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SHAH: Good afternoon and good evening. I'm Sweta Shah, a fellow at the Center for 
Universal Education at the Brookings Institution. Thank you so much for joining today's 
second conversation focused on how cities are improving the lives of young children and 
families. Today's webinar is titled From Evidence to Action, how Cities Are Investing in 
Playful Learning Landscapes. 

Cities are now home to more than half the world's population. That means that if we wanna 
make meaningful progress for young children and their families, cities are one of the most 
important places to act. National policies matter of course, but cities can move from ideas to 
implementation faster as they can be more nimble, they're closer to citizens, and so are well 
positioned to understand local priorities, respond to community needs, and mobilize 
resources through municipal budgets.  

At the same time, approximately 80% of young children spend their time outside of formal 
learning spaces. So playful learning landscapes, which started in 2019, helps integrate what 
we know about the science of learning into everyday spaces, bus stops, streets, parks, 
supermarkets, and more. In addition to supporting children's learning in everyday spaces, 
playful learning landscapes also creates a safe space for families of multiple generations to 
meet and build connections beyond differences. Playful learning landscapes are designed 
with communities, and so it provides an opportunity to elevate community voices in some 
playful learning landscapes, provides more opportunities to build social and cognitive capital. 

And today, I'm so excited that we have four great speakers to show us how this has been 
done in two cities, in the cities of Philadelphia and Santa Ana. And how this can spread 
across the world. We're gonna start this webinar today by understanding what is playful 
learning landscapes, and where are we now? We're then gonna look at some of the 
evidence for this work and have a conversation with our colleagues from Philadelphia and 
Santa Ana. If you have questions, please send them to events@brookings.edu. And during 
the last portion of the webinar, we'll take audience questions.  

So first I wanna introduce Dr. Sarah Lytle. Sarah is the executive director of Playful Learning 
Landscapes and a nonresident fellow at the Brookings Institution Center for Universal 
Education. She has more than a decade of experience in connecting science to practice, 
working extensively with parents, early learning providers, communities, and policy makers 
to promote evidence-based interactions with children. Sarah has authored more than a 
dozen peer reviewed publications and academic and practitioner facing journals. At Playful 
Learning Landscapes, Sarah works with communities to infuse public spaces with playful 
learning opportunities, improving educational equity, and preparing children for success in 
the 21st century. 

The greatest compliment that Sarah has ever received is quote, you must have played well 
as a child. And I love that. And that's a wonderful, wonderful thing, wonderful compliment, 
Sarah, that you got. Sarah has a BA in psychology and Spanish from the University of Notre 
Dame and a PhD in developmental psychology from Temple University. She was a 2014 to 
20 16, 0 to three fellow and is currently part of Ready Nation's Brain Science Speakers 
Bureau. So Sarah, I'm gonna hand it over to you to tell us a little bit about what is Playful 
Learning Landscapes and where are we now?  

LYTLE: Wonderful. Thank you much so much, Sweta, and, and it's wonderful to be here 
with all of you today. 



I know that some folks in the audience may be familiar with playful learning landscapes, and 
for some of you this may be your first introduction. So I wanna give you a very, very brief 
overview of Playful Learning Landscapes tell you a little bit about where we are in, in the 
world and what we're doing. And then we'll, we'll hear a little bit more about some specific 
projects in specific cities.  

So to kick it off here we'd like to start with Playful Learning Landscapes, where are we now? 
And so the idea behind playful learning landscapes, as you heard from Sweta, is that we're 
really trying to reimagine public spaces for kids and families. We're really trying to imagine 
and think about places where children and families spend time, especially spaces that are 
not historically or have not historically been designed for kids and families and spaces where 
kids and families may be bored or spaces that might show up as pain points for, for parents 
and caregivers. 

So those kinds of spaces are really ripe in our minds for reimagination as a playful learning 
landscape. Playful learning landscapes is based on decades of research on the science of 
child development, as well as information from the business communities about the kinds of 
skills that children will need to thrive in the future. And as you heard from Sweta, everything 
that we do is based on a robust community engagement and co-design model. So the idea 
here is that this is not a catalogue of installations. We're working with communities to create 
unique installations for each community in each neighborhood that really reflect the 
community's values, their culture, their hopes and wishes and dreams for their children in the 
future. And so everything that you're going to see here today has a really rich story behind it 
about how that particular design came to be. We could spend all day telling these stories 
and we'll tell a few, but understand that, that every one of these has, has a rich history 
behind it. And you'll hear some of that from Andres and the Santa Ana work as well. 

But this is our design formula that we use. We, we start with that community engagement. 
Then we embed the science of how children learn, which is, you know, also the science of 
how humans learn. So thinking about activities that are actively engaging, meaningful, joyful, 
iterative, you can come back to it again and again, and socially interactive. 

And then we bake in these learning goals. And these learning goals are defined by the six 
Cs, that collaboration, communication, content, critical thinking, creative innovation, and 
confidence. So those are the skills that we've identified as skills that will help children thrive 
in the future. And those are the kinds of skills that you'll see in these playful learning 
installations. 

So let's take a look at some of these installations. So this one is, is one of my favorites, but 
you'll see across all of these examples that we have very flexible designs that can really be 
suited and, and be designed for any kind of space with any kind of learning goal. This 
particular design comes from an affordable housing development in Philadelphia in the, the 
Sharswood neighborhood. And this community told us that they were really interested in 
teaching children about traffic safety. This is a very urban area. There's lots of cars and lots 
of, you know, lots of street traffic. And they wanted kids to be safe in their, in their 
neighborhood. And so we designed an installation here called Run the Road. 

And this is a, a mural on sidewalks that allows children to, to run, to scoot, to ride their 
scooters, to bike along this pathway. And then on the columns, you see these, these cubes 
that you can turn around the columns. Now some of the signs on the, on the cubes are 
actual traffic signs, like yield or keep left or stop. But then some of the signs, as you can see, 
were signs that that kids designed with us. So you'll see a rabbits hopping sign. We have a 



speed limit, cheetah, fast sign. So a lot of the signs are very creative. But I love this game. 
And this was part of, as I said, our affordable housing work, which we've also dubbed Live 
and Learn. 

