
With the opening of a new fully accessible playground 
earlier this year at the Warrior and Family Support Center 
(WFSC), Texas, Wounded Warriors and their families now 

have a safe place to play outside together. 
The WFSC, which was funded and built by Returning He-

roes Home in 2009, provides coordinated services to patients, 
next-of-kin and extended family members with a primary focus 
on wounded Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring 
Freedom warriors. 

Wounded Warriors and their family members visit the WFSC 
to maintain contact with other military members or extended 
family members, to receive emotional support and answers to 
their questions, and to extend their rehabilitation away from the 
hospital. The rehabilitation involves learning to cope with war-
related disabilities as individuals, as couples and as families. 
The facility provides a friendly, comfortable environment in 
which to take a break, watch a movie on big-screen TVs, play 
video games, check e-mail or use the Internet, select a book or 
magazine to read, make a phone call or just grab a cup of coffee.

“Just as there was a need for the WFSC, there was a need 
for this playground – no question about it,” says Judith Markelz, 
director of the WFSC. “Many of our Wounded Warriors have 
families and children, and you have to remember that the chil-
dren are the unwitting victims of war. They didn’t sign on the 
line, they didn’t ask daddy to go and they didn’t get asked. 
They don’t participate in the war, but they do suffer all of the 
consequences of being a family member of an amputee or burn 
victim. Children should be playing, and not worrying about a 
thing, and this playground is as good as it gets. Anyplace where 
we can get them outside and playing is a wonderful thing.”

Funded and donated by USAA Insurance, the playground 
features play equipment from Little Tikes Commercial, including 
a bouldering area and mini climbing wall, with artwork – but-
terflies – throughout, which “symbolize hope,” notes Markelz. 
A new gazebo is also nearby, providing shade and the perfect 
place for picnics, barbecues and events. 

“There are children there all the time – in the morning, 
afternoon and evening, on weekends,” says Markelz. “And they 
are there with their parents, and that was our whole point – to 
help our young men and women reintegrate into society.” 

According to Markelz, feedback from parents has been 
overwhelming. 

“They always say it is one of the best things we have done,” 
she points out. “Not only for the children but for the parents 

as well. You have to remember that every wife here who has two 
children will now say they have three because the warrior requires, 

initially, so much help. And they can only do so much. So, anything 
that we can do to alleviate the stress on the family – on the moms and 

the wives – is vitally important. And the playground certainly has helped to 

Healing Through Play
Warrior and Family Support Center 

Playgrounds



New Online Social Inclusion 
Program Available

Shane’s Inspiration, an international non-profit that focuses on 
inclusive playgrounds and educational play programs, has 

launched its online Inclusion Lunch Box: an interactive and highly 
engaging elementary school program that helps promote social 
inclusion and reduce bullying toward children with disabilities.

This online program will reach elementary school campuses 
throughout North America, thanks in part to a partnership with 
Landscape Structures Inc., a manufacturer of commercial playground 
equipment. 

Socialization at school can be a tremendous struggle for chil-
dren with disabilities, and the impact of isolation from play has a 
damaging effect. A powerful awareness program, Shane’s Inspiration 
is addressing the lack of social inclusion through its education pro-
gram, Together, We Are Able: Inclusion Lunch Box. Since 2004, the 
organization has been delivering this highly effective program in Los 
Angeles, reaching more than 20,000 students in over 150 schools. 

Shane’s Inspiration is now an international non-profit organiza-
tion that partners with communities and municipalities to design 
inclusive playgrounds throughout North America and internationally, 
with 41 open and 70 in development. Its design and development 
process provides comprehensive community support, including 
stakeholder building, site selection, playground design, fundraising 
and event planning.

Utilizing these award-winning spaces as outdoor classrooms, 
the organization continues to support communities in implementing 
family and school programs that dissolve the barriers of bias and 
misconceptions toward and about people with disabilities. Collec-
tively, they have reached over 30,000 children and are partnering 
with communities throughout the world to implement inclusion 
programs. Find out more by visiting www.shanesinspiration.org.

alleviate some of that stress.”
Markelz adds that an important part of the recovery for wound-

ed warriors is having their families with them throughout the 
process, which is why the WFSC as well as the Fisher houses 
and other guesthouses at Fort Sam Houston are so necessary.

“There are all kinds of studies that show, whether it is 
wounded warriors or just civilians, we heal more quickly with 
the support of family and friends,” she points out. “I don’t 
care what hospital or care facility that you are in, everyone 
needs an advocate and support. Their lives have been changed 
forever. For the Wounded Warriors, their families help them 
adjust to what the new normal means.”

The new playground provides wounded warriors and their 
family members with another way to get back to the life that 
they used to have. 

“In the real world, there are playgrounds everywhere, 
but there aren’t here,” notes Markelz. “But now we have a 
playground, and the Fisher House has one. Children should 
be playing and not worrying; it is their right to play. This 
playground provides a place to go for families, and for a 
moment in time, it is the way it used to be.”

The WFSC is also nearing completion on $4.5-million 
project that will include a Healing Therapy Garden, beach vol-
leyball, Frisbee golf, a running track and a huge amphitheater 
where people can go and enjoy music and food.

“It will have an obstacle course and fitness stations where 
the therapists will work with the amputees outside, as well 
as lots of grass, waterfalls and wishing wells,” says Markelz. 
“We are basically opening up another five acres of land, and 
we will have all kinds of things to play on, including a big 
dragon and other play features.” —GRF
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