222222222222222222222222222222222222222222



g

7
<
: F >

Recreation
Without Barriers

ADA COMPLIANCE AND
THE INCLUSIVE CAMPUS EXPERIENCE

BY ED BAUER
Walk into any modern campus recreation center and you will see more
than treadmills, courts, and climbing walls—you’ll see a reflection of the
institution’s values. For private colleges and universities, creating an
inclusive recreation program is not simply meeting legal requirements. It
is about ensuring that every student, regardless of ability, feels welcomed,

supported, and empowered to participate fully in campus life.
continued...
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FEATURE: RECREATION WITHOUT BARRIERS continued

At the center of this effort is the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA), a landmark civil rights law that
guarantees equal access to programs, services, and facil-
ities. For campus recreation leaders, ADA compliance
is both a responsibility and an opportunity—one that,
when embraced thoughtfully, strengthens the entire
campus community.

ADA and Campus Recreation:

More Than Compliance

The ADA extends far beyond wheelchair ramps and
accessible parking spaces. It requires colleges to ensure
that recreation facilities, programs, and services are acces-
sible in meaningful and equitable ways.

Importantly, accessibility in recreation is not
optional—it is a civil right. The law applies to both
physical environments and programmatic offerings,
ensuring that individuals with disabilities can participate
in activities ranging from fitness classes to intramural
sports.

Too often, institutions think of ADA compliance as
a checklist. In reality, it is a comprehensive approach
that includes:

continued...
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FEATURE: RECREATION WITHOUT BARRIERS continued

e Facility design and construction

*  Equipment accessibility

e Program and policy adjustments

e Communication and staff training

As one industry expert noted, many institu-
tions still mistakenly equate ADA compliance
solely with mobility access, overlooking the
broader spectrum of inclusion required in
recreation spaces.

Building Accessible

Recreation Facilities

The foundation of an inclusive recreation
program begins with the built environment.
The 2010 ADA Standards for Accessible Design
provide detailed requirements for recreation
facilities, including fitness centers, pools,
courts, and outdoor spaces.

Key facility considerations include:

Accessible Routes and Entry Points
Students must be able to reach all areas of

a recreation facility independently. This
includes entrances, locker rooms, courts, and
spectator areas.

Fitness Equipment Access

At least one of each type of exercise equipment
must be accessible via clear floor space and
usable by individuals with mobility devices.

Aquatics Accessibility

Pools must include features such as lifts, sloped
entries, or transfer systems to ensure safe entry
and exit.

Universal Design Elements
Forward-thinking campuses go beyond
minimum standards by incorporating
adjustable equipment, tactile signage, and
inclusive locker room designs. These are the
things that directly impact whether a student
feels comfortable and capable of participating
in campus life.

Program Access: Where
Inclusion Comes to Life

Once a participant is through the doors,
the focus shifts from physical navigation to
active engagement. ADA requirements extend
to how recreation programs are structured and
delivered.

Institutions must ensure:

e Fitness classes can be modified for
different ability levels

e Intramural and club sports provide
adaptive opportunities

*  Outdoor recreation programs include
accessible equipment and routes

¢ Communication materials are available in
accessible formats

This concept—known as “program access™—
is one of the most critical and often overlooked
aspects of ADA compliance.

For example, offering adaptive yoga, wheel-
chair basketball, or inclusive outdoor trips

transforms recreation from a passive amenity
continued...
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FEATURE: RECREATION WITHOUT BARRIERS continued

into an active, welcoming experience for all
students.

Operational Strategies for

Inclusive Recreation

Creating an accessible campus recreation
program requires intentional planning and
ongoing evaluation. Leading institutions are
adopting several key strategies:

Student Engagement

The most successful programs actively involve
students with disabilities in planning and
feedback. Their lived experiences provide
invaluable insights into what works—and
what doesn’t.

Investment in Adaptive Equipment
From accessible cardio machines to all-terrain

wheelchairs, equipment plays a critical role in

ADA Self-Evaluation and Transition expanding participation.

