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PLAY MATTERS

I’ve often heard that it’s in our nation’s cities where the rubber meets the road. In cities, policy
meets practice, and ideas become reality. Municipal leaders, cash-strapped non-profits, and
socially conscious corporations work together to transform innovative ideas into programs
that make our civic spaces better. Critically, they also find the money to fund them.

When KaBOOM! initiated the Play Matters study more than a year ago, I already knew about
some of the accomplishments that we explore in depth in the pages that follow. After 14 years
of leading an organization that has worked closely with cities building more than 1,700 play
spaces and advocating for the importance of play in the lives of our children, I have seen
how mayors, city councils, parks and recreation departments, school districts, corporations,
social entrepreneurs, volunteers and citizens can accomplish extraordinary things when they
join together in a common cause. KaBOOM! also launched the Playful City USA national
recognition program in 2006 to build a cohort of cities that support play. As this network of
cities grew, we continued to be impressed by local innovation and leadership. When reports
came in from cities large and small, from San Francisco to Ankeny, lowa, I was excited and
heartened about what is being done to make sure this generation of children do not grow up
in a world without play.

Make no mistake—play is imperiled in our country. In a recent Harris Interactive poll
commissioned by KaBOOM!, 59% of parents report there is no place to play in walking
distance of their homes. In poorer neighborhoods, the figure increases to 69%. Recess is
disappearing from our schools. As you will read later, the absence of play has serious,
negative effects, from the epidemic of childhood obesity to increasing levels of Attention
Deficit Disorder, and a lack of social skills that kids would have learned on the playground
and during unstructured play. The growing research on the negative consequences of the play
deficit is important, but there is also a simple, clear and poignant truth we all can embrace
from our childhood: on a purely human level the deficit of child’s play is sad, since it means
a world with less laughter and joy. When kids play, they learn to run, jump, and swing. But
they also learn how to negotiate and to respect one another. They learn how to think and plan
without an adult telling them what to do. Kids who play also play better as adults.

I will not take time here to describe the best practices in this report. The innovation and
moxie demonstrated is heartening. Each best practice boasts proven results in the real world,
despite often working with limited resources. They show what our cities can do. They present
programs, ideas and approaches to funding which can, and should, be replicated.

As excited as I am about Play Matters, 1 worry that it might have an unintended consequence—
reinforcing the notion that our nation’s cities can go it alone. To ensure that the United States
provides our children with sufficient places to play—both in total number and in the quality
of the built environment—as well providing them with the time to play, I believe now is
the time to look at federal policies and funding for play and physical activity in general. I
invite everyone who cares about our kids to join this vital conversation. Go to kaboom.org/
bestpractices, and add your voice to the cause of play. It’s time to collectively turn our intent
for play into more actions.

ot toms”

Darell Hammond
KaBOOM! CEO and Co-Founder
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

PLAY MATTERS

Children playing outside—in spaces dedicated for play or not—signify a vibrant, healthy
community. In cities and towns across America, however, children just don’t get out and play
as they used to. The barriers to play include increased screen time, reductions in school-based
playtime, more traffic, less open space, run-down play areas, and caregivers’ fears about
safety. As children become more sedentary, the loss of play has serious consequences for
health, education, and community development.

Providing more opportunities for play is emerging as a civic responsibility at the local
level. Play as a policy imperative has not yet risen to the national agenda, despite increasing
evidence of its importance:

1. Children are more overweight than ever, and they are actually gaining weight over
summer break. The percentage of overweight children has doubled in the last 20
years, while the percentage of overweight teens has tripled.

2. The CDC reports that 4.5 million children (ages 5-17) have been diagnosed with
Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder. Many of them are being medicated.

3. Diagnoses of depression and anxiety disorders in children are also on the rise, with a
corresponding increase in the use of psychoactive drugs to treat them.

4. Violence, emotional outbursts, and lack of social skills for dealing with peers and
authority figures are growing issues for schools. Today’s teachers spend more and
more time on classroom management and less time actually teaching.

Without more time for play, we will continue to see a decrease in creativity and imagination,

fﬂ problem-solving skills, the ability to assess risk, and resiliency. All of these help prepare
O > - children not only to learn more effectively in school but also for successful adulthood.
= O g Solutions that promote opportunities for play often align with national and local
2 o imperatives—including health, education, the environment, and economic and community
o’ oo > development.

[« By
& -1 _ The purpose of this report is to describe successful local initiatives to improve opportunities
7)) < Z o for play and draw conclusions about why they have worked. The impact of these initiatives
(11 8 7)) n is gauged on three dimensions: increasing the quantity of available play spaces and play
(14 JnZ opportunities, improving the quality of spaces and experiences, and increasing children’s safe
LL s w w access to play. This report also identifies emerging data linking play initiatives to positive
o o’ O DD: outcomes in health, education, the environment, and the economy. It will be useful for those
E (o) 8 — building a case for play as part of the solution to broader public priorities.
= % o T The 12 local initiatives analyzed here were selected on the basis of three additional criteria:
F=<AQnO
(7)) o % L 1. They involve significant new financial and/or human resources for play and physical
<—<O0O activity for children.

2. They contribute to system-wide change in the community.

They can be replicated in other places.

