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Executive Summary
In the summer of 2018, Jack McMahan, 
Executive Director of AccessWorks, 
approached Sarah Little, Assistant Professor 
of Landscape Architecture at the University 
of Oklahoma, about redesigning the healing 
garden at Jim Thorpe Rehabilitation Hospital 
(JTRH) located in Oklahoma City. 

On July 27, 2018, Jack, Sarah, and Pam 
Patty, Registered Dietitian at JTRH and avid 
gardener, met on site to discuss the project. 
Although the garden was renovated recently 
(existing vegetation pruned or removed and 
new plantings installed), the Greenhouse 
remained in the renovation. Once an active 
part of the rehabilitation program at JTRH, 
the Greenhouse is currently only used for 
storage. JTRH was reluctant to remove the 
Greenhouse since it was purchased through 
a generous donation. However, hospital 
administration found a new home for the 
Greenhouse and wanted to explore the 
potential of the healing garden without the 
Greenhouse. 

Sarah volunteered her LA 5515: Introductory 
Design Studio students to tackle the redesign 

of the garden. Students were given a few 
basic requirements:
      •  You can reuse or remove the concrete 
         pad of the Greenhouse.
      •  You will consider the experience of all  
         site users: patients, visitors, and staff.
      •  You will identify ways in which the 
         healing garden can enhance the 
         rehabilitation process.

On September 17, 2018, the OU Landscape 
Architecture students ventured to JTRH to 
take measurements of the site in order to 
create a base map. Students were equipped 
with tape measures and transits on the 
very hot day. The visit reiterated the need 
for shade on the site. On September 26, 
2018, the students returned to interview 
hospital administration, physical therapists, 
and staff about how they currently use the 
space and what they wish they could do in 
the garden. Students utilized that input and 
worked on the design for 12 weeks. During 
the final presentation on December 7, 2018, 
students presented their beautifully rendered 
posters and 10 scale models to hospital staff, 
therapists, and administration. 

Students working in groups were assigned a specific area of the garden to survey. 

Above: Marvin, Yashaswini, and Nusrat measured the area near the therapy track.
Below: Matthew, Anuhya, and Yung Chieh measured the area near the Greenhouse.
Opposite: Alice, Mona, Kviza, and Farzaneh measured the area near the pool containing the dry creek.
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JTRH Healing Garden 
Levels

Alice Calmon Ramos
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Introduction
A rehabilitation center is known to be a place 
of stress, where patients are recovering 
from traumatic experiences. Natural areas, 
however, have been found to provide  
restoration and recovery from stress. Since 
natural elements facilitate healing, it is 
essential to incorporate nature into this 
stressful environment. A healing garden is 
an outdoor space designed to help address 
people’s physical, psychological, social, and 
spiritual needs. It should provide a feeling of 
security and accommodate different types of 
activities, promoting either privacy and rest or 
social interaction, improving the quality of life 
of people who inhabit the space.

Concept
After analyzing the different users and 
understanding their needs, three main goals 
were established for this proposal:
      •  Allow people with disabilities to 
         experience change of levels
      •  Provide healing through healthy food 
         (edible garden)
      •  Incorporate the experience of the 
         healing benefits of the water

Turf area

Private seating

Entry garden

Terraced garden

Expanded dry creek

Group therapy area

Water feature with 
boulders for seating

Private seating

 Zen garden

Garden overlook

Entry garden Private 
seating

Group therapy area and water 
feature

Building

Expanded dry creek Group therapy area Water feature Private 
seating

Zen garden

A terracing structure was created to hide the 
retaining wall and accommodate an edible 
garden with fruit bearing trees and shrubs. It 
is accessed by a ramp that allows people with 
disabilities to pick fruits from the trees that are 
in a lower level. This ramp also gives access 
to a private space.

The cascade and the reflecting pool bring the 
healing benefits of the water. This water can 
be touched by a seating area in the reflecting 
pool on the group space, but it can also be 
touched by people with limited mobilitiy on 
the other side of the cascade, in a private 
hub. The water also introduces sound to the 
landscape, promoting relaxation and creating 
a sound buffer that increases privacy in the 
conversations.

The wooden deck has boulders for seating 
and relaxation and also an area with tables 
and chairs for meals, gatherings, and 
work. The dry creek can now be used as a 
contemplation and play area.
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Meeting area at the entry 
garden.

Private seating area near 
the entry garden and terrace 

ramp.

Ramp over the terracing 
structure. People with 

disabilities can pick fruits 
from the trees while 

wandering on the ramp. 

