
GREENING
of

SCHOOLYARDS
Revitalizing school campuses for all ages 
to utilize nature connections to expand 
outdoor learning, diversify play and 
promote wellness

Presented by: 
Jane Tesner Kleiner - RLA, Ecologist, Environmental Educator - Vancouver, Washington
Andy Kleiner – Junior at Hudson’s Bay High School



Where are you 
on the GOSY 
Journey?

0 = ???
1 = hmmm, I like nature & want to help
2 = Got our foot in the door, starting 
conversations
3 = Got some plants in the ground
4 = We have buy in and moving forward
5 = Ready to write the book on GOSY

Who is in the 
room today?

Please join the 
conversation 
with your name, 
organization 
and role



Today’s 
discussion

 This is a 
conversation so 
please join in

 What does a 
successful GOSY 
project look like

 Policies / Facilities / 
Programming

 Top down vs. bottom 
up approach

 Lessons learned What does equitable and accessible 
play, learning and wellness look like



Setting the 
stage….

 Why do this 
work?

 For me, it all 
started with this 
young man

What does equitable and accessible 
play, learning and wellness look like



Setting the 
stage….

Policy Facilities Programs

• Federal 
laws/guidelines

• State wide
• Local codes
• District 

guidelines

• Landscape
• Habitat
• Gathering
• Seating
• Learning 

features

• Ties to 
curricula

• School 
goals

• Recess
• After school
• Health 



PLANNING

TOP DOWN 
Administrative / 
Facilities & Bond 
Program 
Development

GRASSROOTS 
School & 
Community driven 
projects (Staff, 
students, PTA/O, 
community)



PLANNING

TOP DOWN 
Administrative / 
Facilities & Bond 
Program 
Development

GRASSROOTS 
School & 
Community driven 
projects (Staff, 
students, PTA/O, 
community)

Design team:
Administration
Architect
Engineer
Landscape architect
Playground designer
Teachers/staff

New: GOSY specialist

Policy



PLANNING

TOP DOWN 
Administrative / 
Facilities & Bond 
Program 
Development

GRASSROOTS 
School & 
Community driven 
projects (Staff, 
students, PTA/O, 
community)

Design 
team:
PTA / PTO
One enthusiastic 
teacher
Parent volunteer
Community 
donation
Students / class

New: 
GOSY specialist



If I haven’t 
convinced you 
yet…..

Children & 
Nature Network
childrenandnature.org/
schools/

Green 
Schoolyards 
America
greenschoolyards.org/
covid-learn-outside/



What can 
these projects 
do for ….

EQUITY / 
INCLUSION

SAFE / 
WELCOMING

CLIMATE 
ACTION

COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT



Where to 
start….

What do you 
notice about 
this school 
campus?

1. FACILITIES

These students live right 
next to I-5, ½ mile from 
school, 1 mile to a park



Where to 
start….

What do you 
notice about 
this school 
campus

2. PROGRAM

Staff determining 
where kids can go 
on the school 
grounds for safety



Where to 
start

Maximize use of 
the entire 
campus

2015 – 1.5 ac

2015 
can’t visit the tree

Today – 3.6 ac 
(including all of 
the trees!)

Program: 
12 min. recess



Where to 
start….

Hough ES –

3 acre campus

In 2012 
recess is 1.5 ac 
= 522 sf / kid

Under utilized 
spaces

Poor drainage

Limited staffing 
for safety

Not much to do

Inaccessible 
features

When it rains = 
250sf / kid or 
112sf / kid

Program:
20 + 2x @10 min



What are the 
big Q’s?

So you want to 
start a Green 
Schoolyard 
project….

What are the barriers and concerns that 
you hear when starting GOSY project?

Increase 
maintenance 
and we don’t 
have staff to 

care for it

It is not 
sustainable, 

won’t last

Who is going 
to take care 

of it over the 
summer?

What happens 
to it when it 

gets vandalized

I don’t teach 
outside, so we 

won’t use it

Kids are 
gonna get 

dirty!

We tell the kids 
to stop putting 

bugs in their 
pockets

We 
don’t 
have 
time



What are the 
big Q’s?

So you want to 
start a Green 
Schoolyard 
project….

What does a successful GOSY project look 
to you and your community?

Building towards understanding 
everyone’s barriers & concerns to clarify 
expectations



PLANNING

TOP DOWN 
Administrative / 
Facilities & Bond 
Program 
Development

GRASSROOTS 
School & 
Community driven 
projects (Staff, 
students, PTA/O, 
community)

Community

School

Principal
Teachers

Staff
Paras

Support

Superintendent
Facilities
Planning
Grounds

Risk/Liability

PTA/O
Resource Center

Businesses
Env. Educators

Families

Architects
Planners

Engineers
Landscape 
Architects

Administration

Faith Based
Scouts

Neighborhoods
Government

Therapists
Counselors
Specialists

Psychologists



PLANNING
COMMON 

LANGUAGE FOR 
EXPECTATIONS

BENEFITS



PLANNING

Make site 
successful for all 
users

Take the “no” 
out of 
playground use

Inspire students 
to be inspired to 
seek answers



PLANNING

Inventory campus

Interview 
stakeholders

Understand District 
do/don’t

What is working & 
what is not

Tie to school goals



PLANNING

These will always 
be on the top of 
the list….

Safety

Security

Risk / Liability

Maintenance

(& FUN!!!!)