The 12 communities vary in size, demographics, and resources—ranging from the city
of Denver to the town of Ankeny, lowa. The initiatives vary in complexity and cost, from
rebuilding playgrounds to improving the quality of play during school recess. Some focus on
space, others on programs. While each initiative is different, these stories illuminate common
themes in building support for play. This report analyzes these commonalities, suggests
steps for building public interest and support, and offers recommendations for citizens and
policymakers.
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There are many ways to build support for play. Some projects are citizen-led; others are
driven by city officials. Some cases involve a complicated intergovernmental process; others,
a tested and purposeful program that has been integrated into a school system. Still others
developed out of a parent addressing his or her child’s needs and then spread organically to the
school and the broader community. Each of these key drivers—public or private, individual
or collective—mobilized a community to provide political and financial support.

While each initiative featured in the report increases play, the decisive factors in each case did
not always explicitly include an argument for increasing play. In some cases, the arguments
related to health, education, community development, the environment, or the economy.
Increased opportunities for play were a collateral benefit.

Advocates employed a variety of strategies to build political support for their message and
resources to execute their initiative. These strategies included:

* Mobilizing key stakeholders early on * Publicizing results of accountability
+ Developing a compelling argument measures against standards

«  Engaging direct beneficiaries » Participating in the electoral process
+ Collecting quantitative baseline data +  Collaborating with news media

The case studies point to several strategies for citizens and policymakers who wish to
develop and promote play policy in their communities.

RESEARCH STRATEGIES IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGIES

* Conduct a play audit to assess play * Develop and execute a comprehensive plan
quantity, quality, and access to increase quality, quantity, and access

+ Engage children and caregivers in + Create systems to engage citizens and
identifying needs and priorities beneficiaries in implementing the plan

»  Use effective methods for data collection, * Implement a proactive maintenance
particularly technology tools program for facilities

» Develop strategic alliances to inform and * Implement joint-use agreements
align message and priorities * Develop and implement incentive

PLANNING STRATEGIES programs

» Set locally relevant and feasible standards *  Use technology tools to build support

for play quality, quantity, and access MONITORING, EVALUATION, AND
+ Engage broad constituencies, including FEEDBACK STRATEGIES
children and caregivers, in strategic

; * Regularly monitor and evaluate
planning

performance and satisfaction rates
*  Coordinate and integrate plans across

’ ¢ Use technology tools to report on progress,
government agencies and offices

sustain interest, and increase accountability
+ Set school standards for play and physical

activity time

Too often, children’s play is an afterthought in local policy—if it figures in policymaking
at all. By examining all possible spaces for play and collaborating with all relevant
government departments and community stakeholders, play advocates and elected officials
can significantly increase children’s opportunities for play. Whether those opportunities are
space-oriented or programmatic, advocates should strive to fully engage children and their
families in the process. This report presents new ideas that should be adapted and adopted by
more communities around the country, as well as providing a framework for increased federal
and philanthropic funding for play in communities across the country.
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INTRODUCTION

PLAY MATTERS

The opportunity to play is essential for the physical, social, emotional, and educational
development of our children and for the health and well-being of our communities. Yet play
is disappearing from children’s lives.' Rising obesity rates are perhaps the most measurable
and alarming evidence of a generation of children who are less active and less playful. If

this trend is not reversed, this “Sedentary Generation™ is on track to live shorter lives than
their parents.

The challenge for advocates and policymakers is to show that play and play spaces are part
of a solution to this urgent public health problem. To overcome the misperception that play is
trivial, there must be more voices for play, and these voices must do a better job of explaining
its benefits. Civic leaders and citizens must mount robust and sustained initiatives that
produce measurable results in enhancing health, education, the environment, and economic
and community development.

To this end, KaBOOM! undertook a year-long research project to identify, describe, and
analyze local initiatives to increase play in 12 communities across the country. KaBOOM!
partnered with the Sheridan Group, a public advocacy and policy organization based in
Washington, D.C., to conduct the study.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

There were three phases to the project: research, phone interviews, and site visits. The first
phase included interviews with national thought leaders in the play, health, education, parks
and recreation, physical fitness, planning, and transportation communities. They were asked to
identify challenges, opportunities, and trends in the broadly defined area of play and physical
activity. What is happening in communities across the country to promote play and physical
activity? What are the emerging trends and opportunities? What are the challenges? Based on
their recommendations, a list of potential initiatives was developed for further research.

@ kaboom.org/bestpractices




The second phase involved document analysis and initial phone interviews with local
stakeholders to understand the nature and scope of their initiative and its outcomes.

In the final phase, on-site interviews were conducted with stakeholders, beneficiaries, and
members of the broader community. At the end of this process, 12 efforts stood out as offering
significant findings to inform process and policy.

At each stage, the initiatives were assessed on their suitability for inclusion in the study.
There were three essential requirements:

* Did the initiative involve significant new financial and/or human resources for
play and physical activity for children? For example, a single park clean-up
project would not qualify.

¢ Did the initiative contribute to system-wide change in the community? One
playground in one neighborhood would not indicate systematic change.

e Can the initiative be replicated in other places? Some effective large-
scale urban initiatives that were candidates for the study relied on unique
partnerships that were not easily replicable.

Several factors were considered in the evaluation and selection of potential initiatives. In
what measurable ways did the initiative improve play quantity, quality, or access? How did
the key driver define success and measure impact?

Diversity in the geography, size, demographics, and resources of the communities themselves
was another consideration. How are communities increasing the amount of play space in
densely developed areas? Some of these cases involved facilities rather than programs, thus
requiring greater financial resources. How are communities with fewer resources finding the
capital to invest in play initiatives, particularly during an economic downturn?

Finally, initiatives were chosen on how effectively children were engaged as participants in
the process. What mechanisms did planners use to solicit input?

