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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.

CONCLUSIONS AND QUESTIONS
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

kaboom.org/bestpractices

Population  
of Ankeny:  
42,287

Population  
under 18:  
11,460

Ankeny, Iowa: Parks and Recreation 
Governing Through Citizen Engagement
Public-private Collaboration Builds Political  
Capital In A Growing Community

One of several promotional pieces from the Ankeny Play Day.
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Outcomes

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. 

Core Findings

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.

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.

kaboom.org/bestpracticeskaboom.org/bestpractices
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Baltimore, Maryland: Playworks
Transforming School Recess
A cost-efficient way to reduce violence and  
improve behavior




