
Programming with Purpose: First Impressions 
Hosting an Engaging Program Kick-Off
December 11, 2025



Gehl — Making Cities for People Trust for Public Land — On Common Ground

Welcome!

Introduce yourself in the 
chat. Share your name 
and pronouns, your 
agency, and one of your 
favorite public spaces 
visited in 2025.

Forest Ridge Park, Raleigh, North Carolina  ➜
One of a series of activities hosted by Raleigh Parks to 
increase participation in recreation programs by under-
resourced communities

Hello!

¡Hola!



Programming with Purpose
Session 2 Agenda

Webinar (1 hour)
•Presentations on hosting a welcoming and engaging 
program kick off

•Camden, NJ- Brian Fisher, Project Manager, 
Camden Community Partnership
•BREC, Baton Rouge - Claire Coco, Assistant 
Director of Recreation
•Greensboro, NC- Shannon Teamer, CPRP 
Recreation Centers Superintendent 

•Q&A with Speakers

Transition

Committed Cohort (30 minutes)
•Small group discussions
•Report out
•Closing and next steps



Path to 
Participation
October 16

First 
Impressions
December 11

Bridging 
Divides
February 12

Maximize 
Programming
April 9

Measure 
What Matters
June 11

Programming with Purpose



What stops people from participating in park programs?

Practical Barriers Social Barriers
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Cost of 
programs Transportation

Language 
accessibility Childcare

Sense of safety Sense of 
belonging

Lack of trust
Feeling 

connected to 
others



First Impressions

Consider what steps you can 
take
 Before your program starts
 During your first day of program
 After your first session

to make participants feel 
welcome.
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December 11, 2025

Hosting an Engaging 
Program Kickoff



Our How

Our Vision

Our Values

Our Mission

Camden is an equitable, thriving city, with high-quality opportunities for 
individuals, families, and businesses. 

To serve as the catalyst for the preservation and growth of a vibrant Camden. 

We learn about the issues most pressing to our city, identify potential partners and 
solutions, and convene the right stakeholders to make change happen.

Equity Relationships Resilience 

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES

Camden 
Brand

Neighborhood 
Development 

Capacity 
Building

Economic 
Development 



CCP’s 4 Core Principles:

1.  Understand the local context.

• Each neighborhood has its own culture — youth-driven, senior-focused, or family-

oriented.

1.  Use trusted messengers.

•  Partner with faith leaders, block captains, and resident groups.

1.  Meet people where they are. 

• Host events in parks, schools, or community centers — not City Hall.

1.  Reflect the neighborhood’s culture.

•  Include local food, music, and vendors to make engagement feel like a community 

gathering.

Approaching Kick-Offs Park Programming



Building Authentic Partnerships

• Identify authentic community leaders

• Give them a platform to lead

• Move from transactional to transformational 

relationships

• Center trust-building through transparency and 

follow-up

• Celebrate community leadership

Camden Night Gardens

Peace Games



Laying the Groundwork for Success

1.  Pre-engage key stakeholders.

• Meet with local leaders and partner organizations before announcing the 

program.

1.  Co-create the agenda.

• Design meetings with residents, not for them.

1.  Communicate early and often.

• Use multiple channels — flyers, texts, social media — at least two weeks out.

1. Establish visible follow-up.

• End each meeting with next steps, dates, and volunteer opportunities.



Elijah Perry Park Park Program Kick Off 

• 3.5-acre park in Camden’s Centerville 

neighborhood

• Surrounded by new homes, a library, church, a 

school, a community center, and a health clinic

• Funded by Choice Neighborhoods Grant & U.S. EPA 

brownfield cleanup

• Transformed from a contaminated site into a 

vibrant public space

• Engagement driven by trusted neighborhood 

leaders



Elijah Perry Park Event 

Skills & Drills Clinic EPP Ribbon Cutting EPP Movie Night



Key Takeaways

“A strong program kick-off isn’t just about launching an 
initiative — it’s about creating a shared table where the 
community helps write the story.”

• Success starts before the kickoff — with listening and 
relationship-building.

• Engagement should feel local, inclusive, and action-oriented.
• Partnerships thrive when CCP acts as a collaborator, not just 

a project lead.
• Every program should foster long-term community 

stewardship.



Thank You



journey mapping:
dynamic origins of the patron experience

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

http://tex.stackexchange.com/questions/86804/pirate-treasure-map
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Case study: 
bluebonnet swamp nature center / Baton Rouge, LA

Claire Coco, Assistant Department Director @ BREC (25+ years)
Claire.Coco@brec.org; (225) 413-5355

Presenter 
Info

Be able to define journey mapping and apply the process to better understand 
what factors can influence patron experiences

Presentation 
Benefit #1

Learn strategies to identify pain points and eliminate or relieve patron 
“baggage”

Presentation 
Benefit #2

Gain insight into how to effectively prepare your site and train staff to function 
transformatively, ensuring memorable and positive patron experiences

Presentation 
Benefit #3

mailto:Claire.Coco@brec.org


Real quick… SIDE NOTE: 

BREC is vast.