Group therapy area with 
tables and chairs.

Group therapy area with 
cascading water feature and 
boulders for sitting.

Private seating area where 
you can experience the 
water.
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Private seating area near the 
cascading water feature.

Private seating area near the entry 
garden.

Group therapy area and the cascading 
water feature.
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JTRH Healing Garden 
Dynamic and Static

Mingzheng “Marvin” Chen
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Concept
When I designed this garden, I hoped it will be 
full of vitality by creating interesting facilities 
for activities. The garden is a combination 
of dynamic and static. Dynamic features 
encourage physical activity such as the mini-
golf stations and various settings that support 
physical therapy activities. Static features 
are settings encourage rest and allow for 
appreciating the natural scenery, plant 
sculptures, and the international chess board.

Patients at JTRH need to recuperate and 
recover. Since the body benefits from more 
exercise, I designed the garden to include 
activities that are fun and physically active 
while providing places to rest and view nature. 
I created a comfortable and beautiful outdoor 
environment that meets people’s material 
and spiritual needs. This space not only has 
functional value, it also incorporates special 
features that harken cultural spiritual imagery. 
The whole garden is densely wooded. It does 
not feel very hot even in summer. 

Inspiration
My inspiration for designing this garden came 
from one of my travel experiences. While on a 
cruise, I was amazed that the ship housed all 
the facilities for normal life but also included 
many fun activities. I wanted to design a 
garden that supported normal daily activities 
like supplying tables for eating meals but also 
supported fun activities like mini-golf. Careful 
attention was paid to locating activities within 
the garden. For example, one mini-golf 
course was placed in a rarely used corner of 
the garden. The mini-golf courses can also 
be used for a variety of other activities such 
as a miniature field hockey course. Storage is 
provided for golf clubs, golf balls, and various 
sporting equipment for other games to be 
played on the course. 

There is also a lot of static beauty in this 
garden. Streams and water wheels on the 
roadside make the sound of flowing water. 
Animal sculptures trimmed with plants in 
gardens can also be appreciated by passers-
by. At the same time, people on the other side 
of the dry creek can enjoy plant sculptures 
while exercising. The central island is a 
natural resting area. People can reach the 
central island through a bridge. There is a 

Building Planting bed Path PathBridge over small 
stream

Public rest areaBuilding Animal 
sculpture

Path Parking Dry creek Exercise area

A’

A

B’

B

Section A’-A Section B’-B
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big tree in the island. Its canopy can provide 
shade for the three benches under the tree. 
People can eat and talk there.

I thought about the patients in my design. 
There may be many different symptoms for 
patients to consider; therefore, I designed the 
pathways to be accessible. The pavement 

of the sports facilities is made of soft rubber. 
JTRH Patients, employees and visitors can 
rest on one of the many benches throughout 
the garden. Fitness equipment is also 
specially designed for wheelchairs. 

From the entrance, visitors see a traditional torii, a gate most commonly found at temple entrances in 
Japan to mark the transition from the mundane to the sacred.

Visitors enjoy static places to view and enjoy 
nature while resting and reflecting.

Playful animal sculptures carved from shrubbery 
greet patients to infuse some cheer into their days. 

Mini-golf stations can be easily converted into use for other sports, such as field hockey. 

Water causes the wheel to turn increasing the sound of water.
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Opposite: Scale model of ‘Dynamic and Static’ design.
Above: View of design.
Below: Close-up of Island Rest Area.
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JTRH Healing Garden 
Five Elements of Nature

Yashaswini Dasarapalli

space

earth

water

fire

air
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What is Healing?
Healing is the process of becoming healthy 
again. This process can be accelerated by 
exposing one to nature. Many researchers 
have shown that patients who are in contact 
with nature during their healing process have 
recovered faster than those who are not. 
Exposure to the natural world may be very 
important in healing.

Site
The site exists in Oklahoma City as part of 
the Jim Thorpe Rehabilitation Center. The 
existing site contains a dry creek, retaining 
wall, and entry points that are already defined. 
The idea was to retain and build around these 
features. A parking lot is located adjacent to 
the building on the east side and a helipad 
to the west. These two conditions of the 
site surroundings are considered as one of 
the crucial factors in the design. The site 

consisted of beautiful large trees, which would 
take years to grow back again, if removed. 
Hence, the whole design is crafted in unison 
with the existing large trees. 

Concept
The main concept of healing is the integration 
of physical and mental therapy with nature. 
The idea was to create a trail in the garden 
which leads one to different destinations 
and provides various experiences of the five 
elements of nature: earth, air, space, fire, and 
water. Each destination lays emphasis on a 
particular element of nature. 