So we have done playful learning in grocery stores. You'll see a couple of grocery stores 
here. I'm sure Andres will talk more about the Santa Ana grocery store. We've done grocery 
stores in Tulsa, Oklahoma, in Philadelphia. A new one that we have opening now in San 
Diego, California. So across, across the country. 

We've worked in laundromats. You can see every laundromat has a sorting table. Why not 
make it a category sorting table? And I love this pattern play game in the background here, 
that in the waiting area where you can play with patterns conveniently with, with the tops of 
laundry detergent, containers, which are always plentiful in a laundromat. 

These are a couple of library examples. The one on the right is, is a library in Philadelphia 
where we have a climbing wall adorned with letters. So you can climb and spell your name 
climb to particular letters. We also have these reading nooks and cubbies that that can be a 
reading nook or you can fill it with tangram blocks. 

You're working on shape and some of those early math skills there. The, the library on the 
left hand side is a very new installation in Santa Ana, or sorry, in San Diego, California. And 
this community is a very diverse community that wanted to represent their, their countries of 
origin via flags carved into this tree. 

So a variety of very creative library spaces here. I mentioned some of the affordable housing 
work. You'll see a second site of affordable housing represented by the two photos on the 
left here. This community, in contrast to the first that wanted to work on traffic safety, this 
community really wanted to celebrate everyday superpowers. 

We started talking with kids about graphic novels and it turned into, you know, my mom's 
everyday superpower is that she brushes my hair at night. And so you can see as kids enter 
and leave the building they can choose what their daily superpower is. Something like caring 
as you see here. And then you can the, the bike shed in the courtyard of the space has a 
super hero wheel that you can create your own superhero. 

Lots of different and activities to engage kids and families. We've worked on playful learning 
bus stops. You'll hear about the Santa Ana one in a moment. And then, you know, the 
original urban think scape bus stop in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania parks a variety of different 
park spaces here. So some bringing in some nature play, some, some elements that 
connect kids to nature. 

The image in the middle is all about insects, and so kids get to explore what it feels like to be 
an insect. And then of course, benches. We've done a variety of benches over time, and 
benches can be as simple as carving I spy images into an a wooden nature bench to the 
seedling bench that has these plexiglass planters where things can grow and kids can look 
at the root system and the worms and the bugs in there. 

And then our nest installation on the left hand side, which is all about storytelling and 
storytelling within the community. So this, this is just a snapshot of all of the variety of 
installations that we can do. I think what you've seen here. Is a great variety in terms of the 



materials, the size, the complexity, and the learning goals that are, that are embedded in 
each of these designs. 

Andres is gonna talk a little bit about evaluation, but I just wanted to mention that the 
Brookings has put out the Playful Learning Landscapes metrics framework, which is a great 
evaluation tool. And then we have also worked on a playful learning landscapes impact 
evaluation tool, which is designed to equip communities with everything that they need to, to 
design and conduct their own evaluations of projects. 

And that's available on our website. So ultimately, we are inviting you today to join the 
Playful Learning Landscapes movement. We are all over in, in cities across the United 
States and in a handful of cities internationally as well. But in each of these places, the goal 
remains to create joyful learning opportunities for kids and families. 

So with that very fast overview, I'll turn it back to Sweta.  

SHAH: So much Sarah, for providing that really wonderful overview. And I think just seeing 
what actually, what playful learning landscapes looks like, I think is really important for 
everyone. So now we're gonna turn it over to Dr. Andres Bustamante. He's gonna share with 
us a little bit of high level evidence that is the basis of this research, but also he's gonna 
share some points, some, he also works very closely with the city of Santa Ana, so he's also 
going to share a little bit about the context of Santa Ana. 

So Dr. Andres Bustamante, he's an associate professor at the School of Education with 
University of California Irvine. He's faculty director of the Orange County Educational 
Advancement Network or Ocean. And he's uc, Irvine's Research Practice Partnership. It's a 
research partnership, practice partnership community. Sorry about that. He leads a social 
iterative and educ engaged and meaningful stem. You'll see that little logo on his shirt. 
Learning lab. And that designs and implements play-based early childhood STEM 
experiences in places and spaces that children and families spend time. So that could be 
classrooms, parks, school yards, grocery stores, et cetera. 

He designs these experiences in partnership with local children, families, and educators. So 
they build from and sustain community values, goals, culture and knowledge, while also 
maintaining connections to developmental and education sciences. Andres is invested in 
research that has practical implications for school and life success for children and families 
from underserved communities. 

So welcome Andres, and I'm gonna hand it over to you.  

BUSTAMANTE: Wonderful. Thank you so much again for, for having me. I'm super excited 
to share about. The work that's happening in Santa Ana. I'm just gonna start off by sharing 
some images here to talk a little bit about the research that's been done to evaluate these 
projects. 

So, the history of these projects actually goes all the way back to like 2011 when my 
mentors Kathy Hirsh-Pasek and Roberta Golinkoff took over New York, New York City's 
Central Park and did the, the ultimate block party. And so just this idea of infusing 
community spaces with play and learning opportunities that are informed by developmental 
science. 



And since then like you saw from Sarah's presentation, these learning landscapes have 
popped up all over the world. And we've published in some of the top journals in 
developmental psychology and in the, in the field of education. And basically what we do to 
evaluate these spaces is we'll observe the language environment and the caregiver child 
interactions at these spaces before and after the installations are put in there. 

