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Action

By Suzie Boss

DUCATION

Putting More
Fun into Play

P Turn kids loose with sand,
water, and simple stuff they can
move around—and then get out
of their way. In no time, they'll
create their own world of castles,
fanciful creatures, and vehicles
powered by sheer imagination.

Such childish fun may seem
out-of-date to today’s heavily
scheduled kids and their well-
meaning parents. But free play
is about to get a big boost.
Imagination Playground, de-
signed pro bono by architect
David Rockwell in collabora-
tion with the New York City
Department of Parks & Recre-
ation, is under construction in
lower Manhattan.

When the playground opens
next year, it will showcase a mul-
tilevel environment designed to
let kids act like kids. Four years
in the planning, the playground
will come with trained “play as-
sociates.” Their charge: encour-
age youthful creativity while
reminding parents and nannies
to take a giant step back.

Now, a new partnership be-
tween the Rockwell Group and
KaBOOM!, a nonprofit that
helps communities build play-
grounds, is preparing to take
the essential ingredients of the
Imagination Playground to a
much bigger scale.

The two organizations
have formed a for-profit i
venture that will handle
distribution and marketing
of Imagination Playground
ina Box. The basic prod-
uct is a container on
wheels, not unlike a magi-

Children in the Browns-
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Imagination Playground

cian's box, that comes stocked
with kid-friendly building mate-
rials. These gears, blocks, and
giant noodles are made of
weatherproof, environmentally

“We want to make these
ideas mobile and portable,
explains Darell Hammeond,
KaBOOM! founder and CEO.
He envisions kits going into
back yards, community centers,
housing projects, schools, or any
other space big enough for kids
to congregate. The idea isn't to
replace traditional playgrounds
but to complement them. “We
want to create better play expe-
riences,” Hammond says, by en-
couraging “creativity and un-
structured, child-directed play.”

“Our idea of Imagination
Playground was never as a one-
site project,” Rockwell adds, but
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rather the launch of a larger play
initiarive. “When KaBOOM! ap-
proached us because of their in-
terest in this innovative and
transformative perspective on
play, it seemed like a really naru-
ral and perfect partnership.”

KaBOOM! has managed to
change the game when it comes
to how playgrounds get built.
Since the organization was
founded 14 years ago, the per-
centage of playgrounds built
by community volunteers has
mushroomed from 1 percent
to 40 percent. KaBOOM! is the
nation’s leading purchaser of
playground equipment, which
gives it a voice about what gets
built. The group is also adept at
recruiting business partners to
help fund and construct the
playgrounds.

Initially, KaBOOM! planned
to seek foundation support to
fund the rollout of Imagination
Playground in a Box. When the
economy took a dive and grant
funding evaporated, Hammond
says, setting up a for-profit
company “seemed to be the
fastest way to bring the
product to market while let-
ting us control quality and
keep the price down.”

Bankin
on Change

P Onastudy trip to Oaxaca,
Mexico, with a group of fellow
philanthropists, Tricia McKay
visited a low-income credit
union where she saw customers
routinely making deposits and
taking out small loans, Back in
Seattle where she heads the Me-
dina Foundation, McKay couldn’t
help but notice a lack of similar
services for the working poor of
Washington state. She became
acutely aware of “payday lenders
and check-cashing services on
every corner of low-income
neighborhoods. We have a mar-
ket failure,” she concluded, when
it comes to serving “the un-
banked, underbanked, and want-
to-be-banked.”

That gap narrowed a bit in
May when a five-year effort
spearheaded by the Medina
Foundation resulted in the
grand opening of Express Credit
Union, Actually, it's a reopening
of a 75-year-old institution that
originally served transportation
workers. The old Express was
losing members and lacked capi-
tal to modernize its systems.

The makeover brings ina
new board of directors and CEO,
a new business plan, and a sister
nonprofit called Express Advan-
tage to provide financial literacy
education and other support. An
infusion of capital includes $1.4
million from the Medina Foun-
dation plus smaller grants from
other philanthropists.

Through an unusual partner-
ship, Washingron’s largest credit
union, BECU, is helping incu-
bate this new enterprise by pro-
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