Water

Earth

Air

Fire

Space

Looking from the building toward the main gathering space and pebble pond.
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Earth
The west corner of the site is designed 
to be an urban farm. The farm promotes 
horticulture therapy and can be used as a 
hobby garden. The idea of an urban farm is 
to create home-grown vegetables and fruits 
for patients, visitors, and staff. As one enters 
the urban farm area, the setting changes. 
Patients enter under a vine-covered archway 
and the pavement changes from concrete 
to decomposed granite. Raised vertical 
and horizontal farm beds are designed for 
accessibility. 

Air
Along the trail to the west of the site after the 
urban farm exists a contemplation zone. This 
destination is designed with water fountains 
and wind chimes on the retaining wall. This 
destination is filled with fragrant flowering 
shrubs and wind chimes so the prevailing 
winds will carry fragrance and sound 
throughout the site.

Space
Space is created by the shadows of a tensile 
structure designed in the center of the site. 
The tensile structure is brightly colored with 
geometric openings. The openings allow the 
sunlight to pass through, while the translucent 
tensile fabric only lets partial light to pass 
creating a play of sunlight and shadows. 
This space appears to be kinetic as the sun 
revolves throughout the day making the space 
look like it’s in motion. The space utilizes the 
shade of the existing ash tree to create a 
comfortable space for movable furniture to 
accommodate outdoor dining, gatherings, and 
parties. This space connects the two main 
entry points into the site, the entry from the 
parking lot and the entry into the garden from 
the building.

Fire
The essence of this place is to create warmth. 
Planting material has been chosen carefully 
while designing to bring out the essence of 
fire. Planting materials like ground covers, 
shrubs, and flowering trees have shades of 
orange to red throughout the year. The idea 
is to have seasonal interest amongst the 
selected varieties which radiate with warm 
colors such as red, orange, and yellow.

Earth is represented by the urban farm which contains accessible planters to support horticultural therapy.

Air is represented by the fragrant flowers and the 
sound of flowing water and wind chimes. 

Looking through the Air area toward the urban 
farm.

Fire is represented by the vibrant colors of the vegetation along the northern trail. 
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Water
The soothing sound of water creates a sense 
of relief and calm. The entrance of the site 
is welcomed by a water fountain on the 
east side. This water feature also acts like 
a visual screen for the entrance and those 
in the gym. The existing dry creek has been 
re-imagined to be a pebble pond filled with 
rounded pebbles and shallow water. The trail 
leads one from within the building vicinity into 
the islands on a defined concrete pathway. 
The trail at this destination lets one have 
discussions and gathering over a deck space 
which appears to be floating over the pond. 
The very corner of the trail in this destination 
provides a 6” pond for one to go into and 
touch the water. The pebble pond consists 
of a sculptured fountain which creates a 
soothing waterfall sound. The entire pond 
can be drained in winter to avoid freezing and 
have a dry pebble creek as seasonal interest.

Space is celebrated 
with a tensile structrue 

creating interesting 
shade patterns. 

The shade patterns 
spill onto the accessible 

pathway.

Children enjoying 
the interesting shade 
patterns of the tensile 

structure. 

Water is represented by the pebble pond. Surrounding decks allow patients to enjoy the water. 
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The pebble pond provides 
year round interest.

Central gathering area with 
tensile shade structure.

Detail of the cenral 
gathering area and the 
tensile shade structure.
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JTRH Healing Garden 
Connection

Farzaneh Elyasigorji
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Introduction
Through the design of the healing garden, I 
connected with my culture to find inspiration 
to strengthen connections between the 
garden and building and the community and 
garden. My passion for designing a place 
with less negative impact on the environment 
along with creating a pleasant place for 
enhancing visitor’s social interaction and joy 
inspired me to consider different parts of this 
site with positive potential. By doing so, I 
tried to not only use the potential of the site 
for designing a healing garden for patients, 
their families, friends, and staff but also I tried 
to design a place that leaves visitors with a 
lasting memory. In fact, I gleaned inspiration 
from a famous Iranian poem in which Saadi 
describes the beauty of nature as watching 
just once but remaining in mind forever. I 
wanted people to connect to the garden in a 
way that after visiting just once it would leave 
a lasting impression. 

Saadi in a famous Persian poem comments on the 
ability of a natural place to become a part of us. In 

watching just once, the place remains forever 
in the mind. 