And consistently we found across the board when you design a space for early math 
learning, families talk and engage around early math. When you design it for science 
vocabulary, families talk and engage around science vocabulary. And so it really we have 
some strong evidence that this not only can impact caregiver-child conversations and 
interactions in a way that we know leads to learning and development from, again, decades 
of research in developmental science, but also impacts families and, and, and communities 
feelings of, of safety and wellness and the, to the extent to which they see learning 
opportunities in their everyday spaces and even their own connection between play and 
learning. Which is really important because if you make that mindset shift as a, as a, as a 
parent or as a caregiver, it's not just at the bus stop or at the grocery store, but it's 
everywhere you go. You see those opportunities to engage your kids in conversation and 
play and, and, and understand the value that has for kids’ learning and development.  

And so I'm gonna dive in a little more closely to some of the work that's been done in Santa 
Ana. And this was funded by the National Science Foundation back in 2020, and we've 
partnered with a local community organization called SAELI to, to co-create playful learning 
landscapes, installations in Santa Ana. And we held community design sessions where we 
surfaced local cultural values and goals around the installation. So things like bringing 
families together and promoting intergenerational learning. And it's a a lot strong immigrant 
community. 

So families wanted their home countries and their culture represented. And then we bring 
those goals from developmental science that Sarah shared, you know, about having learning 
that's active and engaging and meaningful and joyful. And then we also had science learning 
goals. 'cause this was an NSF project. 

And so I'll just share really quickly a couple of this, of the designs to orient you. So, for, in the 
grocery store we, we had a partnership with the Northgate Gonzalez local grocery chain. 
And we had families told us stories about immigration and ordering their food in their home 
countries and kilos, and then in the United States having to order in pounds and funny 
stories about getting, you know, half as much ham as they needed. 

And so in response to those stories, we created this slider chart that has pounds and kilos 
and allows families to see the connections between metric system and imperial system of 
measurement and also engage their kids in math conversation while they wait at the grocery 
store. In Satana we have a lot of walls. 

It's a pretty dense city, and so we figured out how can we. Activate the walls to make them 
engaging. And so families design these murals where it's like a I spy we call Veo mural, 
where they find hidden objects. So kids have to use their spatial skills like above and behind 
and below and around, and they're all set in local, meaningful landmarks and milestones. 

This is the abacus bus stop. So a lot of families told us growing up in Mexico and other 
countries in Central America that they used the abacus to learn math. And so they wanted to 
know why their kids don't use the abacus in school. And so we made an abacus at the bus 



stop to connect with that familial knowledge and again, encourage math conversation while 
you wait for the bus. 

We also have this statue, which is you can measure your height compared to California 
animals and animals from families home countries and find the geometric shapes within 
them. We have a li, a life-size board game called ParkOpolis where you roll big dice and you 
advance around the board like a big board game. 

And there's little games and activities embedded that promote math and science. And we 
also worked with families to integrate cultural games and games that they know and, and 
use in their everyday interactions. And then this is the last one, La Loteria, which is a really 
popular game in the Santa Ana community. 

It's like a bingo style game. And you spin your wheel and you get a card, and then the goal is 
to get three in a row or all the corners, kind of like bingo. And again, we embed early math 
and early science activities within the cards. And the beauty of this is you don't have to 
explain to families how to play La Loteria and Santa Ana. 

They already know how to play. So building on that community knowledge you make really 
accessible and, and powerful designs. And the last thing I wanna say is just the community 
of supporters and, and actors that, that have leaned into making this, this stuff come to life. 
So City of Santa Ana obviously has been a huge champion for this work and made it 
possible 'cause they, they're the owners and keepers of these installations, but also 
community organizations, the school district foundations, county level organizations, local 
businesses. 

Like it really is a community effort. And everybody kind of chipping in around this early 
learning initiative. And so, I'm super excited to hear from the folks in the city who actually 
make this stuff happen. But I hope this kind of background was helpful and kind of grounding 
the work and, and what we're really doing. 

SHAH: Yeah. Thanks so much, Andres. Again, like, so, so fun to see what playful learning 
landscapes looks like so people can get a sense of that. So now we're gonna, I'm so excited 
now to turn to our panel discussion. And we're so honored today to have two members of 
cities who are going to share with us how they've actually taken the evidence and taken 
action. 

So I'm so pleased to introduce Councilmember Anthony Phillips who represents 
Philadelphia's Ninth Council District. He was elected in 2022 and he's currently serving his 
first full term recognized by the Philadelphia Inquirer. As one of the most engaged and 
effective members of City Council, Dr. Phillips has passed legislation to improve 
neighborhood safety and quality of life, including measures to install traffic, calming near 
schools, crack down on illegal truck parking, shut down nuisance businesses, and ban ski 
masks in public facilities. So a lot of stuff. Councilmember Phillips as chair of the Committee 
on Children and Youth, Dr. Phillips continues his lifelong commitment to young people and 
families. Before serving in council, he helped more than 1000 students access high quality, 
affordable college opportunities. Through his leadership of Youth Action and Team Sharp, 
he also chairs the Committee on Parks, Recreation and Cultural Affairs and serves on 
several additional committees.  



He has multiple degrees from Bates College, Morehouse College, Yale University, and, and 
University of Massachusetts Amherst. And Dr. Phillips brings both academic expertise and 
lived experience to his work rooted in faith and community. He remains active in Salem 
Baptist Church and is committed to strengthening neighborhoods through service integrity 
and opportunity for all.  

So, welcome Councilmember Phillips, and I'm also really excited to welcome Mr. Alvaro 
Nuñez, who's the city manager for the city of Santa Ana in California. He joined the city of 
Santa Ana team in 1993, so he is been involved with the city for a very long time and was 
appointed as the city manager in August of 2025. With over 30 years of service to Santa 
Ana, Mr. Nuñez has held numerous leadership positions in the planning and building agency 
and the city manager's office. With extensive knowledge of municipal operations, he has 
helped shape the city through the preparation and implementation of holistic programming 
and policy, enhancing the quality of life for Santa Ana community. 