PLANNING

ZONES 

Pathways

Gathering / 
Seating

Active Play

Passive Play

Quiet Play

Learning



DESIGN 
COMPONENTS

PATHWAYS

Large Loop 
HS & MS – ¼ mile
ES – 1/6-1/5 mile

Short Loops
Walk-a-bouts

Links to
destinations



DESIGN 
COMPONENTS

GATHERING / 
SEATING

Large group 

Small working
groups  

Conversation 
spots

Coverings

Event spaces



DESIGN 
COMPONENTS

PLAY
Active

Passive

Quiet



LEARNING
Hands-on

Interactive

Engaging

Places to explore,
discover & inspire

DESIGN 
COMPONENTS

Illahee ES PTA Garden Team

Hough ES seed collecting

Ogden ES views from building



GARDENS
Butterfly
Raised gardens
Flowers
Sensory
Art
Herbs
Stormwater
Meadows
Rock cycle

DESIGN 
COMPONENTS



DESIGN 
COMPONENTS

Support learning

Educational
Signage

Interpretation

Programming

Special projects

Outdoor 
learning



DESIGN 
COMPONENTS

Incorporating art 
by students and 
community

Outdoor 
learning



DESIGN 
COMPONENTS

Outdoor 
learning
Get kids outside

Every day

Every season

Support their 
comfort and 
knowledge 
exploring outdoors



Southwest
Washington
GOSY

Vancouver 
Public
Schools
Hough ES
Harney ES
King ES
Ogden ES
Truman ES
Tangeman Center
Walnut Grove ES
VITA ES
Ruth Bader Ginsburg ES



Southwest
Washington
GOSY

Evergreen
Public
Schools
Campus Update Plans
Bond Program
Emerald ES
Sifton ES
Image ES
Marrion ES
Ellsworth ES
Burton ES
Mill Plain ES



Southwest
Washington
GOSY

Evergreen
Public
Schools
Campus Update Plans
Bond Program
Emerald ES
Sifton ES
Image ES
Marrion ES
Ellsworth ES
Burton ES
Mill Plain ES



Southwest
Washington
GOSY

Campus 
Update Plans

• Support future 
bond program 
priorities

• Used for 
fundraising

• Garner community 
donations



Southwest
Washington
GOSY

Other districts 
are stepping up

Ridgefield ES – new View 
Ridge MS has wetlands

Battle Ground PS –
adding gardens 

Camas Schools – adding 
outdoor classrooms and 
nature play at ES



Southwest
Washington
GOSY

Addressing 
MS and HS

• On site habitat
• Greenhouses
• Skills training
• Mentoring of 

younger students
• Community service 

partnerships



Stretch break!

What other 
FACILTIES / 
CAPITAL features 
has your district 
used to engage 
students and 
communities

Trivia question:
How many national parks are 
there in the U.S.?



PROGRAMS

How to 
activate the 
spaces

Clark County 
Green Schools
Inventory



PROGRAMS

How to 
activate the 
spaces

Green Teams



PROGRAMS

How to 
activate the 
spaces

Teacher 
training

CCGS is a 
program of our 
County’sPublic 
Health 
Department 
but 
purposefully 
does NOT look 
like a 
government 
web page



PROGRAMS

How to 
activate the 
spaces

Celebrating 
successes



PROGRAMS

How to activate 
the spaces

Lower Columbia 
Nature Network 
partners
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PROGRAMS

How to activate 
the spaces

Lower Columbia 
Nature Network 
partners



PROGRAMS
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PROGRAMS

How to activate 
the spaces

Lower Columbia 
Nature Network 
partners



PROGRAMS

How to 
activate the 
spaces

Supporting 
schools day to 
day



PROGRAMS

How to activate 
the spaces

• Recess 
activities

• After school 
club

• Special 
projects



PROGRAMS

How to activate 
the spaces

3-year grant 
from Master 
Gardener 
Foundation for 
SGC



PROGRAMS

How to 
activate the 
spaces

What other programs are you using 
to activate spaces?



What’s next?

Cities 
Connecting 
Children to 
Nature
2021 Cohort

Partnering with Vancouver

Climate Action Plan – GOSY 



What’s next

CLIMATE 
ACTION

Tree equity

Wildlife habitat

Nearby nature

Green 
Infrastructure



What’s next

School 
Improvement 

Project 
approvals



What’s next

School 
Improvement 

Project 
approvals –

Define process 
and create 
efficient review 
process

Using Google 
forms for project 
applications –

Allows the 
applicant to pull 
together 
information to 
expedite 
approvals

Linked to tracking 
spreadsheet and 
form/doc



What’s next

Messaging

Get the word 
out about GOSY  
projects that are 
in the grounds

Celebrate 
projects



What’s next

Messaging

Get the word 
out about GOSY  
projects that are 
in the grounds

Celebrate 
projects

Lots of great 
momentum in 
the past 10 
years…..

Keep the 
momentum 
building and 
growing!



Changing 
perspectives….

Look for 
opportunities to add 
natural elements to 
explore & discover

Work with 
community partners

Involve students to 
plan, design, build 
and maintain their 
school’s backyard

What do you see?



GREENING
of

SCHOOLYARDS
Thank you for your time today!

Jane Tesner Kleiner
Vancouver, WA

www.natureplaydesigns.com

natureplaydesigns@gmail.com
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