Journey mapping bluebonnet swamp

Patron experience begins well 
before arriving to your door. 

What does the map to you look 
like? It’s not just about roads and 
traffic lights.

Where does your first 
impression actually begin? 

Let’s start the patron journey to 
Bluebonnet Swamp Nature Center, 
the swamp in the heart of 
Louisiana’s capital city. 

Think about what you’re 
expecting.

Now, let’s GOOGLE!
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This is the current 
webpage.

First impression?
Did you have any 

expectations based on the 
site’s name or slogan 
(“swamp in the city”)? 

Were those 
expectations met? What 
do you feel?

Patron pain point = 
patron “baggage”

Let’s scroll down… 



(???)
(???)

(???)



Continuing the journey online 

This is the site’s 
current Facebook page. 

Impressions? 
How do the visual 

components here 
compare to your 
expectations?

Any baggage picked up 
here? 

Anything to note?



Continuing the journey – road trip!

Site conveniently located and 
accessible via public 
transportation routes, just 
minutes from downtown BR and 
the universities via multiple 
interstate and highway routes. 

LOTS of nearby restaurants, 
shops, businesses, malls, etc.

High traffic zone, at times (can 
easily cause unintended patron 
baggage – be cognizant of that!)



Continuing the journey of expectation



Continuing the journey – where’s the sign?



Continuing the journey – Are we on the right path?



Continuing the journey – are we there yet?



Continuing the journey – where do we PARK? 



Continuing the journey – park here; then whAT?  



Continuing the journey – do we go this way??? 



Continuing the journey – I’m Not sure if this is right



Continuing the journey – Finally! there’s a building!  



Continuing the journey – Wait, how do we get in? 



Continuing the journey – OMG, SOO SALTY RN, frfr! 



Continuing the journey – aaaannd… action! 

Train your team: be prepared; expect 
the unexpected. Work through different 
(hypothetical) patron journeys at team 
meetings. 

Have every one of your team members 
“own” their role in the patron experience.

Practice engaging with sincerity, 
validation, and affirmation; active listening 
is critical. 

Demonstrate how to give grace, as well 
as how to ask for it. 

Team training tip – DIY patron journeys! 
Your doormat is a red carpet – and 

everyone is deserving of VIP treatment 
from hosting staff. MEET > GREET > SEAT!



Remember: 
The patron journey begins continues  here. 



MEANING-MAKING:
Interpretive principles make lasting connections

Training & certification for programming professionals is available through 
The national Association of Interpretation / https://nai-us.org/



Questions?

Awarded In 2022!



LAGNIAPPE:
The patron journey Continues even after leaving! 

Don’t send your patrons away 
empty-handed!

When the program, class, tour, 
site visit, etc. is through, ensure 
patrons depart feeling appreciated 
and valued. 

Always invite constructive 
feedback opportunities on-site and 
in a follow-up email.

Invite patrons to return for a next 
occasion and or sign up as a 
volunteer.

THE END. 



ENERGY in the Park

Shannon Teamer, CPRP
Recreation Centers Superintendent 



Why it Matters

• Summer programming is 
least accessible for the 
children who need it most

• Parks become direct access 
points

• Families receive consistent 
positive experiences close 
to home



Operations 

• 6 week free program 
– 10:00a-2:00p
– Weather Permitting

• Registration is required
– Ages 5-15

• Lunch is served daily 



Focus on Equity

We analyze:
• Youth density
• Walkability & public 

transportation
• Median household income

Food insecurity overlays



Day-One Programming Strategy

 Build excitement
 Build belonging
 Build consistency
 Build ownership



Knowing Your Neighborhood

• Families are often 
transient due to housing 
changes

• Community identity 
shifts frequently

• Program must adapt, not 
expect community to 
adjust



Build Trust with Staff

• High retention = familiarity with children
• Staff are playful and excited → kids mirror that
• Trust creates consistency and safety



Maximize Park Assets

• "Tree-to-tree challenge 
course" using rope + chalk

• Field art using natural 
space

• Park-wide scavenger hunt
• Nature STEM moments
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Sign up for 
our next 
webinar!

Committed 
Cohort

Stay on the line 
We will split into 
peer discussion 
groups shortly!

February 12
Bridging Divides 

through Park 
Programming



Complete your Exit Ticket!
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Clink the link below or the QR code to complete your 
exit ticket before you log off today:

https://forms.office.com/r/BYTfwANz4M 

https://forms.office.com/r/BYTfwANz4M
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