Site Conditions
While we were on the site taking 
measurements, I made a few observations 
which guided the design. First, there were 
some existing conditions that needed to be 
addressed. Second, the garden needed more 
definition. Lastly, the space within the garden 
could be better utilized. 

Existing conditions
   • The columns are not a consistent shape or 
      distance from the building.
   • Some smaller existing trees could be
      transplanted.
   • Save the existing big trees.
   • Keep the existing dry creek.

Lack of definition
   • There isn’t proper legibility in the site 
      which produces a sense of getting lost. 
   • The entrance of the site is not defined as 
      an important public area.
   • Unpleasant views of parking lot since no      
      buffer exists. 

Utilization of space
   • Lack of pleasant sitting areas and 
      furniture.
   • There aren’t any private spaces.
   • Greenhouse takes up a tremendous 
      amount of space, isn’t being used for 
      anything other than storage, and should 
      be eliminated.
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Design Goals
The goals of my design are to address 
the issues identified in the site conditions: 
defining areas, and better utilizing space 
within the garden.

Existing conditions
Multi-functional wooden benches detract from 
the disharmonious shape of the building’s 
columns (two are square and three are 
round). These wooden benches not only 
reduce the unpleasant view of columns but 
also create a fine situation for people to sit, 
improves social interaction, enhances fun and 
rest as they enjoy watching green space and 
the dry creek. There are also proper spaces 
between benches to accommodate people 
with mobility devices.

Conservation of existing trees by keeping 
and relocating some trees in the site was a 
priority. For example, I relocated three crape 
myrtles along the main boardwalk in front of 
water feature. Also, I located magnolia trees 
in the raised garden and kept the big ash tree 
and lacebark elm in the Zen garden.

Better definition of areas
In order to create better defined areas, I 
created legibility & facilitated access to the 
different spaces in the site by designing 
boardwalks. Also, I provided an inviting 
entrance to the garden by designing a 
wooden structure. The inspiration of the 
entrance structure comes from a traditional 

Iranian structure call a Sabat. It stimulates 
curiosity by creating a narrow alleyway 
leading to a wonderful destination. 

I wanted to buffer the noise and unpleasant 
views of the parking lot by defining the 
garden as separate from the parking by 
adding large flowering shrubs like glossy 
abelia along the retaining wall and raised 
garden. 

A wooden bench system camouflages the disharmony created by the mismatched columns while creating 
accessible spaces for social interaction. 

Left: The Sabat is a traditional architectural form 
in Iran.

Below: An wooden structure inspired by the Sabat 
defines the entrance thus creating legibility. 
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Better utilization of space
By removing the Greenhouse, I was able to 
reorganize the garden and better utilize the 
space. With the extra room, I was able to 
create separate private areas and a public 
area. To encourage staff to use the garden 
for breaks, wifi areas are provided near the 
raised garden. Lastly, I designed a focal point 
to view by accentuating an inviting wooden 
structure at the entrance of the site and a blue 
pond in the middle of the garden.
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JTRH Healing Garden 
Restorative Garden

Mona Hashemi Yazdi
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Introduction
Generally, JTRH patients have experienced 
a life-changing event. Their goal beyond 
rehabilitation is to regain some semblance 
of their previous life. Outdoor spaces can 
have an important impact in this process. 
After meeting with hospital staff, observing 
and analyzing the existing conditions, and 
studying about healing gardens, I decided to 
create a RESTORATIVE environment that is 
interactive and supportive. 

Plan overview
The main entrance and primary pathway 
divide the whole site to the two main zones: 
the western zone is more related to the 
patients and their activities and the eastern 
zone is more public where seating is provided 
for staff and visitors.

Art zone
The art zone is a colorful, multi-purpose area 
that supports fine motor activities. The use 
of brightly colored shade sails provides an 
attractive visual and functional effect. Adding 
a vertical wooden trellis not only offers a good 
space for hanging art work, but it screens the 
view of the adjacent parking and helipad.

Zen garden
The Zen garden may improve health 
outcomes by providing a place for mindful 
meditation and contemplation. Designing a 
small source of water produces a calming 
and soothing sound while raking the sand 
provides a calming and soothing activity. The 
bamboo wall in its motion in the wind teaches 
the Zen principle of the “empty heart” or 
providing strength through flexibility.