He has a proven track record of leading inter-agency teams to effectively address high 
priority initiatives and achieve complex city council driven goals. Mr. Nuñez holds a 
bachelor's degree in political science from University of California Irvine, and is on track to 
completing a master's degree, and is on track to completing a master's in public policy and 
administration and Chicano studies from California State University. So welcome Mr. Nuñez 
as well.  

And I'm also going to welcome back Sarah and Andres for this conversation as well. So the 
first question I'm not seeing everyone on here. Let's, do they. Okay. We're here. Okay, 
wonderful. Fantastic.  

So the first question I'm gonna ask to Councilmember Phillips and Mr. Nuñez, can you tell us 
a little bit, both of you have different roles or, I mean, your titles are different. So for those of 
us who don't really understand how city, you know, operations work, tell us a little bit about 
your role in the city and your responsibility and how playful learning landscapes has been 
implemented in your city. 

So maybe we can start with Councilmember Phillips, and then we'll hand it over to Mr. 
Nuñez.  

PHILLIPS: Thank you so much. Sweta, as I said that correctly.  

SHAH: Yes.  

PHILLIPS: Sweta.  

SHAH: Yes.  

PHILLIPS: Okay. So thank you so much. I, I, I'm happy to be here to talk about something 
that's really important to me and the city of Philadelphia. 

As a city councilmember, our, my responsibility is to listen to ideas from neighbors in our 
district. I represent a neighborhood, a district that has, that is, has basically what be called 
middle neighborhoods. Middle neighborhoods are basically people who are working class 
individuals. 



They're at times, sometimes one paycheck away from being in a low income bracket. But we 
we're so excited about the fact that when we, what we do in our office as councilmembers, 
we try, we try to be able to take ideas from our neighbors. 'cause we. I personally believe in 
represented democracy and turn it into policy and programs. 

And oftentimes our office is focused on improving quality life issues across neighborhoods 
such, you know, through legislation, partnerships, and community initiatives. So, let's talk 
about playful learning and how this all came about. I, as you know, as a councilmember, 
people come to your office, they come and speak to you about certain issues. 

There was a meeting requested with, you know, to me from a individual named Heidi and 
then someone else named Sarah. A couple other people from Philadelphia came out and 
just wanted to meet with me about this program I never heard of called Playful Learning 
Experiences. Why? Because of my background working with young people, and then also as 
the Chair of Children, youth here at Philadelphia City Council. 

I. I, you know, I have a lot of meetings. I take, but I was really, really impressed with their 
passion as well as their report on the impact of playful learning experiences. And so as the 
result of that, I said to them, I want to support what you're doing immediately. And so what 
our office has recently done we, we did a briefing for Live and Learn here in Philadelphia, 
which is our playful learning experience program here in Philadelphia, as well as an 
organization called Brilliant Cities to kind of explore how playful learning landscapes can be 
integrated into neighborhoods. 

And what happened from the conversation is, is kind of connected to, a parent and guardian 
task force that I put together that, all that basically through the work of the Parent Guardian 
task force, the outcome said that parents needed the more spaces and opportunities for 
young people to learn. 

And so when I was hearing from this organization called Live and Learn and Brilliant Cities 
that they were interested in integrating, learning into play, I'm like. Great. We just did a study 
with parents in the city of Philadelphia who have been asking for this. So why don't we find a 
way to make this a reality? 

And so what our office we were able to do is that we were able to not only host a playful 
learning a session in our office, but we were also able to begin the conversation about how 
we can put playful learning experiences into what the city is now trying to do. They're trying 
to build 30,000 affordable units of housing preserve and protect them. 

So we're, we're also looking, so what we're trying to do now is not, we're trying to get playful 
learning into the housing experiences in the city of Philadelphia, the new housing 
experiences. I also have a library that I'm working on that I'm trying to get playful learning 
into that. And then we also have a homeless shelter that we're working on that we're trying to 
get playful learning into that for the families that are gonna be part of that. 

So the whole idea is for me to be a champion about how can we use the cities. Infrastructure 
as well as new, new developments to, to, to become a playful learning experience. We've 
seen that recently where Live and Learn has taken a housing project in North Philadelphia 
and they were able to incorporate playful learning into the experience at. 



So essentially it is no cost to the, the, to the project. It's already incorporated into it is just 
basically materials that are already there. They just take it into, they just make it into a 
playful learning experience, which I think is great.  

And so lastly, I I, I'm really, you know, happy to be supporting programs like Live and Learn 
and Brilliant Cities 'cause at the end of the day, it's about embedding learning opportunities 
directly where families live, gather, and spend time. So that's how I, we do the work.  

SHAH: Thank you. And so interesting to hear that you're utilizing, you know, a need in your 
community, one of which is affordable housing, the, the need for families to have affordable 
housing and integrating play and learning into that. Fabulous.  

And now let me turn to Mr. Nuñez. Mr. Nuñez, Andres gave us a little bit of a, you know, 
starter or a taste tester of what's happening in Santa Ana, but maybe you can tell us a little 
bit more about your role as city manager and you know, what you are seeing in Santa Ana 
how you are integrating playful learning landscapes. 

NUÑEZ: So just, just to introduce ourselves, so Santa Ana has a council manager form of 
government, which means the mayor of the city council passes the the policies and the. And, 
and the laws. And then your, your city manager serves as the, as the CEO of the 
corporation, right? So we implement then those ideas and those policies. 

We obviously administer the budget, and then we look for ways to actually garner some of 
these benefits. So I say like that because this is one of the first things that when I became 
city manager, Andres sent emails, right? This, this phantom, you know, UCI has this 
program, it's been obviously discussed for many years, and, and it's, and it's stagnant. 

And, and I'm saying it this way, so, so you can understand some of the drama sometimes, 
right? So our job as city manager is to take away those institutional bureaucracies, right? 
You can't have good ideas and effective policies without good implementation. And so our 
focus then is how do we do that, right? How do we make sure that both, whether it be 
university sense of of bureaucracies or or local government don't hinder good ideas, right? 
The, the aspects and, and the programming and, and the slides that Andres pro ante 
presented just tells you just, just how quickly, how easy those ideas become, right, if you 
plan it as part of your process.  