The 12 initiatives that were selected vary in nature and scope, but point to key common
elements for building support for play and play spaces. Some are citizen-led efforts while others
are driven by city officials. Some case studies describe a complicated and intergovernmental
process while others involve a tested and purposeful program model that has been integrated
into a school system. This report analyzes commonalities and then suggests a list of key
questions that should be considered in building public interest and support for play initiatives
in other communities.

DEFINITION OF TERMS

For the purposes of this report, play is defined as freely chosen, personally directed, and
intrinsically motivated behavior that actively engages a child. Unstructured play opportunities
were the primary focus of this study, but it includes some programs or curricula that provide
opportunities for both structured and unstructured play and physical activity.

@ kaboom.org/bestpractices




INTRODUCTION

PLAY MATTERS

This report is based on the premise that successful initiatives to increase play require
development of political capital, human capital, and/or financial capital. Political capital
is defined by influence and demonstrated by an individual or entity’s ability to influence
political leaders. Increasing the numbers of constituents who care about and will act on an
issue expands a political base of support and increases political influence or capital. Human
capital is defined as human resources to be mobilized and demonstrated in numbers of staff,
volunteers, or organized constituents. Financial capital is the funding to support and sustain
an initiative and can include public and/or private resources.

This report details the process by which key drivers and entities in each community developed
the capital necessary to achieve their goals. A key driver is defined as an individual who
creates interest in and opportunities for play; key drivers can be citizens or public officials.
The key driver has a compelling argument and the time and energy to mobilize others behind
that argument. In order to build broad public support and influence public policy, a single
driver needs to be supported by an entity. For the purposes of the report, an entity is defined
as a partnership, coalition, organization, association, or municipality.

In order to measure outcomes, this study details the extent to which each initiative increased
the quality of, the quantity of, and access to play. The terms access and accessible in this
report refer to the ability of children and other members of the community to take advantage
of existing play spaces or initiatives. For example, trails that connect neighborhood parks and
playgrounds and facilitate biking to these spaces increase children’s access to existing play
spaces. Thus, “access” and “accessible” are not limited here to their specific meanings under

fﬂ the Americans with Disabilities Act.
9 > ln_: Some case studies refer to the built environment. This includes buildings and spaces created or
5 9 (@) modified by people: homes, schools, park and recreation areas, greenways, and transportation
- O tems.
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[72) g Z 3) Play has been an essential part of human
g oOwm-: development since the earliest times. We
w -l I(.,LI) E know from animal studies that playful
o p— o behavior prepares the young for the skills
> (' on they need to survive. Kittens, for example,
() Oxd play at pouncing for hours on end—practice
= % o E:J for the actual hunting of prey later on.
FZn
(/9] oOZLwL Similarly, children all over the world
<O traditionally played at climbing trees,

building forts, exploring unfamiliar landscapes, creating costumes and dressing up, and other
games clearly related to survival: hunting, fishing, home-building, self-defense, and making
clothes. In this way, play allowed children to practice adult social roles and prepare to be
productive members of their communities.

Children’s play has many other developmental purposes as well, which have become clearer
through research in the last century. The simple act of throwing and catching a ball, for
example, develops not just physical dexterity but also important cognitive skills fundamental
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to understanding mathematics and physics. Make-believe play, in which children pretend
that one object is something else or take on different roles in a story, is the earliest form of
symbolic thinking, which in turn is the basis for both language and mathematics.

Many Native American peoples encouraged unsupervised children’s play as a necessary part
of growing up. But the European colonists were more ambivalent about play. The Puritans
and other pious groups considered it idleness, “the devil’s workshop,” and extolled the virtues
of hard work. Nevertheless, the work of children in pre-industrial America mainly involved
farm and household chores and caring for younger siblings, which allowed them time and
space to create their own play worlds separate from adults.

Historian Howard Chudacoff writes of these young early Americans: “Innovative by nature,
children developed their own culture, one that sometimes challenged their assigned place in
society and diminished parents’ confidence about governing the lives of their offspring. That
culture, if not one of play in the modern sense, certainly involved playful behavior.”*

The industrial revolution of the 19th century and the shift to factory work and crowded city
life dramatically changed children’s lives. Farm and household chores were replaced by long
hours in mills and mines, and children’s free access to nature and natural playscapes was cut
off. Toward the end of that century, and especially in the early 20th century, social reformers
built a movement to create playgrounds and recreation programs for young people. The
construction of playgrounds, an idea imported to the U.S. from Germany, spread rapidly.

The motives of these reformers were mixed. Some acted out of a belief in the importance of
childhood and a desire to make life better for children. Others were concerned about juvenile
delinquency, especially among newly arrived immigrant groups. Urban park and recreation
programs were created in part to get immigrant children off the streets and under proper adult
supervision, where they could be instructed in matters of character, citizenship, and “all the
social virtues.”

Local playground associations sprung up and then joined to form the Playground Association
of America in 1906. Its first meeting in Washington, D.C. attracted representatives from public
schools, city recreation departments, settlement houses, teachers’ colleges, and charitable
organizations. The following year the first Play Congress was held and the Playground
Movement was officially launched.

Physical fitness and play were subjects of public concern at the highest levels. President
Theodore Roosevelt, honorary chairman of the Playground Association, wrote: “Through
the whole of life, from childhood to old age, there should be opportunities for the practice of
those forms of recreation which renew life, and which make for the joy of living. Therefore,
I consider such work as that of our Association, in establishing the best forms of play and
guiding the expressions of recreation among our people, to be an essential factor in our
national life.”