Entrance Arbor
paver

k

In the art zone, patients engage in entertaining activities. The colorfulness may also attract the attention 
of children who may be there to visit patients. 
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Horticultural therapy area
Activities within the horticultural therapy area 
can help to strengthen muscles and improve 
coordination, balance, and endurance. People 
learn to work independently, problem solve, 
and follow directions. Taking advantage of the 
shade of existing trees provides a comfortable 
work space. Adding a wooden trellis with 
climbing vines to the existing retaining wall 
makes the space private and screens the 
view of the parking. 

Central gathering space
Research suggests that people with higher 
levels of social support are usually less 
stressed; therefore, designing a gathering 
space to provide the opportunity for this social 
interaction was important. Taking advantage 
of the shade of wonderful existing ash tree, a 
plaza offers an array of seating options.

Public area for visitors and staff
The area adjacent to the main entrance is 
separated from patient-focused spaces and 
meant to be an area for staff and visitors as 
well as patients. The view of the parking lot is 
screened by a combination of evergreen trees 
and vertical obelisks with climbing roses. 

Main entrance
A picturesque vine-covered arbor defines 
and distinguishes the entrance to the garden. 
The view of the garden framed by the arbor 
also stimulates the sense of exploration and 
welcomes visitors to come inside. Brick paver 
pavement distinguishes the main entrance 
and pathway and raised planters with hedges 
define the main pathway as well.

The horticultural therapy area 
affords an opportunity for 
therapists to conduct therapeutic 
activities in the garden with 
accessible raised planters. 

The central gathering area 
supports social interaction by 
taking advantage of existing 

shade trees and providing a range 
of seating options from moveable 

chairs to fixed benches. 

The Zen garden features a bamboo wall, water feature, and sand for raking in an effort to create a 
calming and soothing environment. 

The main entrance is 
distinguished by a vine-covered 

arbor and a brick paver pathway.

The public area for visitors and 
staff is separated from the patient-
focused areas.



42 43

Jim Thorpe Rehabilitation Hospital Healing Garden  |  Oklahoma City, OK

JTRH Healing Garden 
An Experience of Place

Matthew Kessler
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Introduction
For this project, I wanted to create a place 
where patients, staff, family, and friends 
could go and be totally submerged into an 
experience of a place. When thinking of how 
to do this, my three big ideas started to form: 
immersion in nature, respite, and areas for 
entertainment therapy.

Immersion in nature
To provide a connection to nature, I created 
a water feature that was accessible so that 
the water can be touched. I also created a 
sensory garden where there are fragrant, 
colorful, edible, and textural plants. Doing so 
will create a complete sensory experience 
as you walk through. Trees throughout the 
garden will create both a connection with 
nature and provide shade.

Immersion into nature
Above: People enjoying nature within a private 
node.
Below: A patient passing by touching the water 
and viewing mural wall.
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Respite
Numerous people within the JTRH, both staff 
and patients, spend countless hours at the 
hospital. For this reason, I created a place 
where staff and patients can go relax and 
take their mind off the everyday struggles. 
The inclusion of a place for food trucks will 
also allow people to enjoy a variety of foods 
outside of the cafeteria.

Entertainment therapy
Patients spend an abundant amount of time 
doing therapy at JTRH. The last thing they 
want to think about after a hard session is 
more therapy. The creation of multiple areas 
where patients can go relax or play sports will 
help with motor skills without being associated 
with traditional therapy. These activities are 
also entertaining enough that they can be 
enjoyed by anybody: patients, non-patients, 
young, or old.

Entertainment therapy
Above: Visitors enjoying the Bankshot Basketball/
sports court.
Right: A patient utilizing the raised Zen garden 
while others enjoy a break in the shade.

Respite
Below: The dry creek separates the healing 
garden from the food truck area allowing a respite 
for JTRH patients, visitors, and staff.

Above: Physical model of ‘An Experience of 
Place’ healing garden.

Right: Water feature.

Below: Food truck area. 
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JTRH Healing Garden 
Sensory Garden

Anuhya Konda
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Introduction
Nature is intrinsically appealing and beneficial 
to mankind. Healing gardens within hospitals  
aim to improve health outcomes. They act 
as a place of refuge and promote healing in 
patients, families, and staff. Any environment 
can promote healing, but gardens are 
particularly able to do so as human beings 
evolved in nature and are connected to it 
physically, mentally, and spiritually. Patients 
come to JTRH due to severe injuries which 
result in some difficult lifestyle changes.

The main concepts in the design are related 
to sensory reactions of patients to touch, 
smell, hear, and view the aesthetically 
pleasing garden as well as creating a calming 
experience. As I am designing for people 
who move around with the aid of a mobility 
device, I did not change my paving materials. 
It is uniform everywhere so that they won’t 
get confused or scared by a new material on 
which they have to move. My design can be 
summarized into three parts: a forest walk, 
mounds, and a water feature.