So city managers, people in my position, that's how we implement, right? How do we 
implement this ideas, right? And make sure it's part of the developmental planning process. 
If you're gonna have a playground, you can have the traditional playground, or we can do 
this, right? If you are gonna have a new market, you can have certain aspects of, of, of, of 
announcements inside, or you can do this and, and same thing on the housing company, like 
the councilmember said, right? 

We we're, we're, we routinely meet with affordable housing components and, and, and, and 
and nonprofits and developers. And this is something we can incorporate as part of this 
process. So for us, that's, that's the key component, right? How do we benefit, especially 
when you have a young, young, very young type of, of demographic like our city does, right? 

And this multicultural bilingual component also becomes a part of it. So, so for us is because 
we were born and raised in this type of environments, it's not a big sell, right? And, and I say 
it like that because many of the times you have this sense of advocacy. So our perspective 



is how do we change that to make it more of a easy to understand and both universal 
acceptance, right, when, when he highlights that, that aspect as, and the st about the 
animals and how people gauge you, you, we think of child development. But you, you even, 
you should imagine when parents go with their kids to, to the playgrounds, they themselves 
start next to the, to the statue of, Hey, I'm close to the bear. And, and you see this sense of, 
of awakening, right? Almost, I remember when they were kids and, and, and, and almost 
yearning for that. I wish I had this when, when I was young, right?  

And so for us, we have a double type of accomplishment where they feel that the city's 
providing a service, right? A research based service, if you will, a playground for kids where 
parents enjoy and more importantly, they interact together, together. The, the bus 
components, right? That was the thing that was when I came in, was holding back. Andres 
says, Hey, we need a meeting to provide you an update. I says, nope. Just tell me what the 
idea is. No meeting right? There was no meeting. In fact, it was 15 minutes at that, even with 
my public works folks, and we incorporated. 

Why? Because when you understand the idea and you understand the folks that are behind 
those ideas and what it means to a community like ours, especially with diversity, 75% of our 
folks are Latino ancestry, right? We're 330,000 population in our city. We're the 14th largest 
city in California and the county of Orange County. 

So us highlighting those type of events and those type of research based type of 
improvements. Benefit who benefit everybody. It goes through Santa Ana, live in Santa Ana, 
work in Santa Ana, drives through Santa Ana. And so when you see that aspects, that's how 
we benefit. And so for us, hopefully you see a city manager before you that says, okay, this 
is a good idea. 

We still gonna have to put planners. We're still not gonna have to put some type of shade. 
We're still gonna have to put some type of benches. Wanna take advantage of those 
situations to keep, teach and learn. It's so simple aspects for me.  

SHAH: Great. Thank you. What I love about what both of you have said is that it was pretty 
easy to, for you both to be convinced of this because you were seeing the, the need in your 
community and, and just the approach that was taken was very much already from the 
existing knowledge and needs of your communities.  

And I'm just wondering what challenges did you experience along the way? Of course, you 
know, you are in positions where you could make decisions, and I love Mr. Nuñez, you 
mentioned, I don't need a meeting. You know, it's just like, let's get it done. Like, I love that. 
But I, I'm, I'm assuming during the journey for both of you there probably there might have 
been some pushback or some challenges. Can you share with us some of the challenges 
that you maybe face and how you handled them? I think for other city officials who are 
watching today that might be useful for them to understand.  

Maybe we can start with Mr. Nuñez and then go to Councilmember Phillips. 

NUÑEZ: The, the challenge is not as unique as, as you might perceive any new idea, right? 
As normal it may be. It, it's, it's gonna have the sense of, of not, not hesitation, but at least a 
better understanding. And, and again, so it is how do we articulate those ideas and how do 
we present that so that like any other city, we, we look at costs, right? 



Who's gonna pay for it? How are we gonna pay for it? Is it a joint partnership, is it a private 
partnership? Is it a, a governmental entity component? So that's, that's the ABCs of, of 
government and any other business you're gonna have to make the investment. Yes, 
acknowledge that. But it's kind of like how I said before, if you're gonna install a playground 
in a park, right? 

The question is how do you then make it so that it meets multiple missions, I what 
playground is, right? You're gonna make the investment anyway, right? So how do you 
make concessions where you maximize that investment and partnering with folks like people 
from UCI minimizes those concerns, right, this research base. And so then you take away 
this whole concern about cost. You take this whole concerns of about bureaucracy and 
almost territorial in many ways, right? We mentioned the components within the bus stops, 
right? We're still gonna have a shape. Like I said, you're still gonna have a hopefully a bench 
and, and obviously minimal information regarding the bus stops, but then you have a vast 
vacant opportunity there to implement and put what we did. 

So again, it's how do you get an idea? Well, you understand the idea and then minimize its – 
what's the word? I don't wanna use conflict – minimize its, its disadvantages to implement. 
Right? How do you make it easy? And so when you make it part of your process, that's the 
key.  

The councilmember said it, right? You're doing aspect with affordable housing. You are 
gonna meet with developers, you're gonna meet with key planners. When you look at plans, 
you say, okay, so you're looking to do a childcare center here. Have you thought of including 
certain murals that teach a certain way? Have you thought of including signs, minimal cost? 

And so when you do that as part of your development, you make it part of the transition part 
of the practice and say that's the challenges. That's why when you said it yourself, right, the 
introduction, how do you address challenges? Well, it's not a challenge, which is, is how do 
we incorporate the idea so we maximize the opportunity? 

And you take the word challenge away. You still gonna, like I said, you still can make the 
investment. Right? That's the key. Take away those, those, those words that are traditional 
in bureaucracy that make it a a, a hesitation. Right? An impediment. No, no, no. Hey bro, 
nobody asking you to make an extra playground. We're not gonna add another space. We're 
just gonna make sure that we have this type of element, an educational component that 
benefits. And that's the key  

SHAH: that I love how you know, you are so positive and I love how you're talking about the 
budget's already there. You're gonna do this anyway, so how do you add a child 
development lens to it? I think that's a really good learning for a lot of other city officials who 
may be interested in this.  