During this same general period of American history, a related movement was taking hold
in education—the introduction of play-based kindergartens, another German invention
of the 19th century. Friedrich Froebel’s vision of the “child’s garden” involved creating a
small world in which children could play with their peers and experience their first taste of
independence. His kindergarten program had three aspects: games and songs, construction,
and a variety of instructional materials designed to lead children to explore, test, and compare.
Froebel’s philosophy of education had a profound influence well beyond kindergarten. His
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INTRODUCTION

PLAY MATTERS

emphasis on child-initiated learning, creativity, social participation, and motor expression
inspired generations of progressive education reformers and established the central role of
play and hands-on experience in learning.

The first half of the 20th century has been called “the golden age of unstructured play” in
the history of American childhood. But the advent of television and the growth of suburbs
after World War II signaled the beginning of a startling transformation. Children’s toys,
previously sold mainly at Christmastime, were advertised year-round for the first time and,
more significantly, marketed directly to children during TV programs.

The Irish, Italian, and other immigrant children who grew up on the urban playgrounds
built 50 years earlier fled the cities, which grew poorer and more dangerous. City parks,
playgrounds, and recreation programs suffered. And the woods, fields, and wild places where
children had played in smaller towns turned into housing developments, highways, and
shopping malls. These suburban families had fewer children but more money—so children
increasingly played alone, with things their parents bought for them. Toys became the focus
of much childhood play, replacing outdoor roaming and exploration.

The marketing of toys to children intensified in the 1980s with the total deregulation of
children’s television. The number of ads per hour was no longer limited, and the linking of
products to program content was no longer prohibited. Entire programs essentially became
advertisements for the toys, dolls, stuffed animals, and action figures they featured, along
with the movies, lunch boxes, clothing, and breakfast cereals their images were licensed to.

The active, free-range child of early and mid-century America gradually became a couch
potato. Many factors contributed to this transformation: the loss of outdoor play spaces; the
rise of parental fears about letting children play on their own, fueled by sensational news
stories about child molesters; an automobile culture in which children are driven everywhere,
reducing the amount of walking and bike riding. At the same time, fear of injury and lawsuits
sounded a death knell for some of the most engaging playground activities and equipment.
Many schools actually eliminated recess entirely, or prohibited children from activities like

playing tag.

By the turn of the 21st century, children’s unstructured free play was seriously endangered,
in part because of a technological revolution as transformative as industrialization had been
a century and a half earlier. The lure of computers and video games, added to TV, created a
generation of children who typically spent four to six hours per day in front of screens, further
isolating them from other children and from the outdoors. Their stressed-out, overworked
parents saw few alternatives to the electronic babysitters. Safety concerns, aversion to risk,
and fear of litigation created, in Hara Marano’s phrase, “a nation of wimps.” Meanwhile, the
demise of family mealtime, the supersizing of American fast food, and the sedentary, screen-
dominated lifestyle of large numbers of children have led to an epidemic of obesity that now
threatens to shorten life expectancy and bankrupt our children’s future.
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AND PROCESS IN SUPPORT
OF CHILDREN’S PLAY

The time-tested principles of playful learning developed by Froebel and others were losing
ground, too, as anxious parents feared that unstructured play was a waste of time, even for
young children. They bought educational DVDs targeted to infants and toddlers, enrolled
babies in sign-language classes, drilled them with flash cards, and scheduled every minute
of the day with play dates and lessons that would build up their toddlers’ preschool resumes.
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The national obsession with academic achievement, raising test scores, and assigning large
amounts of homework further eroded time for free play at home and in school, even in
preschools and kindergartens.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

While these educational, social, and technological changes in recent years have reduced
children’s opportunities for free play, there is also some evidence that the tide of public
opinion is turning. Two recent studies indicate that most parents see the value of unstructured
play for children, even though they are stymied by major obstacles that prevent play from
happening as simply and freely as it did in the past.

Yale University psychologists Dorothy and Jerome Singer and colleagues interviewed 2,400
mothers in 16 countries and found that, overall, 72% believe that children are “growing up
too quickly.” In the U.S. the figure was 95%, the highest of any country studied. The authors
conclude that “mothers are deeply concerned that their youngsters are somehow missing out
on the joys and experiential learning opportunities of free play and natural exploration. ...
For lack of safe outdoor play spaces and unstructured free time, children are being deprived
of the excitement and social interactions of a healthy youth.”¢

The second study, an online survey commissioned by KaBOOM! and carried out by Harris
Interactive, polled 1,677 parents of children ages 2 to 12 on their views about play and play
spaces in spring 2009. The great majority of parents—eight in 10—agreed that unstructured
play is extremely or very important for children; only one in six said it is only somewhat
or not at all important. Overall, 72% of parents said their children preferred unstructured to
adult-led play. Urban parents and fathers were somewhat more likely to say their children
preferred adult-organized play.

Nearly all the parents in the Harris poll agreed that outdoor play is important for children’s
physical fitness and development. Nine out of 10 parents recognized that their children spend
less time outdoors than they did as children. They reported that their children spend, on
average, about six hours per week in unstructured outdoor play but said they thought children
should have twice that amount. About 80% of parents of 2- to 5-year-olds said their children
preferred outdoor over indoor play. Among parents of 6- to 12-year-olds it was nearly 70%.