An inviting arbor covered with vines and flowering plants helps in infusing positivity as you enter into the 
sacred and peaceful garden.



52 53

Jim Thorpe Rehabilitation Hospital Healing Garden  |  Oklahoma City, OK

Forest walk
Mankind evolved in nature and our roots 
run deep in natural environments. To take 
a patient’s mind off the healing process, 
I created a forest walk where they are 
surrounded by trees and can enjoy seating 
amidst dense shrubbery. Seating areas have 
spaces for people in wheelchairs so that they 
may talk to the person next to them. Also, 
some work tables can act as Zen gardens, a 
place to study, or to work on gardening and 
art.

Mounds
My first impression of the place is that it is 
FLAT. I come from a city that is surrounded 
by mountains and huge trees. I can feel that 
greenery and change in landform in myself 
when I cross by them and it has a very 
soothing effect on my mind. So I wanted to 
create a similar miniature space where the 
patients can go around and feel the rich fine 
feathery foliage on those mounds and let 
go of their worries. These mounds also act 
as hedges and divide the pathway from the 
main congregation and public areas. I gave a 
small elevation difference in the middle of the 
mounds so that they can roll over them and 
have a little fun of their own.

Visitors and patients sitting along a pathway are surrounded by dense foliage which gives the experience 
of being in a forest.

Above: A patient rolling over the mounds and overlooking the congregation area. 

Below: Mounds covered with fine foliage creates a soothing area within the garden.
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Water feature
A cascading water feature separates this area 
from the parking lot and creates an oasis. 
Therapy generally includes indoor exercises 
which sometimes results in loss of will power 
to continue the same old exercise. When the 
patients are ready to try walking on their own, 
they need a safe space that they can access. 
I designed an accessible ramp at a ratio of 
1:5. The ramp (running along the dry creek) 
has foliage on one side and a small water 
pond on the other side. A small deck with a 
partial shading structure is at the end of the 
ramp; this provides a place where patients 
can rest or stay for a while and look back at 
what they achieved.

Above and opposite: A patient having a casual 
conversation with their caretaker and enjoying the 
view of the pool and the shrubs while listening to 

the soothing sound of the waterfalls around them. 

Below: A little girl on a bench enjoying the 
cascading waterfall and her surroundings.

A patient walking by the pool and looking towards the public seating area and the bird feeders.

Above: A person checking out the art work in the 
contemplation zone.
Inset: Memory wall with art work and messages in 
the contemplation area.
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JTRH Healing Garden 
Soul Oasis

Yung-chieh Liu
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Design overview
In creating Soul Oasis, I wanted to focus on 
three main concepts: meditation, peaceful 
mind, and rediscovery. First, formal and 
informal spaces that support meditation occur 
throughout the garden. Meditation is a way 
in which people focus on specific objects, to 
develop attention and awareness. Meditation 
can reduce stress and anxiety. By designing 
many hidden spaces for meditation, patients 
can retreat and not be disturbed. 

Second, the tranquility of the garden supports 
having a peaceful mind which can help 
patients release their pain and improve their 
mood. Japanese garden elements, use of 
calming colors, and the presence of water 
combine to reflect the peaceful mind. 

Lastly, rediscovery means a second or 
subsequent discovery of the same thing. The 
design of the garden creates space where 
patients can rediscover themselves. After 
entering the garden, a patient will experience 
a series of spiritual purification. The purifying 
power of water will be experienced through 
flowing creeks and still ponds. A patient can 
meditate on the deck and stare at the Buddha 

statue or move through the tufty bamboo 
grove. Through the experience of purification, 
patients will rediscover themselves.

The wooden platform under the big tree and the 
Buddha statue on the opposite side can help 
people meditate and heal the body and mind.
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Design elements
The waterside deck is a relatively private area 
where people can look at the still water of 
the pond and enjoy the ornamental fish and 
the scenery and cultivate the soul. A defined 
entryway creates separation from the parking 
lot and makes the pathway more visible. The 
grove of tufty bamboo swaying in the wind 
can make the whole body and mind improve. 