Planning

Colleges should regularly assess their facilities
and programs to identify barriers and prior-
itize improvements. This structured approach

Cross-Campus Collaboration
Recreation departments should partner with
disability services, student affairs, and facilities

ensures continuous progress rather than ey ¢o ensure alignment across campus.

one-time fixes.

Real-World Examples of Inclusive
Campus Recreation

Across the country, colleges and universities
are demonstrating what inclusive recreation
can look like in practice.

Staff Training and Awareness

Frontline staff must understand how to
assist participants, adapt programming, and
communicate effectively with individuals of
varying abilities.
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At the University of Nebraska—Lincoln,
campus recreation facilities feature accessible
entrances, equipment, and locker rooms, along
with programming designed to remove barriers
and celebrate differences.

Similarly, the University of Colorado Boulder
has invested in inclusive fitness equipment,
all-gender locker rooms, and adaptive features
such as raised weight indicators and wheel-
chair-accessible machines.

These institutions recognize that accessibility
is not a one-time project—it is an ongoing
commitment to evolving student needs.

Private colleges are uniquely positioned
to lead in this space. With smaller student
populations and more flexible decision-making
structures, they can implement innovative
solutions more quickly and tailor programs to
their specific communities.

The Benefits of Inclusive
Recreation Programs
One of the most exciting changes in campus

FEATURE: RECREATION WITHOUT BARRIERS continued

recreation today is the shift from mere
compliance to providing a truly inclusive
experience. Forward-thinking colleges are
embracing universal design principles, which
aim to create environments usable by all people
without the need for adaptation. This approach
benefits not only students with disabilities but
the entire campus population.

For example:

*  Adjustable equipment benefits users of
all sizes and abilities

*  Clear signage improves navigation for
everyone

* Inclusive programming attracts a
broader range of participants

In this way, accessibility becomes a catalyst
for innovation rather than a constraint, and the
benefits extend far beyond avoiding liability:

Enhanced Student Experience
Inclusive recreation fosters a sense of belonging
and engagement. Students who feel included

continued...
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FEATURE: RECREATION WITHOUT BARRIERS

are more likely to participate in campus
life, build relationships, and persist through
graduation.

Recruitment and Retention Advantages
Today’s students—and their families—are
paying close attention to campus accessibility.
Institutions that prioritize inclusion gain a
competitive edge in attracting diverse student
populations.

Improved Campus Culture

Accessible recreation promotes interaction
among students of all abilities, breaking
down barriers and building empathy across
the campus community.

Health and Wellness Outcomes

Recreation plays a vital role in physical and
mental health. Ensuring access for all students
supports overall well-being and aligns with
institutional wellness goals.

Institutional Reputation and Risk Mitigation
Proactively addressing accessibility reduces the
risk of complaints or legal challenges while
reinforcing the institution’s commitment to
equity and inclusion.

A Call to Action for Campus Leaders
For recreation directors and campus adminis-
trators, the path forward is clear: accessibility
must be embedded into every aspect of
planning, design, and operation.

This means asking critical questions:

e Areall students able to access our facilities
independently?

* Do our programs actively invite partic-
ipation from individuals of all abilities?

*  Are we engaging students in shaping our
approach to inclusion?

* Are we investing in continuous
improvement rather than one-time
upgrades?

Building or MR
renovating a
gymnasium?

Wall Padding

‘ Call the design experts at IPl by Bison at 800-637-7968 for
premium custom ceiling and wall mounted basketball back-
stops, divider curtains, wall padding and gym accessories.
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FEATURE: RECREATION WITHOUT BARRIERS continued

Answering these questions honestly—and acting on
them—positions institutions to lead in an increasingly
important area of campus life.

Recreation as a Gateway to Belonging

At its best, campus recreation is more than a collection
of facilities and programs. It is a gateway to connection,
confidence, and community.

Ensuring ADA compliance and embracing inclusive
practices allows colleges to open that gateway to every
student. It sends a powerful message: you belong here,
and your experience matters.

For private colleges and universities striving to differen-
tiate themselves, this commitment to accessibility is not
just the right thing to do—it is a strategic investment in
the future of their campus.

Because when recreation is truly inclusive,
everyone wins.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Ed Bauer has been in publishing for
over twenty years. He worked on the staff at Mount Union
College.
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