Councilmember Phillips, what about for you? How would you, like, what are some of the 
challenges, if challenges, or how have you handled this to, to move this forward in 
Philadelphia?  

PHILLIPS: Well, one of the primary challenges that we have in our city is just being able to 
help people understand how this process works. I think a lot of times people are very 
confused on, hey, you know, if you want to do a playful learning experience, they feel like 
they're building the playground which oftentimes count costs money. And so what we have 



to do is that we have to explain to developers as well as you know, city departments that are, 
are interested in, I'm interested in working with on this, is that many playful learning 
landscape elements such as like murals, interactive signage, games, you know, like they, 
they're already, these things can be done on sidewalks, existing spaces. 

Like for example, when we're already investing in streetscape improvements, park upgrades 
or community development projects, try to explain to them that those spaces can be 
designed intentionally to include playful learning. And so for me that's been the biggest 
challenge.  

And also it's just like, we also wanna support the agency, right. And fund 'em, even though 
the, the project, the actual work itself right, is cost to the, the city. But the agency that's doing 
the work, it was gonna need some funding support too, to do that particular work. Now I, and 
I think 'cause they, they're gonna just, they're gonna be doing it work on the particular 
materials. And I think that's where we are.  

In addition to that, I just wanna also think it's also that we have to find a way to get to the, to, 
to the large skate the large developers ahead of time. So making sure that we do that ahead 
of time with them before they start their work so that we can be able to incorporate playful 
learning to the experience. We're not, at the organization Live and Learn, is not as familiar 
with all the development projects that are happening. We're not gonna quickly get to those 
developers beforehand, so we can get that ready. So that's the challenge. It's like getting 
that list of, of development projects so we can be able to find a way to convince them early 
on to, to put a part on their project. 

I have a, like I did that early on with we’re trying to do a senior housing, not senior housing,  
well, they are senior housing and they also were trying to do family housing project in our 
district, and I've already told 'em like, Hey, I'm interested in playful learning being a part of it. 
So I got to find a way to get other councilmembers to do that as well so that that could be a 
part of the the conversation about what's important to the neighborhood. 

BUSTAMANTE: Yeah. Is it okay if if I jump in really quickly?  

SHAH: Yeah, please. I know Mr. Nuñez, I, I know Mr. Nuñez needs to leave for a city 
meeting soon, so I just wanna acknowledge in case he wants to add anything in terms of like 
tips or anything that he would give maybe to, or, or, you know, before he jumps off and then 
Andres, maybe we go to you.Is that okay?  

BUSTAMANTE: Yeah.  

SHAH: Because I know he has a hard stop. 

BUSTAMANTE: I just brag about him for like 30 seconds. But if he has anything before he 
heads up.  

NUÑEZ: Go ahead Andres.  

BUSTAMANTE: Yeah, so I just wanna say from his perspective, like challenges, he's just 
kind of like, well, what are those? From my perspective, from the university, like we definitely 
saw challenges and veto has consistently been a challenge solver, and so we would totally 



get stuck in the mud with these questions around contracts or around maintenance or 
whatever it was, and I would just reach out to him and sometimes, yeah, there was no 
meeting. It was just like within a couple hours it was like, oh yeah, okay, we're moving 
forward.  

And so just to me, I wanna highlight the power of having that partnership and having those 
champions within the city infrastructure because already we're seeing the impacts of that. So 
like my NSF grant did not pay for the abacus bus stop. The city said we're doing bus stops 
already. We can use, we can leverage our existing resources to create this bus stop. Right? 
We've already seen two new parks in the city that are integrating our designs from this 
project and bringing them to new places. And so with that leadership and that partnership 
from the city and that investment, you see this stuff already growing and expanding 
organically within the city's practices. 

And to me that's like, way cooler than anything we even did in the original project. Like to 
me, that's super powerful and meaningful.  

SHAH: Yeah. No, thank you so much. Yeah, Alvaro, do you wanna add before you --?  

NUÑEZ: And, and I think that that's the key, right? And, and, and go spoke to what the 
councilmember said. We just gotta be smart from, from the beginning. How, how we, we 
have to be finite in a budget. That's a definite right? That that's our responsibility. How do 
we, how do we run government in an effective way?  

But again, that's the example. And that's why I keep repeating myself. We're gonna have a 
playground. There's no parks with no playground, right? There's no, there's no playground 
they don't, that has walls. Right. So then it's how do we take advantage? And so you make it 
part of the fabric for lack of a better way, right? You make it part of your developmental 
component, right?  

When, when, maybe, 'cause we came from planning a building, right? We know we meet 
with developers all the time, right? Developers will tell you, we're gonna have our childcare 
over here. We're gonna have a laundromat over here. There's gonna be the foyer. So we 
already know, oh, have you considered this? Have you considered that?  

And so for us, that's what I mean when that's, when we look at challenges, it makes it seem 
like we made a big accomplishment. And I appreciate Professor Bustamantes’ compliments. 
But, but that's the key, right? Is how do we make it seem like it's a doable? How do we get to 
a yes or no type of, of, responsiveness when we address an issue? And so that's the focal 
point, right?  

We, I'll tell you right now, right, we joined forces with UCI or UCI joined forces with Santa 
Ana to, to apply for a, a federal earmark grant through our congressman. Now we have the 
relationship with the office of the congressman local, right. So why not reach out jointly? And 
how do we maximize then the city of Santa Ana’s standing and also the university’s standing 
to jointly apply to a, a, a federal grant, right? That's when we, in a, our partnership, you make 
it part of the process so it doesn't seem so overwhelming.  

That's, that's, I hope, what we try to bring from, from our constituency and our, and our 
administration. Okay. We're good, Andres?  



