design in medical offices has been described as “an

exceptional marketing strategy” - it creates buzz and loyalty because it transforms the
usual boring visit into a memorable, positive adventure 8.
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THE BENEFITS OF INCLUSIVE, ADA-COMPLIANT DESIGN CON'T
Legal Compliance and Risk Management:

Lastly, from an administrative perspective, adhering to ADA and inclusion best practices
protects against potential legal issues.

Non-compliance with ADA can lead to lawsuits, fines, or the need for costly retrofits.
Designing correctly from the start is far more cost-effective in the long run.

Moreover, inclusive design aligns with broader ethical and regulatory trends.
For example, healthcare accreditation bodies often look at patient-centered design
elements. By staying ahead on inclusion, organizations demonstrate leadership and due

diligence.

Crucially, the benefits of inclusive design tend to reinforce each other.

When children are less anxious and more engaged, appointments go quicker and
smoother — which is good for providers’ schedules and staff morale.

When families feel welcome, they're more likely to return and recommend the place to
others. In short, everyone wins.

A themed clinic design firm Imagination Design Studios (IDS) summarizes it well: when
children are happy and entertained in a fun, safe environment, it “makes it easier for your
staff to work with them” and turns a potentially high-stress situation into a more enjoyable
one for all involved ™.
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IDS: A PARTNER IN CREATING INCLUSIVE SPACES

One company at the forefront of inclusive, child-friendly design is Imagination Design
Studios (IDS).

As a specialist in custom themed environments for pediatric businesses, IDS has a strong
emphasis on safety, accessibility, and magical fun. The team at IDS understands that a
space for children must meet rigorous standards and spark joy.

They build every project with code compliance in mind - from fire safety and infection
control protocols to strict ADA accessibility guidelines %°.

In fact, IDS explicitly ensures that all their themed decor products “meet or exceed” ADA
requirements, so clients can be confident that their new fantastical play area or waiting
room is not only beautiful but also fully accessible to children with disabilities ?'.

This built-in compliance means that when you work with IDS, inclusion is never an
afterthought; it's woven into the design from the very beginning.

Experience with Pediatric Spaces:

IDS has an extensive track record of designing for dentists, hospitals, and other child-
centric facilities.

With over 18 years of experience focused on pediatric environments, they have transformed
more than 800 medical and dental offices into immersive, childfriendly spaces %2. Their
portfolio ranges from small pediatric dentist waiting rooms to large children’s hospital
wings.

This experience matters — it means IDS is familiar with the nuances of ADA standards in
different jurisdictions, the needs of various healthcare settings, and the best practices for
durable, easy-toclean materials (a must in medical environments).

They've likely encountered and solved challenges similar to any you might have, whether
it's fitting a jungle-themed play structure into a tight clinic lobby or designing a calming
mural for a busy treatment room.
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IDS: A PARTNER IN CREATING INCLUSIVE SPACES CON'T
Blending Inclusion with Imagination:
What sets IDS apart is how they seamlessly blend whimsy with inclusivity.

For example, if they create an underwater-themed play corner, they'll ensure there's space
for a child in a wheelchair to roll right up to the activity table or interactive wall panel. Their
approach aligns with universal design principles — making things usable by all — but does so
in a way that feels organic and fun. Parents often notice these thoughtful touches.

An IDS designed space might include dual-height elements (like a low window in a pretend
playhouse for little ones and a bigger window for tall kids or parents), or wide “roads” in a
floor pattern that accommodate mobility devices and also function as a pretend car track
for play.

By maintaining relationships with accessibility and safety experts, IDS stays updated on the
latest guidelines and incorporates features like padded flooring, rounded corners, and non-
toxic materials to keep children safe 2220,
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IDS: A PARTNER IN CREATING INCLUSIVE SPACES CON'T
Advocacy and Ease for Clients:

For dentists and hospital administrators who are potential clients, working with a
knowledgeable partner like IDS can take a huge load off your shoulders. They act as
advocates for inclusion on your behalf.

That means you don't have to be an expert in the ADA — IDS will ensure the design checks
those boxes.

They also consider the practical workflow of places like clinics.

For example, ensuring that any thematic elements won't impede medical equipment or
cleaning routines.

One of the commmon concerns in healthcare design is whether a fun play area can also be
hygienic and code-compliant; IDS addresses this by using commercial-grade finishes and
designing everything to withstand high-traffic, healthcare environments %4,

Their in-house engineers and artists collaborate to make sure that even fantastical sculptures
meet real-world regulations and durability standards. As their team puts it, “Safety +
Compliance are built-in" to every project, and their products are tested in major pediatric
hospitals across North America 4.

This level of expertise allows clients to pursue creative, kid-friendly designs with peace of
mind.

Beyond compliance, IDS emphasizes the benefits of these inclusive, themed spaces. They've
witnessed first-hand how transforming a plain clinic into a magical world can turn “waits into
adventures” for children, keeping them engaged and happy instead of anxious %.

For example, in one of their case studies, a children’s hospital saw its once-intimidating
corridors become joyful pathways thanks to murals and interactive landmarks — resulting
in families needing less staff assistance to find their way, since kids eagerly “follow the trail”
themselves.

The payoff is happier patients and smoother visits.

This aligns perfectly with what we've discussed in this article: inclusion and thoughtful design
lead to better outcomes. IDS not only understands this philosophy but has a proven ability

to implement it effectively for dentists, hospitals, and other child-focused businesses around
the world %.
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INCLUSION IS THE GOAL, ADA COMPLIANCE IS THE PATH

Building a truly inclusive space for children might sound like a big challenge, but it comes
down to empathy and good design.

Starting with ADA compliance ensures the environment welcomes children of all abilities.
Expanding to inclusive design principles, considering sensory needs, cultural backgrounds,
language differences, and age range, creates a place where every child and family feels
valued.

The result is not just fairness and equality, but a warmer, more joyful atmosphere for
everyone.

For pediatric dentists and healthcare providers, committing to inclusion sends a powerful
message: your practice is a safe place for all children.

Parents gain trust, and children feel comfortable, which leads to better cooperation and
more positive experiences.

A child who once dreaded a visit can instead be distracted by a game, a storybook in their
language, or a friendly character guiding them down the hallway.

Inclusion is an ongoing journey. Communities change, and spaces should adapt, whether
through multilingual signs, better wheelchair access, or new design features.

Specialists like IDS or ADA consultants can help ensure accessibility and inclusion remain
priorities.

Ultimately, ADA compliance and inclusion give every child, regardless of ability,
background, or language, the chance to explore, learn, play, and receive care equally.

These values of kindness, respect, and imagination create spaces where children can truly
flourish.
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