The top three barriers to outdoor play, according to the survey, were the lack of nearby play
spaces, overly busy schedules, and lack of adult supervision at the play facilities that are
available. Urban parents were the most likely to name the need for adult supervision. Three
out of four parents said that citizens and government officials should take action to increase
opportunities to play for children in their communities. And eight of 10 said they were willing
to take some action themselves to increase the amount of time and space for children’s play.

The growing interest in restoring and encouraging play is further evidenced by a remarkable
outpouring of recent major reports, policy statements, and local initiatives to improve play
spaces and the quality of play programs, and to increase public understanding of and support
for play. Among those contributing to this new Play Movement are the Alliance for Childhood,
American Academy of Pediatrics, Association of Children’s Museums, Children and Nature
Network, Common Good, Conservation Fund, KaBOOM!, International Play Association,
National Association for Sport and Physical Education, National League of Cities, National
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PLAY MATTERS

Policy & Legal Analysis Network to Prevent Childhood Obesity, National Recreation and
Park Association, National Wildlife Federation, Policy link, President’s Council on Physical
Fitness and Sports, Project for Public Spaces, Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, Trust for
America’s Health, Trust for Public Land, U.S. Conference of Mayors, YMCA, and many
others.

More than 100 scholars, advocates, and thought leaders gathered at South Carolina’s Clemson
University in June 2009 for the first Summit on the Value of Play. Organized by Fran
Mainella, a former director of the National Park Service, the event focused on the cognitive,
physical, and affective benefits of play as well as the barriers to play. Participants organized
themselves into several task forces aimed at building a collaborative network, mounting a
national communications campaign, and undertaking legislative advocacy in support of play.
Planning is under way for a follow-up summit in 2010.

In July 2009 a diverse collection of more than 250 researchers and nonprofit leaders convened
in Washington, D.C. to begin articulating a first-of-its-kind National Physical Activity Plan.
Building on successful initiatives in Europe and Australia, working groups were organized
to set priorities and sustainable implementation strategies for the fields of public health,
education, volunteer and nonprofit organizations, transportation, urban design and community
planning, mass media, health care, business and industry, and parks, recreation, fitness, and
sports. It is expected that implementation of the plan will begin in early 2010.

The 2007 Academy of Pediatrics report titled “The Importance of Play in Promoting
Healthy Child Development and Maintaining Strong Parent-Child Bonds” was striking in
its unequivocal recommendations. “Play is essential to development,” it said. “Play allows
children to use their creativity while developing their imagination, dexterity, and physical,
cognitive, and emotional strength. Play is important to healthy brain development. It is through
play that children at a very early age engage and interact in the world around them. Play
allows children to create and explore a world they can master, conquering their fears while
practicing adult roles, sometimes in conjunction with other children or adult caregivers. As
they master their world, play helps children develop new competencies that lead to enhanced
confidence and the resiliency they will need to face future challenges. Undirected play allows
children to learn how to work in groups, to share, to negotiate, to resolve conflicts, and to
learn self-advocacy skills.””

The United States now faces some vital policy choices that will determine the history of play
in the 21st century. We can go backwards to the Puritan view of play as a waste of time, and
continue to fill every spare moment in and out of school with adult-designed and -dominated
activities. Or we can pay attention to a growing consensus among parents, physicians, and
educators: that child-initiated, creative play lays the foundation for innovative thinking and
problem-solving; self-control; social and emotional maturity; physical and mental health; and
responsible citizenship. A further question is whether the U.S. will join the 192 countries that
support play as a basic right of children or remain one of only two countries that have failed
to ratify the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child.

CURRENT CONTEXT

Children’s access to safe high-quality play spaces and opportunities to play has been
significantly reduced in recent decades, with serious short- and long-term implications for
their health and well-being. The most pressing issue is rising rates of obesity.
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Childhood obesity rates have nearly tripled since 1980, from 6.5% to 16.3%; more than
30% of U.S. children and youth are obese or at risk of becoming obese.® Approximately
175,000 individuals under the age of 20 have type 2 diabetes, and two million young people
between the ages of 12 and 19 have pre-diabetes—blood glucose levels higher than normal
but not yet high enough to be diagnosed as diabetes. Recent research suggests that long-term
damage, especially to the heart and circulatory system, may already be occurring during pre-
diabetes.’

Many government, scientific, and public health agencies recommend that school-age children
and adolescents participate in at least 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity
every day.!® Two-thirds of our children fall far short of meeting this standard.

Unless these trends are reversed, childhood obesity will have serious consequences for
society, including increased disease, disability, health care costs, and absenteeism, along
with lost productivity and a compromised quality of life. Obesity-related hospital costs for
children and youth went from an annual average of $35 million in 1979-1981 to $127 million
in 1997-1999."

A range of factors contribute to the current play and physical activity deficit.

QUALITY OF PLAY SPACES

The loss of financial resources and public commitment to children’s play is reflected in
the quality of the spaces that do exist and are accessible. In 2002, 29% of all playgrounds
surveyed nationally contained one or more pieces of hazardous equipment.!> Concerns
regarding equipment safety have contributed to a decline in the number of children playing
at their community playground.

The nature of play equipment itself is a factor in whether or not children are inclined to
use it. Over the past few years, excessive concern for safety has trumped opportunities for
innovation in design and more creative and adventurous play. As a result, play equipment is
less physically challenging and engaging. Opportunities for physical challenge help children
develop competencies that can later protect them from injury.