The water feature at the building entrance 
into the garden mimics a hand washing 
fountain, an element of a Japanese garden. 
By washing your hands, the whole mood can 
be calmed down; viewing the water dripping 
in the feature will give the same effect. The 
Buddha statue near the recreational deck 
and the back decorative garden allows the 

Opposite top: The water feature is reminiscent of a Japanese hand washing station meant to calm the 
mind. 
Opposite middle: An accessible path with stone lanterns leads to calmness and peacefulness of the 
mind. Stone lanterns date back to 600 CE. They were lit as an offering to Buddha and signify a path to 
enlightenment. 
Opposite bottom: Patients can feel relaxed and calm amidst the swaying bamboo. 

Below: Physical model of Soul Oasis.

patient to sit and meditate. The stone lantern 
area allows patients to move around on an 
accessible pathway and enjoy the beauty 
of the stone lanterns and calm their moods. 
The sand and stone area is a classic design 
of Japanese gardens where patients can 
immerse their minds by enjoying the scenery. 
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JTRH Healing Garden 
The Labyrinth

Nusrat Jahan Nipu



64 65

Jim Thorpe Rehabilitation Hospital Healing Garden  |  Oklahoma City, OK

Introduction
The goal of any healing garden is to foster 
restoration from stress and physical, mental, 
spiritual, emotional, and social recovery within 
patients, staff, and visitors. Walking through 
a labyrinth also fosters restoration from 
stress by calming the mind and encouraging 
physical activity. The form of the labyrinth 
was reinterpreted and deconstructed with 
loosely defined walls and broken rows of 
hedges intermixed with seating. At the center 
of the labyrinth is a Japanese water feature 
called ‘shi shiodoshi’. Playing off the labyrinth 
form, the entire garden embraces a circular 
geometry that creates a comfortable, smooth 
circulation pattern while providing interesting 
views within the garden. 

Site Inventory and analysis
During site visits, I made some important 
observations.
   • There isn’t a proper entrance to the garden  
      or separation from the parking lot. 
   • There is a need for more seating--
      especially moveable chairs and tables.
   • Save the mature trees on site.
   • Replace the greenhouse with an 
      interesting design element that will 
      facilitate mental, emotional, and physical 
      healing
   • Strengthen the connection between the 
      building and garden by planting pollinator 
      gardens in front of windows.

Field notes regarding site inventory and analysis from initial visits. 
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Design details
A defined entry with attractive flowering vines 
welcome visitors to the site. The lotus is 
symbolic of purity of the body, speech, and 
mind; the lotus pond at the entry alerts visitors 
that the garden is a space for healing.

Adjacent to the main entrance of the garden, 
visitors will find a waiting area filled with 
beautiful vegetation. Visitors with young 
children will appreciate the boulders and 

rocks in the dry creek that children will love to 
jump and climb. 

At the center of the garden, is the 
deconstructed labyrinth. Separating the 
labyrinth from the building is a beautiful 
memories wall where patients, family and 
friends, and staff can share their memories 
of tragedy and healing. At the center of the 
labyrinth is a shi shidoshi. The shi shidoshi 
is a traditional Japanese water feature. 

Water from a bamboo spout fills one end 
of the bamboo, tipping the piece. In the shi 
shiodoshi, the dripping watertriggers a see-
sawing motion and the water is then emptied 
from the tipping arm into a bowl or pond, 
whilst the tipping arm is propelled back into 
position with an audible thud on a sounding 
rock. In the tranquility of the Japanese 
garden, the rhythmic thudding sound is 
intended to cause visitors to reflect on the 
passage of time.

Private spaces occur along the curving 
pathway. These spaces provide patients an 
intimate space to talk to therapists or family 

and loved ones or offers a quiet respite. A 
larger more public space along the pathway 
has overhead string lights with some circular 
balls connected between two trees to mimic 
twinkling stars at night. Pollinator gardens 
along the building attract butterflies and 
hummingbirds which can create a lively, 
engaging, and beautiful environment. At the 
end of the garden is a glass wall for painting. 
The glass wall can be used as a canvas. 
As a canvas, glass can be used repeatedly. 
Patients can enjoy the painting and the 
colorful rays of sunlight coming through the 
colors on the glass.

Above: A wooden structure covered with flowering vines defines the entrance to the garden.
Below from left: Goldfish swimming in the lotus pond, view to the center of the labyrinth, the shi shiodoshi.

Above from left: A pocket seating area with string lights overhead, patient painting on the glass wall.
Below: People can pin up their beautiful memories or experiences on the wall by writing or painting!
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The deconstructed labyrinth 
at the center of the garden.

The entry from the parking 
lot is defined by a vine-
covered structure.

