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WPA Children’s Playground and Recreation, Leavenworth “Colored” Center, ca. 1940

One of the most innovative characteristics of the WPA was
the mudltiplicity of its goals: create opportunities for work relief or
meaningful employment and provide valuable services to people
throughout the United States. The Recreation Project was typical.
It was “designed to provide a quality-service program to communi-
ties by employing persons in need, who are qualified to furnish
leadership in organizing activities of a recreational nature and in
directing group participation.”

New Deal efforts in this area originated in 1933 under the
Civil Works Administration and continued as a WPA program
after that agency’s creation in 1935. The Recreation Project operat-
ed on a statewide basis. In Kansas this meant that the state super-
intendent of public instruction and appropriate individuals or
institutions within participating communities sponsored the pro-
gram. In large part, their success is reflected in the number of peo-
ple served: by 1940 Kansas had 189 recreation units employing 405
people, and “approximately 45,000 persons participate monthly in
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sports, games of many kinds, folk dancing, crafts, children’s play
centers, and other supervised leisure-time activities.”

Officials recognized the need to adapt the various recreational
programs to the needs of a given community and also believed it
necessary to target the special needs of certain groups of individu-
als. According to the Manual for Recreation Supervisors, special
attention was to be given in some cases “to the minority groups
(racial, economic, etc.), areas of high delinquency as a preventative
rather than cure for crime, to rural areas with their particular prob-
lems, and to certain individuals in need of recreational therapy.”
On occasion and in keeping with the racial attitudes of this era,
“special attention” meant separate recreational or playground facil-
ities for white and black children.

The above photograph is the fourth and final image in a series
featuring WPA programs in Kansas during the 1930s and early
1940s.
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