QUANTITY OF PLAY

Children don’t have adequate time and space for play. According to the Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation’s 2007 Recess Rules report, recess offers nearly half (42%) of the available
opportunity to promote physical activity among children during the school year.!> Many
schools, however, are cutting back recess in order to increase academic instruction time. And
in too many schools access to recess is limited by policies that allow children to be punished
for misbehavior, for not completing work, or for failure to pass tests by having their recess
time taken away.

Including hours spent both in and out of school, children have less free time. Since the
late 1970s, children on average have lost 12 hours per week in free time, including a 50%
decrease in unstructured outdoor activities. Children lead more highly scheduled lives. A
focus on structured activities led to a decrease in children’s free playtime by 25% between
1981 and 1997.1
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Screen time has replaced much of the time that was previously available for play. Television,
DVDs, video games, and computers have replaced more active and creative play. Children
under six years old spend an average of about two hours a day with screen media'®, and youth
between the ages of 8 and 18 spend an average of 6.5 hours a day with screen media—more
than 45 hours a week.!® Children are spending less time actively playing and more time
engaged in these sedentary activities.

ACCESS TO PLAY SPACES

The nature of the built environment, the availability of play spaces, and perceptions of risk
are important factors in whether or not children have access to opportunities to play. A 2009
Harris poll of parents commissioned by KaBOOM! found that nearly half reported there was
no play space or facility within walking distance in their community, yet eight in 10 parents
feel it is important that such facilities be within walking distance.'”

Community design affects access. Neighborhoods without sidewalks, bike paths, and safe
walking and biking routes put up barriers to play. Where children used to walk or ride to
school, many children now go to school by car. In 1969, 90% of children living within one
to five miles from school walked there, while today only 15% from the same group walk to
school.!® This is due, in part, to built environments and sprawling community designs that
discourage walking or bicycling and promote driving.

Where play spaces do exist, there has been a trend toward limiting their availability. Schoolyards
and other gathering places that were once open to the public have been closed because of
liability concerns. The American Academy of Pediatrics suggests opening schoolyards to the
public as a way to increase access to physical activity opportunities.'’

Even where play spaces exist and are accessible, they won’t be used unless parents perceive
them to be safe. Dr. James Sallis, a leading researcher in the field, has found that the most
important factor when parents select play spaces for their children is safety and the perception
of safety.?%2!

INEQUITIES IN QUANTITY, QUALITY, AND ACCESS

Data suggest that children from low-income households and communities are
disproportionately affected by these trends across all areas—quantity, quality, and access.
Low-income communities have fewer recreational facilities and those facilities are less well
maintained.?> Children from low-income households also have fewer opportunities to play;
research shows that children from such households have less recess time.? Finally, children
in low-income households are estimated to spend 50% more time watching television than
their more affluent peers.?

RESEARCH CONNECTING PLAY TO
POSITIVE OUTCOMES

Emerging research makes a case for access to high-quality play space as a way to reverse
sedentary patterns in children’s behavior and support their physical, cognitive, social, and

OF CHILDREN’S PLAY
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emotional development. Some of this research suggests that play and physical activity are
required to reduce childhood obesity.

The American Academy of Pediatrics®, the Institute of Medicine®, and Stanford University?’
all recommend that solutions to childhood obesity focus on opportunities for free play and
the provision of facilities for play. There is a growing body of research that suggests that
children will be more active if they are given opportunities to engage in unstructured or free
play. Active children are less likely to be obese and less prone to have obesity-related health
problems such as diabetes and heart disease. Unstructured play gets children moving, and
more active children are more likely to be physically healthy.

The built environment can support behavioral change in children. Many studies associate
physical activity with time spent outdoors and proximity to parks and recreational facilities.
There are some studies that associate “neighborhood greenness” with lower body mass index
in children.?®

Playisalso linked to positive educational outcomes. Play is associated with neuro-physiological
development that leads to stronger academic achievement, increased concentration, and
improved math, reading, and writing test scores. Children who are below average on language
and cognitive skills do better in early school achievement if they are physically healthy and
have strong social and emotional skills—all factors that are highly correlated with play.

Finally, play in the outdoors builds confidence and social skills. Children are happier and
better able to get along with others when they have regular opportunities for free and
unstructured play outdoors. Outdoor experiences in adolescence result in enhanced self-
esteem, self-confidence, independence, autonomy, and initiative—and these positive results
extend into adulthood.?”

PLAY POLICY AT THE FEDERAL LEVEL

The recent history of efforts to support children’s play at the federal level is at best discouraging.
Although the federal government has yet to address the importance of play with any specific
legislation or initiative, aspects of two programs, the Land and Water Conservation Fund
(LWCF) and the Urban Park and Recreation Recovery Program (UPARR), have in the past
been used effectively to enhance play opportunities. Both programs, however, are currently
underfunded or receiving no funding.

Almost every county in the nation has benefitted from LWCF funding of state and local park
and recreation projects since its establishment in 1965; they have protected seven million
acres of wilderness and wildlife habitat. UPARR provided $230 million to local governments
from 1978 to 2000 for park rehabilitation and maintenance and recreation programs in the
inner cities.

During the 1970s, for example, the New York City Parks Department received about $5 million
per year through the LWCF. UPARR grants for New York City projects ranged up to $1.5 million
per year. A $794,000 grant in 1979 helped establish the city’s Urban Park Rangers program.
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Actual spending from the two funds has almost never reached the levels authorized by
Congress: $900 million per year for the LWCF and $725 million over five years for UPARR.
The LWCF was fully funded only twice in its history, the last time in fiscal year 2001. Since
then, allocations from the fund have dropped precipitously; the 2009 amount is about $27
million, just 3% of the authorized level. UPARR has fared even worse. No funds have been
spent under that program since 2002. In the current economy, the challenge of restoring funds
for these programs—especially for capital expenditures—is especially daunting.

