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Commit to and coordinate efforts

• Public sector employees need to be engaged in the design 
and integration of playful learning efforts into new and 
existing programs and projects

• Growing trend for U.S. cities to have dedicated staff 
positions that to lead cross agency collaboration
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Leverage and learn from national groups

Cities don’t have to start from scratch. National organizations 
can:

• Act as a central resource for designing, implementing, and 
maintaining play-focused initiatives.

• Help public entities to break down silos to maximize limited 
resources.
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KaBOOM!’s Play Everywhere
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Too Small to Fail: Laundry time is learning time
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Partner and engage for impact

• Forging partnerships with community organizations and 
public champions helps to foster neighborhood trust and 
cohesion and builds social capital.

• Faith-based initiative in Detroit encouraged caregivers to 
talk, read, and sing to their children in church sermons and 
family programs.
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Blake the Brownsville Bee
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Simplify (and spread) the message

• To reach busy families, information needs to be shared in 
the most clear and concise way, in various formats and 
venues.

• Chicago PlayStreets

» Communicating the important link between play and 
healthy development and learning.

» Implementation barrier is residents not wanting to move 
their cars.
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Clear the way

• Nascent field that brings together the learning sciences 
and placemaking.

• Train urban planners and designers to embed playful 
learning into projects from the start so not seen as an 
added effort or cost.

• “Play everywhere is an elegantly simple concept—they’re 
inexpensive, small-scale interventions…The biggest hurdle is 
the permissions and permitting and what’s allowable in the 
public realm.”
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With crisis comes opportunity
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www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success

Where We Work

Cities participating in Early 
Childhood Success initiatives
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More than  50 cities, towns 

& villages 

reaching 2 million
est. young children birth to 
age 8 years and growing…

The ECS Team brings city leaders together from across the country to 
help them achieve their shared mission: to lead thriving cities

http://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success


Building Strong Early Childhood Systems 

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success

Early Learning Nation
Launched 2015, the National 
League of Cities (NLC) 
partnered with the Center for 
the Study of Social Policy 
(CSSP) to launch City 
Leadership for Building an 
Early Learning Nation (ELN) to 
support local officials in 
developing and strengthening 
early childhood systems to 
ensure that young children in 
our cities grow up safe, 
healthy and ready to learn.

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success


https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success

Early Learning Community Action Guide

https://progressratingtool.earlylearningnation.com/

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success
https://progressratingtool.earlylearningnation.com/


Target 3.1 The built environment promotes safety and 
allows families to access basic services in their 
neighborhoods and beyond.

Target 3.2 Economic and employment opportunities are 
available to all.

Target 3.3 Residents feel a sense of belonging and hope 
within their neighborhoods and connection to the broader 
community.

Neighborhoods Where 
Families Can Thrive

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success

Building Blocks for Success

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success


Transforming Public Spaces for Early Childhood

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success

City Trends
1. Public Libraries
Reimagining public 
libraries to facilitate 
greater interaction 
between young children 
and their caregivers and 
libraries partnering with 
city parks departments 
to bring early literacy 
activities to community 
centers.

1. Chicago Children’s Library 2. New York City Play Streets

3. Milwaukee Laundromat Play and 
Learn Spaces 

4. Milwaukee Family Court Play and 
Learn Space

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success


Transforming Public Spaces for Early Childhood

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success

City Trends
2. City Transportation
Working with city 
transportation 
departments to 
reimagine streets and 
public transportation to 
support early learning, 
e.g., play streets, lending 
libraries at bus stops, 
and early literacy 
messaging in public 
spaces. 

1. Chicago Children’s Library 2. New York City Play Streets

3. Milwaukee Laundromat Play and 
Learn Spaces 

4. Milwaukee Family Court Play and 
Learn Space

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success


Transforming Public Spaces for Early Childhood

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success

City Trends
3. Community Partners
Collaboration between 
cities and their 
community partners to 
bring early childhood 
opportunities to 
community spaces like 
laundromats and 
grocery stores. 

1. Chicago Children’s Library 2. New York City Play Streets

3. Milwaukee Laundromat Play and 
Learn Spaces 

4. Milwaukee Family Court Play and 
Learn Space

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success


Transforming Public Spaces for Early Childhood

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success

City Trends
4. Civic Spaces
Being intentional about 
designing civic spaces to 
support early childhood. 
We are seeing things like 
little libraries at city hall; 
play and learn spaces at 
family courts, and DMVs; 
and early literacy 
messaging and 
resources at places 
families are likely to visit 
such as WIC offices.

1. Chicago Children’s Library 2. New York City Play Streets

3. Milwaukee Laundromat Play and 
Learn Spaces 

4. Milwaukee Family Court Play and 
Learn Space

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success
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ABOUT OECI

• Opened in November 2018, OECI 
represents the city’s interest in 
ensuring Milwaukee children ages 0-3 
and pregnant mothers have equitable 
access to evidence based early care 
and development programs and 
services helping prepare children for 
kindergarten. 



