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A full-time mom who teaches online courses in child development, Belinda Hammond, a Lompoc
resident, still finds time to lead a crusade to make hospitals less scary for children.
That she is succeeding is readily evident in a number of medical centers in the tricounties area that
have colorful murals with fanciful creatures cavorting on brightly colored walls in pediatric
departments where children play or are treated in once drab rooms.
Mrs. Hammond is responsible for their installation in hospitals in Santa Barbara, Ventura and San Luis
Obispo counties.
Against a backgrop of two murals with butterflies, bees, ants and bulgy-eyed snails in a field of
flowers in the pediatrics playroom at Marian Regional Medical Center in Santa Maria, Mrs. Hammond,
43, told the News-Press why she feels so strongly about her project, which she calls Child Life
Connection.
“My mission is to bring play, diversion and education into pediatric settings because it gives children a
way to normalize their experiences while eliminating fear. When you take play away, children become
fearful, stressed and miserable. Imagine being in a hospital even for a few hours without play,” said
Mrs. Hammond, who teaches the online courses in child development for UCSB Extension and the
University of Wisconsin Superior.
“By having the opportunity to explore and play in a space designed with a child in mind, children are
better able to cope and express their feelings. In a medical setting, this can translate to children being
more willing to take their medications and doing what their medical team is asking them to do so they
can get better and go home sooner,” she added.
Certified as a child life specialist in 1999, Mrs. Hammond, who grew up in Los Angeles, coordinated
play programs in hospitals and prepared pediatric patients and their families for the hospital experience
until she became a doctoral student at UCSB in 2001.
“Then, I took time out to marry Mark Hammond in 2004 and have children,” said Mrs. Hammond,
mother of Justin, 8, and Becca, 4. The family moved to Lompoc in 2006.
When Justin was born, I became aware of the hospital experience from a mom’s perspective and began
talking to executives at Lompoc Valley Medical Center about ways to incorporate the child life
program, but since it did not have a pediatrics unit, they weren’t interested,” she recalled.

The inspiration to start Child Life Connection as a nonprofit came when Justin needed to have surgery
in 2010.
“Although he was prepared, he was still scared. I told him to bring his favorite friend from his room –
Yoda – and when we got to the same-day surgery unit, I asked his nurse what things Justin would see
people wearing and asked if we could get a set for Yoda. The nurse essentially did medical play with
Justin, helping to ease his nerves as they prepared Yoda first and then Justin, and by the end, Justin and
his nurse had developed a wonderful relationship that allowed all three of them (Yoda included) to
walk back to the OR deep in conversation and Justin laughing hysterically,” said Mrs. Hammond.
After her son recovered, she began volunteering at Marian hospital and Ventura County Medical
Center, the closest hospitals with pediatric departments.
“I wanted to see what I could do before I started Child Life Connection”, said Mrs. Hammond. “What
I found in Ventura was a playroom that looked like a giant storage closet, so I asked if I could redesign
it.”
With the hospital’s approval, she contacted the art department at Cal State Channel Islands in
Camarillo to see if any students would be interested in volunteering to make the room child-friendly.
“A team of students took it on as a grad project and produced a four-wall design with an underwater
theme that has dolphins, sea turtles, fish and other marine creatures. It was finished in January 2011,
the same month I won a PepsiCo Refresh grant for $10,000, which funded 20 additional murals,”, said
Mrs. Hammond, explaining that the grant was awarded based on people voting via text message for
their favorite charitable project.
Since then, she has arranged for groups of art students from Cal State, Cal Poly San Luis Obispo and
UCSB to paint murals in hospitals in Ventura, San Luis Obispo and Santa Barbara counties.
Among those who designed and painted the murals at the Santa Maria and Lompoc facilities were
Ashley Goodman, Dean Song, Danielle Wagulis, Christina Yan, Tim Rossi, Victoria Hadden, Shane
Kennelty and Grace Li.
“The grant money was only for paints and supplies, no compensation for the students. They were all
volunteers,” stressed Mrs. Hammond, adding that the Marian group had a special challenge “because
they were working on the murals while the new wing was being built. They had to wear hard hats.”
Also under pressure were the artists at Lompoc hospital.
“Our mural was in the emergency room, which was needed for patients as soon as possible. I think we
ended up painting for two days,” wrote Ms. Li in an email.
In addition to coordinating the murals, Mrs. Hammond also contacts donors for free toys, games and
other equipment for pediatric patients. Among those who have contributed are the Oscar Litwak
Foundation, Starlight Children’s Foundation, Children’s Wish International, Guideposts
Foundation/Comfort Kits, Get-Well-Gamers and KidFlicks and Ty Beanie Babies.

Mrs. Hammond pointed out that she only volunteers with hospitals that don’t have a child life
specialist on their staffs, which is why Santa Barbara Cottage Hospital is not included.
“Jaynie Wood does an excellent job there,” she said, adding, “I can work with any hospital in the
United States. I can do it by phone or computer. Hospitals can be scary for all ages. If I can make the
medical experience less traumatic for kids, then I’m happy to volunteer my time.”
You can help
Child Life Connection needs volunteer time and talent:
• Artists to paint murals
• Graphic artists for web design
• Fundraising planning and assistance
• Public speaking
Also needed are donations:
• Paints and brushes or gift certificates to purchase them
• New toys
• Video game systems (machines and games)
• Movies and DVD players (DVDs rated G, PG or PG-13)
• CDs and CD players
• Money
For more information, call 637-1039 or email info@ChildLifeConnection.com
Email: mmcmahon@newspress.com
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Colorful murals cover two walls in the pediatric playroom at Marian Regional Medical Center in Santa
Maria. Belinda Hammond, a child life specialist, left, arranged for them to be painted by UCSB
students. Enjoying them as much as the patients are pediatric nurses, Jennifer Kopcho, Candice
Monge and Michelle LeFebvre.

In order from top to bottom, cows graze on a hillside in this mural depicting the rolling green hills of
Santa Maria Valley in the peditric treatment room at Marian Regional Medical.
UCSB students painted this ladybug.
What is a garden without ants – even in a mural?

Top photo, a wide-eyed snail is among the creatures in the mural.
Bottom photo, about to alight on a mural flower is a butterfly.