A close-up of the labyrinth.
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JTRH Healing Garden 
Zen Inspiration

Kviza Samani
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Design overview
A healing garden is a landscape design 
based on the concept of ‘positive distraction’, 
‘soft fascination’, a sense of restoration from 
stress and creating active green pockets. 
Connecting oneself with nature and using 
its positive aura in relieving stress positively 
impacts people’s health and well-being. 
Creating a positive, active, and healing 
environment is the key idea of my design. 
The living, organic, growing, and constantly 
changing quality is the key of the garden, 
designed to foster fundamental feelings 
of security, hope, and renewal. The main 
concepts that enforce the process of healing 
in my design are: focusing on the experience, 
creating a hierarchy of space, and 
incorporating elements from Zen gardens. 

Focusing on the experience
Different environs at each node break the 
linearity and uniformity in their lives and 
gives totally different experiences physically, 
emotionally, and spiritually. It helps in 
breaking the monotony of daily life which 
helps in restoring new ideas and thoughts by 
relieving stress.

Creating a hierarchy of spaces
Identifying and developing three main nodes 
that create spaces of variable character and 
meaning. The three main nodes are: active 
involvement, passive public, and engaging 
private spaces.

Incorporating elements from Zen gardens
Elements of a Zen garden are incorporated 
to help patients achieve a state of 
peacefulness. Zen garden symbolizes 
calmness, peace, connecting with nature, 
relaxation, reconciliation, neutrality, bliss, 
serenity, and tranquillity which can facilitate 
the healing process. These spaces help in 
providing one with four different environs: 
outgoing involvement, active participation, 
emotional participation and directed inwards 
involvement.

Examples of accessible paving patterns to mimic 
patterns found within a Zen garden.
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Design program
The program for the garden is laid out in a 
way that it fulfils the needs for all: patients, 
staffs, visitors, as well gives various options of 
involvement. 

The active involvement node creates a 
gathering space for events like lunch, parties, 
and guest lectures in the garden. The rain 
catcher pavilion hosts a covered gathering 
space with seating spaces that can be used 
for group therapy. It provides shade in the 
summer and shelter during rainy days. The 
pavilion roof collects rain for the vegetation 
below. The water flows through rain chains 
attached to the four corners of the pavilion. 
Rain dripping down the chains produces a 
soothing sound. Along the retaining wall are 
raised planters so patients can explore and 
nurture different plants. 

The passive public space comprises curved 
seating spaces where one can play games, 
read, write, draw, or sit with their family, 
friends, or therapist. This space has access to 

the water channel where one can sit with their 
feet in water or just relax or watch pollinators 
busy at work in the pollinator garden. The 
pollinator garden acts as a play area for kids 
to explore the plants and watch the birds, 
feeders, and butterflies. 

The engaging private spaces are carved from 
the surrounding nature to create privacy for 
time with loved ones, family, or someone 
who wants to be alone. The nature around 
the spaces acts as a source of positivity and 
support as well as a buffer from other spaces. 
Combined with these elements is the sensory 
water channel that divides the main nodes as 
well adds a soothing element to the garden. 
It terminates with a water cascade near the 
active involvement node.

Section of the rain catcher pavilion.
The view of the rain catcher pavillion that features the water dripping through the chains creates an effect 
like diamonds flowing down as the sunlight passes through. Trees and shurbs hold the rain water and 
seating around it makes it as the central focal point in the site.
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The passive public space 
features a water feature, 

pollinator garden, and 
custom benches which 

facilitate inclusion. 

The view from the water 
cascde watching the 
different spaces and 
elements like the water 
channel, the rain catcher 
pavillion, lunch area, and 
connection to building.

The engaging private 
spaces in the natural setting 
of trees and shrubs affords 
time with family and loved 
ones.
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Next Steps
Thank you for taking the time to view the 
student’s work. They all worked incredibly 
hard on the project and devoted much thought 
and empathy to the designs. 

The purpose of the project was to allow 
students the opportunity to explore and 
create options for the renovation. They 
generated creative, brilliant, out-of-the-box 
ideas which can inspire the final renovation 
plans. The designs in the booklet are meant 
to serve as inspiration and not final solutions. 
The best way to develop the final plan is to 

allow stakeholders to view these designs 
and look for good ideas to incorporate into 
a final program list or simply put a list of 
everything you want to include in the garden. 
While budget was not a consideration for 
the students, many of the ideas could be 
interpreted in a more economical fashion. 

The next steps include sharing the program 
list with licensed landscape architects and 
hiring them to create the final design and 
construction documents.

Notes from 9/25/2019 meeting with JTRH staff, therapists, and adminstration