A coalition of nonprofit organizations, foundations, and corporations including the YMCA,
the National Recreation and Park Association, and the National Association for Sport and
Physical Education came together in 2007 and pushed for new federal legislation to support
children’s play. The PLAY Every Day Act, introduced in the 110th Congress that year, would
have required the Secretary of Health and Human Services to develop a community play
index to assess the policy, program, and environmental barriers to participation in physical
activity. It also would have awarded grants to state health departments for partnerships
with community-based coalitions to plan and implement initiatives to increase spaces and
opportunities for physical activity and “quality play.”

The bill was sponsored by Senator Tom Harkin, Democrat of lowa, and had 11 co-sponsors
in the Senate, including Hillary Clinton of New York, Barbara Boxer of California, Richard
Durbin of Illinois, and Charles Hagel of Nebraska. The proposal was referred to the Senate
Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions, which never reported it out. On the
House side, the bill was introduced by Representative Mark Udall of Colorado and had 82
co-sponsors. It was referred to the House Committee on Energy and Commerce, which took
no action on it. When the 110th Congress expired, the proposal died. The bill has not been
reintroduced in the current Congress.

Two other pieces of federal legislation marginally related to play and introduced in 2007 fared
slightly better, although neither has become law. The No Child Left Inside Act, designed to
enhance environmental education and training and promoted by the Children and Nature
Network, was reported out by the House Education and Labor Committee and approved
by the full House in a 293 to 109 vote on Sept. 18, 2008. But the Senate Health, Education,
Labor, and Pensions Committee never took action on it, and the bill died with the 110th
Congress. It has been reintroduced in the new Congress, though, sponsored by Senator John
Reed of Rhode Island (as S. 866) and Representative John Sarbanes of Maryland (as H.R.
2054).

The FIT Kids Act was introduced in 2007 by Representative Ronald Kind of Wisconsin and
Senator Harkin of Iowa. Its goal was to promote healthy active lifestyles through improved
health and physical education in schools. Neither the House Education and Labor Committee
nor the Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee took action on it during the
110th Congress, but the bill has been reintroduced in the new Congress by Senator Harkin. It
has 20 co-sponsors, including three Republicans.
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The ongoing debate over health care reform offers a potential opportunity for play advocates
to project their concerns onto a national stage. The projected costs of medical care for the
Sedentary Generation of today’s children are staggering, and the health benefits of a playful,
active childhood should by any measure be a part of this important policy conversation.
Thus far, however, voices for children’s play have not found effective ways to enter the
increasingly noisy health care fight.
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The Elementary and Secondary Education Act, in recent years known by the name No Child
Left Behind, is due for reauthorization. That debate will also offer opportunities for advocates
of play. The current law’s emphasis on standardized testing of literacy and math skills has had
the effect of narrowing the curriculum, curtailing physical education and recess, and driving
play from every classroom and especially from the early childhood classroom—as noted in
the report “Crisis in the Kindergarten” by the Alliance for Childhood.

Advocates also have the opportunity to work with other federal agencies. The Department of
Housing and Urban Development, for example, could do more to recognize and promote the
importance of high-quality play areas in public housing projects, as many units are constructed
or remodeled without consideration for play and recreation. The Department of the Interior
could support efforts to increase opportunities for children’s exploratory play in nature as a
demonstrated way to build respect for the environment and the importance of conservation.
The U.S. Forest Service is already considering a proposal to designate “children’s forests”
around the country, where programs to encourage play in the outdoors could take place. The
Center for Disease Control could expand its obesity related efforts to include infrastructure
as well as research. The Corporation for National and Community Service could expand the
utilization of Corps Members to provide human capital support in our nation’s playspaces.

Building political support for play will require strategic planning, careful use of data, and
inspired reporting. An important part of that effort is to make visible the results of the
successful local initiatives in this report to the people who most need that information at both
the grassroots and policymaking levels. (Note: the complete case studies of the 12 initiatives
are available at the KaBOOM! web site: kaboom.org/bestpractices.)

At the same time, an analysis of what happened to the PLAY Every Day Act in the 110th
Congress, why the bill has not been reintroduced in the new Congress, and how the
coalition of organizations that initially promoted the bill can be remobilized is badly needed.
Advocates must work harder to educate and enlist the support of reporters and editors about
the importance of outdoor play and the growing consensus that children need at least 60
minutes a day of it.

In addition to the successful initiatives described in this report, other newly emerging ideas
can transform public perceptions of play and its role in children’s lives. One of the most
powerful of these is the playworker, or play associate—a trained, observant, responsible adult
who creates a safe and playful environment for children without directing or controlling play.
Well known in other countries, the discipline of playwork is just being discovered in the
United States. It has the potential to revitalize children’s play and health while contributing
to both economic and community development.
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GOVERNING THROUGH CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT
PUBLIC-PRIVATE COLLABORATION BUILDS POLITICAL
CAPITAL IN A GROWING COMMUNITY

Ankeny offers an example of a city-led process to engage citizens and build political support
and financial resources for play. With a rapidly expanding population of young families and
a culture oriented to athletics, citizen demand for athletic facilities in Ankeny exceeded the
supply. After a bond measure to build a sports complex failed, the city solicited citizen input and
enlisted their support in fundraising. The success of that process revealed pent-up demand for
play space and triggered a cultural shift in governing: the city now incorporates resident input
into all phases of planning, implementation, and maintenance. Newfound citizen participation
and satisfaction rates have given Ankeny the political capital to proceed with an ambitious plan
for the development of play areas.

