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Indirect play through objects that 
can be manipulated from a small 

distance

Indirect direct contact through 
objects by exploring one of the 

senses: seeing

Intermingled play among children 
using the same objects
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Leaving & 
following traces

Intermingled play

Indirect interplay

Indirect intimate
contact
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It is observed that letting children create together 
gives them the opportunity to discuss their 

thoughts and ideas, as well as to ask and o�er 
each other guidance & help. This fosters creating 

empathy & understanding among each other and 
for the ones they are creating routes for.

To reach collaboration 
between children and 

the creation of 
empathy, it is 

bene�cial to create 
clear assignments and 

goals. Additionally, 
clear assignments can 
increase the visibility 
of the routes within 
the neighbourhood.

Seeing moving images 
created by other children 

attracts attention, 
inspiring other children 
to participate and make 

similar creations. 

Creating a speci�c play 
area with easily accessible 

materials stimulates 
opportunities for 

intermingled play, and, at 
a further stage, 

cooperative play.

When activities based on play or contact are 
understandable by seeing the objects, seeing 

others play with them, or through a brief 
explanation, they become more accessible to join. 
By focusing on exploration within the activity and 
presenting a variety of multi-interpretable objects, 
children are given the opportunity to participate in 

their own way.

The placement of 
recognisable interplay 

objects and 
open-ended objects 

in this indirect, 
explorative context 

stimulates accessible 
interplay.

When objects encourage 
children to focus on their 
surroundings, they bring 

attention to others around 
them. This focus can be 

directed through guiding 
components. Additionally, 

objects that require focus can 
help in attentively looking for 

and observing their 
surroundings including 

people.

Objects that o�er multiple usage options, 
such as featuring multiple re�ections and 

being adjustable & movable, provide 
opportunity for exploration. In this 

context, this means exploring the external 
environment with other people in it.

Indirect contact through traces 
that indicate the visibility of other 
children's play in the neighbourhood

Small contact
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for inclusive play
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SMALL CONTACT
Breaking social-emotional barriers for children 

with disabilities for inclusive outdoor play

This graduation project explores the social-emotional context of 

inclusive outdoor play. The objective is to enhance participation in 

outdoor play for children with disabilities by focusing on inclusion. 

To achieve inclusion in play, the needs of all users in an outdoor 

play area must be addressed. This project examines themes and 

elements that facilitate small contact between children with and 

without disabilities, aiming to increase 

participation in outdoor play. 

Context
There is a recognised need to promote outdoor play 
among children with disabilities, as it has a positive 
effect only impacts their physical, social, emotional, and 
cognitive development. However, children with disabi-
lities engage in outdoor play less frequently than typi-
cally developing children, because of various barriers 
they experience.

Collaboration with ‘Samen Spelen??’
This project involves a close collaboration with the 
client ‘Samen Spelen??’. The multiprofessional team 
from the consortium ‘Samen Spelen??’ at ‘Hogeschool 
Utrecht’ are developing two toolkits for child therapists 
to facilitate inclusive outdoor play for children with 
physical disabilities (4-12 years old) and their parents. 
One toolkit focuses on the physical context, the other 
on the social context. 

Research approach
To explore the social-emotional context, several rese-
arch and design activities were conducted: starting 
with literature research and attending inclusive play 
activities. This was followed by participation in two 
generative sessions with children and an interview 
with an orthopedagogue to gain more insights into the 
emotional context.

3 found main themes
The findings from these activities led to three overar-
ching main themes that have an influence on the soci-
al-emotional context of inclusive outdoor play. These 
themes formed the basis of three conclusion posters. 
The 3 themes and their related posters:
• Theme: ‘The environment: people and place’  
 Poster:  ’Influence of the environment and bystanders  
 on outdoor play and making contact’
• Theme: ‘Inclusive outdoor play activities’ 
 Poster:  ‘Influence of the activity on participation and   
 making contact’
• Theme: ‘Children’s inner world’ 
 Poster: ‘Connection & experiences of a child with a  
 disability’

Small contact & Design goal
The principle ‘Small contact’, identified on the third 
conclusion poster, was selected as the main focus of 
this project. Small contact refers to safe, accessible, 
and natural contact, without the need for full play. The 
facilitation of small contact creates openness to explore 
contact with others and children’s own ways of partici-
pating.

To grasp the focus in one sentence, a design goal is 
created: 

My design goal is to facilitate/create small equal 
contact between children with disabilities and children 
without disabilities that do not know each other, at 
an outside play area in their neighbourhood, which 

positively influences the participation of children with a 
disability

Insights and conclusions
Based on this design goal, various brainstorming cycles 
were conducted, resulting in three concepts: 
‘Kijk Kameraden’, ‘Spelen met Schaduw’ and ‘Stoep-
krijt Ontdekking’. ‘Kijk Kameraden’  focuses on making 
(eye) contact through the use of reflections and mirrors. 
With ‘Spelen met Schaduw’ children can play by crea-
ting shadows and reacting to the shadows created by 
others. ‘Stoepkrijt Ontdekking’ encourages children to 
leave traces in the neighbourhood that help them and 
others to get to know the area, play opportunities and 
each other. 

Testing prototypes of these concepts with children in 
context provided insights into themes and elements 
that facilitate small contact between children. These 
themes are:
Indirect intimate contact: Indirect direct contact 
through objects by exploring one of the senses: seeing
Indirect interplay: Indirect play through objects that 
can be manipulated from a small distance
Intermingled play: Intermingled play among children 
using the same objects
Leaving and following traces: Indirect contact through 
traces that indicate the visibility of other children’s play 
in the neighbourhood
These themes and their corresponding elements are 
presented in the poster ‘Small contact’.

The results can be utilised by ‘Samen Spelen??’ to 
develop their toolkits. The use of these results can help 
encourage child therapists to stimulate children with 
physical disabilities to make small contact with new 
children, without the need for adult facilitation of play 
activities and making contact.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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ENVIRONMENTInfluence of the environment 
and bystanders on outdoor 
play and making contact
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�������: professionals such as 

physiotherapists, other parents with a 
child with a disability who share 

experience and understanding, as 
well as teachers and family. They can 
encourage and slow down children, 

when necessary.
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FAMILY & EXPERTS

CHILDREN

Familiar

Unfamiliar

Feeling 
safe

In making 
contact ������������������������
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In playing 
together
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ACTIVITY SETUP

ACTIVITY ITSELF
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Influence of the activity on 
participation and making contact
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Connection & experiences 
of a child with a disability
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POSITIVENEGATIVE
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