MILWAUKEE CARES

MAKE  MILWAUKEE  A CITY  WHERE  BABIES  THRIVE 



Our Partners Anyone living, working, 
or playing in the City 
of Milwaukee



Our Process 
With support from the 
National League of Cities,   
https://www.nlc.org/initiative/early-learning-nation/

OECI invited individuals 
from cross-sectors to use 
the CSSP and NLC Early 
Learning Community 
Action Guide a Progress 
Rating Tool  
http://earlylearningnation.com/2019/11/introducing-

the-progress-rating-tool/

https://www.nlc.org/initiative/early-learning-nation/
http://earlylearningnation.com/2019/11/introducing-the-progress-rating-tool/


Our Plan
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Inside Milwaukee’s Children’s Court

Before After



MKE Plays
The MKE Plays 
initiative, 
conceived by 
Alderman 
Michael Murphy, 
aims to 
transform 14 of 
the city’s most 
deteriorated 
playgrounds into 
models for local 
collaboration 
and renovation.
https://city.milwaukee.gov/Com
monCouncil/Initiatives/mkeplays





DREAM, BUILD, PLAY is an initiative of Milwaukee Recreation, a department of Milwaukee 
Public Schools. They plan to revitalize 52 Milwaukee play paces. 
https://milwaukeerecreation.net/rec/About/Master-Plan/Completed-Projects.htm



THANK YOU 
DEA WRIGHT
DCWRIGH@MILWAUKEE.GOV

mailto:dcwrigh@Milwaukee.gov
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Neighborhood-level data

Number of children birth to 3

How can we increase the 
Playful opportunities for 
young children and their 
caregivers on the 
neighborhood level?



Meet Yoav-
Parks & Gardens Director



1 - Pop up “Play in the city”



“We created a huge 
playground which 
included Urban95 
elements, with an 

emphasis on parent-
child play” 



100 
imagination 
playground 

blocks



1

toys shed



20 
sand
boxes



87%

2 - Using data before design



750
participants 
on online 
survey 

A program of an early childhood playground





Interviewees’ 
Characteristics 
according to 
Demographic 
Segmentation 







3 - Opportunities during the COVID-19 crisis

"I live really close 
and come to shop 

in the area, but do 
not stop with the 
girls because we 

have nothing to do 
there, nothing 

attracts me" 







Play is the most dominant activity!



Urban95 is not just a 
program but a way of life
Mr. Menachem Leiba, Director General, Municipality 
of Tel Aviv - Yafo

Thank You!
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Strategies for Connecting with City Leaders

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success

Tip: Make use of the Mayor’s bully pulpit to bring attention 
to the importance of the early childhood.

Tip: Use the city’s role as community convener to bring 
partners together and identify opportunities to collaborate.

Tip: Engage your city planning department to identify public 
spaces that could be set up in better ways to support families 
with young children.

https://www.nlc.org/early-childhood-success


STEPS MILWAUKEE HAS TAKEN 

• Identify champions to get the ball rolling – these folks are your decision makers, 
constituents, subject-matter experts, philanthropic and business community 

• Find common ground on priorities for children in your area and start building a 
road map

• Dedicate space or an office to focus on priorities and assign or hire someone to 
manage along with establishing an infrastructure  

• Create an advisory council (to input on strategic plan, overall operations) 

• On-going communication about priorities & mechanism for community input 



5 key lessons
for effective interventions



1 / Become an agent of change 

To lead change  

Increase 
awareness

Cooperation in 
organizational 
structure

Leverage of 
existing resources



City’s engineer

Director of parks 
and gardens Director of social 

services 
administration

Director of 
kindergartens

Director of 
transportation 
department

“Copenhagen team” 

2-� Apc_rc � apmqq� bcn_prk cl r_j� amjj_` mp_rgml2 / Create cross departmental collaboration

Director of 
community 
administration

Strategic unit
BVLF 
representatives 

urban95PM

Gehl 
Architects BVLF Experts 



Welfare

219



3 / Low hanging fruits – Quick wins

Capacity 
Building Pilots Adapt & 

Learn  
Scale & 
Measure Sustainability



4 / Caregivers engagement

New
municipal 
policy



5 / Generating Political will 



Questions & Discussion
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Upcoming GLR Learning Tuesdays Webinars

gradelevelreading.net    @readingby3rd    #GLReading    #LearningTuesdays   

The Campaign for Grade-Level Reading will resume its GLR Learning Tuesdays 
webinars on January 12. 
We wish you and your families a very happy holiday season.

JANUARY 2021

LEARNING LOSS RECOVERY CHALLENGE WEBINAR
The Way Forward: Guided by Lessons Learned the Hard Way 
Conversation with Randi Weingarten, AFT, and Becky Pringle, NEA
Tuesday, January 12, 3 p.m. ET/12 p.m. PT