Since 2002, Ankeny Parks and Recreation has directed $1.5 million in public resources
per year to new playground development. Public input—through surveys, focus groups,
community engagement meetings, and playground votes—now informs every park and
playground development project. The city’s 228-page master plan to guide future investment
in parks, playgrounds, and other open space is a product of public-private collaboration.

Quantity: City-led efforts resulted in a new 124-acre sports complex that alleviated pressure
on neighborhood playgrounds. The city has since built two playgrounds at the complex
and a skate park. There are now 33 parks and 21 playgrounds serving the roughly 20,500
regional area youth under 18. The city of Ankeny is constructing up to three new playgrounds
per year.

Quality: Ninety-five percent of residents consider the city’s parks and playgrounds “good”
or “excellent.” The diverse opportunities for play are designed to accommodate multiple
interests and ages, ranging from fishing ponds to a skate park.

Access: As a result of these developments, most youth in Ankeny are now within a quarter
mile of a playground or trail to connect them to a playground. Every child is within six blocks
of a 6- to 15-acre park. These parks are connected by 33 miles of eight-foot wide trails.

Engage key stakeholders early in the process. Following the failed bond measure, the mayor
was proactive in meeting with key stakeholders early in the process, including stakeholders
and political elites who had opposed the bond measure.

Leverage private resources to build public support. The city of Ankeny agreed to contribute
$2 for every $1 raised at the community level. These matching dollars were effective in
raising private resources for recreation facilities; proposed bond measures were not.

Engage citizens. The city builds political support for play and playgrounds by meaningfully
involving citizens in setting priorities and helping to actualize these priorities. Residents vote
on playground designs. Surveys and focus groups inform the long-range goals of the Parks
and Recreation Department.
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Empower youth. The mayor personally convened a youth council to inform needs, suggest
solutions, and help execute initiatives. The council was empowered to develop plans for a
skate park that is now a signature feature within the city.

Create joint-function play facilities. Ankeny’s Prairie Ridge Sports Complex was developed
to create playing fields for sports teams, but city leaders and staff quickly realized a demand for
unstructured play opportunities within the same complex. Adding amenities for unstructured
play within the broader umbrella of the sports complex created a bustling town center focused
on play and recreation.

Create park and recreation master plans. The city invested in a comprehensive master
plan. They integrated a full range of facilities in the plan and incorporated citizen feedback.
Trails for biking and walking are connected to playgrounds and schoolyards, increasing
access to play.

In Ankeny, the sports complex itself was arguably a catalyst for a systemic culture shift that
led to greater citizen input into park and playground decision making. Challenge grants were
one mechanism to spur financial investment. How can municipalities identify overlooked
opportunities to use policy to increase citizen ownership and investment in parks and
playgrounds? Economic development data helped to court private donations. In what ways
can drivers and municipalities use economic data as an argument for investment in play?

For more information on this case study, please visit kaboom.org/bestpractices
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TRANSFORMING SCHOOL RECESS
A COST-EFFICIENT WAY TO REDUCE VIOLENCE AND
IMPROVE BEHAVIOR

Playworks, formerly Sports4Kids, provides full-day play and physical education programming
at low-income schools. The program began in Oakland, California, and is now active in
several cities. It has been championed by school principals as a cost-efficient way to improve
a school’s learning environment and culture, not just children’s behavior on the playground.
The Playworks model uses coaches trained to facilitate play during the school day. A key
focus of the program is recess. Particularly at low-income inner-city schools, disciplinary
problems, a lack of school staffing, and unsafe playgrounds have compromised opportunities
for play during recess. As a result of the program, schools report fewer incidents of violence,
suspensions, and expulsions, as well as improved behavior in the classroom.

Playworks was introduced in six schools in Baltimore in the fall of 2005. The program has
now expanded to 24 elementary schools with plans to expand to 36 schools during the 2009—
2010 school year. Participating schools report improvements in student behavior and lower
incidents of violence and suspension.

Quantity: There are 10,000 children participating in Playworks programs at 24 schools
across Baltimore. There are 450 youths in the junior coach program and 350 students who
receive after-school programming. Playworks runs two interscholastic leagues serving 500
children.

Quality: Based on principal and teacher surveys, 94% of respondents reported that Playworks
increased the level of student participation in physical activity on the playground.

Access: In addition to recess and the after-school programming, Playworks also runs
classroom games during the school day. On average, Playworks will deliver three of these
30-minute classroom games each day and in different classes within the school.

Identify a key local driver. Medfield Heights Elementary School Principal Debbie Thomas
was a key driver for the program, promoting Playworks through word-of-mouth marketing to
like-minded principals and offering her school for site visits.

Show, rather than describe, the model. In launching the program in Baltimore, principals
benefited from seeing and experiencing Playworks rather than just hearing about it. A video
or site visit can effectively demonstrate an initiative and can move principals from interest
to commitment.

Integrate programs and providers of these programs into the school community.
Playworks site coordinators develop trusting relationships with students, teacher, and
parents; they become an integral part of the school community. Through these relationships
and this rapport, site coordinators are able to effect change in the behavior of the students
and the culture of the school.
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