SHAH: Yeah, we're good. If you have a minute, then I can ask you for one lasting tip that 
you would give to other city officials, 'cause I know you have to jump off. What's your key 
tip? If, if you have a minute or 30 second. 

NUÑEZ: The tip. So once you accept, let's put it this way, accept the mission. Right, once 
you say, this is a good idea, and there's no way you cannot say it, it's not, like I said, the 
investment is gonna be made. The integration is just part of the process now, right? It's 
acceptance and integrate, I guess I would say for something like this.  

And understand that, that, you know, partnership can be those kind of words that gets lost 
anymore in, in, in, in modern, right? We say transparency when we don't mean it. We say 
partnership when we don't mean it. We say collaboration, we don't mean it. Well, let's 
reverse that. Let's mean it again. Let's mean transparency again. Let's mean collaboration. 
Let's mean transparency. Now, Andres can tell you, I didn't even know him before I 
answered the emails, right? I, I knew the, I recognized the name before the face, and we 
already had this, the certain decisionmaking aspects. Think about that. I didn't even know 
him personally, just through emails to recognize that the idea was good. Right, that's the 
key. All righty?  

SHAH: All right. Thank you so much.  

NUÑEZ: Thank you.  

SHAH: Thank you for being such a great champion.  

NUÑEZ: Take care. Nice meeting you. Good luck with your endeavors. Thank you very 
much.  

SHAH: Now Councilmember Phillips you know, we, we got some questions ahead of time 
from audience members, so I'm gonna pull from one of the questions from the audience 
members to, to ask to you. 

So one of the questions was about sustainability. So you, you know, you can get a playful 
learning landscape up. It's pretty, it's shiny. But how do you ensure sustainability? How do 
you ensure that there's community buy-in? So I know you've been working very closely with 
the community. You mentioned the task force that you've established. What is your plan for 
sustainability of, of some of these installations?  

PHILLIPS: Yeah. So for, for me one of the things that has to happen is that we have to have 
potential continued maintenance on the, on the particular. Items as well once they're 
developed. But I'm gonna lead that up to the playful learning people. I think Sarah can talk a 
little bit more about that.  

But one of the things I will say is that we do, what, what I've noticed even from the, one of 
the previous installations that took place is that there was a lot of community input. Yeah. 
They work with local community organizations, block captains committee people, which 
anybody that is surrounded a part of the community stakeholder group. They, they know 
about this space, even the residents of the particular place, if it's like in a housing 
development, they're involved with that.  



For me, the way that we keep this sustainable is that we, I think the next step is we will have 
to find a way to etch it into some sort of policy initiative, right? Where it becomes real in the 
city of Philadelphia where basically it says for every development that has X amount of, you 
know, children that has a city contract or something involved the city connection, then we, 
there has to be some sort of playful learnings space, right? If we find a way, if I, if our team 
finds a way to do that, that would, that would make it an, a thing, right? 

And I think it's great because, you know, I'm now the stepfather of a, of a kindergartner and 
I, now he's five. I mean, he loves playing like he loves it. And I think that I recognize how 
important it's for them to learn how to read, problem, solve, collaborate, all types of things, 
learn, learn, math, all that stuff early on. And so if I could, he likes to play a lot. So if I could 
find a way, Hey, did you know what this means? That means it, it, it means a lot.  

The other thing is that I think that we need to be supportive of playful learning landscapes 
because. After a while, you're gonna want to continue to evolve the landscape itself. So you 
may wanna switch it over or change it over on an annual basis so that when, or monthly, 
whatever it may be, because that way they could do new games and activities. So it could be 
just different each and every time. But that takes time. But I think it's just making sure that 
the landscape itself is every ever evolving. What if you put one in, it's like, it could be 365 
days of learning as much as possible, especially if students are gonna be seeing it over and 
over again at a housing development. So that's my, I think that's the plan. I think Sarah can 
speak on the other part.  

LYTLE: Yes, thank you, councilmember. And I, I will just say Councilmember Phillips has 
been an unbelievable champion for this work and we, we deeply appreciate his leadership 
in, in Philadelphia for, for, for promoting this work. 

You know, I think that there, when we think about sustainability and maintenance of 
particular installations, I really do, as a councilmember said, I think that community 
involvement is really key there. As you know, community members are involved in every 
stage of that co-design process and installation process and evaluation process, you really 
foster a sense of ownership and stewardship in, in the community. 

And so community members are themselves very motivated to, to help take care and 
maintain an installation moving forward. And you know, anecdotally, we have seen very little 
graffiti on these installations historically. Yes, things break occasionally, but there's, you 
know, we, we work on on maintenance plan with communities for all of the installations that 
we, that we complete. 

So I think there's, there's sort of that, you know, maintenance and sustainability of particular 
installations that I think the councilmember spoke beautifully about maintenance of the 
movement in general in terms of really thinking about working it into, you know, more of the 
groundwater in a sense and thinking about how this might appear in an RFP at the city level 
or in, you know, in city policy in some capacity. 

And that's certainly, you know, where we see this going. But I think that there's, there's a 
great future here.  

SHAH: So one of the other questions that came from the audience is also, I mean, we're 
looking at Philadelphia and Santa Ana, and the question came, how could this translate into 
low and middle income countries? So outside of the United States, in cities that may not 



have budgets that can enable these types of landscapes, what are your suggestions and 
thoughts on that? Any of you? Maybe we'll start with you, Sarah.  

LYTLE: Sure, yeah, I can jump in. I'll say that we've actually done a decent amount of this 
work in collaboration with an organization called Change X, and Change X partners with 
with, with corporations generally to fund grassroots movements projects in low and middle 
income countries. They've done some work in the United States in various cities in the 
United States, but a lot of the work that we've partnered with them on has been in Central 
and South America and some, some European cities and countries as well. But the idea is 
that a corporate sponsor will, will sponsor a certain number of Change X projects and then 
communities can gather together and go through the Change X process in a way that will get 
them, you know, small grants on the order of, you know, maybe, you know, anywhere from 
like $1,000 to $5,000. 

When you do that, playful learning landscapes is one of the projects that you could choose 
for your, for your city, and then you get access to a certain number of technical assistance 
hours from us as an organization, and you're able to go out in the world and, and, you know, 
do implement your project in your community. 

We've seen some really, really effective projects that have happened, you know, on 
sidewalks, in pocket parks and neighborhoods in school yards on fences. You know, people 
have been very, very creative at taking, you know, these very few resources. And I think 
frankly, that's one of the benefits of playful learning landscapes is that it's so scalable. 

You know, I think that we, you have seen a number of, of very grand installations, which is 
wonderful, and we love the big showpiece installations. But playful learning landscapes 
could also be sidewalk chalk on a sidewalk. And you can create really effective activities for 
kids and families in that capacity too. 

So that breadth of, of possibility there, I think is really powerful and really allows you to 
create these incredibly impactful activities for kids and families, even if you don't have a 
huge budget.  

SHAH: Yeah. And so my last question is for Councilmember Phillips. So as I asked Mr. 
Nuñez before he needed to jump off my question for you is, you know, there are, there are 
some city officials who are listening to this, they wanna learn from your experience in 
Philadelphia, what are your key tips? What, what are, what's your advice to 'em?  

PHILLIPS: So one of the, one of the major key tips is listen and be open. I, I know 
sometimes it's new as a, it's a new thing, but just to be listening and listen to be open.  

The second thing is, is that, think about what, what avenues in the city are available to put 
playful learning landscapes installations at? I mean, it's not, and to be recognized that like, 
Hey, how do you, you someone has to be a champion. Someone has to be an advocate. So 
you gotta, if if playful learning landscapes wants to work they have to have some sort of 
government connection for, for it to really, really work because they try to do it on their own, 
they're gonna come get through a lot of, you know, bureaucracy.  

And so my, my biggest advice is that like, be open, go tour what they, what they do. Have 
them explain to you what they do, and then find a way to work within your city structure to 
kind of like, you know, implement this. It's, it's, as it's been said, it's not that challenging, it's 



not that difficult. It just needs, you know, support. And so for me, I, I just wanted to say, you 
know, that that's my biggest advice  

SHAH: And I think, you know, your advice about listening and being open is probably 
something that like. Is advice for everyone that we probably in the world today. We need a 
bit more listening and open-mindedness from everyone. 

So I think, you know, thanks to all of you for coming today. I mean, we, we saw in 
Philadelphia and in Santa Ana that your goals as cities was not necessarily only child 
development or early learning, but you have so many goals and priorities, homelessness, 
housing, reduction of poverty, you know, economic development. 

But what you did in both cases is really saw where, where existing plans and budgets were 
already in place and added a sort of child development lens to it. With minimal additional 
financing. Of course, financing is there, but what I liked about what both of you said is that 
you didn't necessarily need a ton of additional financing to make this happen. 

You both also talked a lot about starting from the community, starting from the knowledge of 
the community, what the community knows, and creating strong partnerships with them 
where you're, you're starting with listening to them. Mr. Nuñez mentioned a lot about the 
bureaucracy and his positive attitude of just go forward, just make a decision and go forward 
with it. 

You both mentioned, you know, the critical importance of of having, you know, you're on a 
journey it's not gonna be in fact necessarily like, you know, in one year or a few months. But 
in fact, Congressmember Phillips, you've only been in your position for about a year, and Mr. 
Nuñez also has only been in his official position as city manager since 2025. So actually 
both of you have, you know, really accelerated things in your cities and in your 
neighborhoods within a short period of time. So it is possible, and I think that's really 
inspirational.  

So we've seen, you know, playful learning in affordable housing, in homeless shelters, in 
laundromats, in supermarkets and bus stops, and I love that. You are both, both cities are 
taking advantage of the approximately 80% of a child's time, which is not informal learning 
spaces to actually provide those opportunities for, for young children in your city. So I wanna 
thank you both so much for that.  

And you know, this is something like for Brookings, we wanna support cities to be more child 
and family friendly, and we invite you to join the playful learning landscapes movement. And 
if you're interested, please do contact Brookings Institution and we'll put you in touch with the 
relevant people, whether it's the city of Philadelphia or Santa Ana or UC Irvine, or if it's 
Playful Learning Landscapes and Sarah Lytle. So thank you all for that. And think of us as a 
conduit, as a convener to, to bring everyone together. 

This again, will not be our last conversation with cities. We're gonna keep this going. So if, if 
learning from cities is something that's interesting to you, keep an eye on our website for 
upcoming discussions and new insights from cities around the world. And again, I wanna 
thank Councilmember Phillips.I know right now it's budget season. I know you are literally 
just at like the mayor budget hearing, so you squeezed us in, so thank you so much.   

PHILLIPS: All two hours of it.  



SHAH: Yeah. Yeah. So I know this is a really busy time for you with budget, so I'm glad we 
got to hear your insights and your advice. And thanks also to Mr. Nuñez for taking time today 
out of his busy schedule. And, and also I wanna thank Sarah and Andres, who actually have, 
you know, really started this work with my, our colleague Dr. Kathy Hirsh-Pasek. You know, 
she's really a mentor for all of us, I would say. And, and you know, without the, the research 
work that you've done and the implement that you've done, Andres and the implementation 
work that you've done, Sarah, you know, I think that those were sparks that really got this 
going around the world. 

So thanks to all of you today. I hope each of you leaves today excited. I know it was only a 
snippet. I mean, there's actually so much amazing stuff that's happening with playful learning 
landscapes. I know today was just a snippet and I hope that you are excited to learn a little 
bit more about this. So thanks so much to all of you and have a great rest of your day and 
evening. 

PHILLIPS: Thank you. Thank you. Have a good one. Thank you. 


