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Researchers agree that learning and play are the same thing for young children. Natural curiosity leads 

children to explore the world around them, and through exploration they develop problem solving skills, 

self confidence, and independence. However, today’s children have far fewer opportunities to learn in an 

unstructured way, which often leads to frustration and disengagement from school.

The recent Creek Rescue Project undertaken by Donaldson Way Elementary School embeds science 

standards into a real restoration project at the local creek. Students collaborate with community members 

and are challenged to apply abstract concepts to local issues that they can experience and care about.

This senior project proposes a vision for a joint use community-school space that could be slowly built by 

each successive class of students. In its final form, this space would serve to physically connect community 

and school, and would facilitate educational and recreational experiences for students and community 

members.
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Donaldson Way Elementary School (DWES) is one of twenty elementary 

schools in the Napa Valley Unified School District (NVUSD), and is located 

in the city of American Canyon, California. According to the California 

Department of Education, DWES had a total of 606 students spanning 

kindergarten through fifth grade during the 2013-2014 school year (CDE, 

2014). Furthermore, DWES has an active parent-teacher association, and 

prides itself on the close-knit community that exists within the school. 

In addition, DWES has a strong emphasis on diversity, technology and 

project based learning in order to provide a well rounded education to 

students and ensure they are college and career ready (DWES website, 

2014).

District Context

Within the NVUSD, five elementary schools have transitioned to the title 

of magnet schools, offering special programs and a unique community 

support network to their students. According to the Alta Heights Magnet 

School website, the system can be likened to “a village coming together 

to raise a child” (Alta Heights, 2014). While DWES is not a magnet school, 

its teachers have recently implemented a similar approach through their 

Creek Rescue Project.

DONALDsON WAY ELEMENTARY
school Information
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The actual restoration site was located to the northwest of the school 

along a reach of the creek that has had restoration work completed in the 

past. However, one group of students who assumed the role of landscape 

design specialists for the project focused on the reach of the creek 

that is actually on campus, and imagined creative uses for the land that 

surrounds the creek. Samples of student landscape designs can be found 

on the pages that follow.

Earlier this year, the 5th grade teaching team at DWES devised a project-

based learning experience for their students that embedded as many 

science standards as possible into a restoration project for a creek that 

runs through campus. The project was officially named the Creek Rescue 

Project and received the support of various city staff, community members, 

local organizations, and environmental professionals in order to keep 

things running smoothly.

project specifics

The Creek Rescue Project allowed teachers to present various science 

standards in the context of creek restoration, and promoted frequent visits 

from various experts involved in the project. After students had time to 

explore the different aspects of creek restoration they were given the 

chance to become a “specialist” in a subject area of their choice. The 

project excelled by generating enthusiasm in the students, and provided 

insight about their role within the community, as well as how knowledge 

about the sciences could be applied to environmental problems. The 

creek rescue project culminated with an environmental fair, in which 

students engaged with visitors, and represented their chosen specialty. For 

this project, restoration entailed removal of trash and invasive plants, as 

well as the planting of a dozen new native plants.

CREEK REsCUE pROJECT
Background
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Hi, I’m Maddy and I’m a Landscape Design Specialist and here are my ideas for our creek. We need 

an insect/plant sanctuary so people/kids can study and learn about animals and plants. We need 

a lot of trees so we have oxygen and shade for all of animals living in the creek. They need shade 

because they like the dark more than the light. It would be awesome if we had a veggie garden so 

we get fresh food for our school lunch. That would make me want to eat our school lunch. We waste 

so much of our old food in the garbage when we could make our own compost for new crops and 

projects. And those are my ideas.

CREEK WITH WATER!
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Hi, I’m Mimi and this is my landscape design. Just know that you should feel free to ask me any 

questions. Okay so I want some more trees over here, which is my picnic area. It also has a water 

fountain and picnic tables. Next door is my fruit garden. Now we will cross the bridge. There’s a 

play-ground and volley ball court. And then there’s an outdoor learning area for the school. Next to 

it is an insect sanctuary. On the rest, I added some bushes and flowers. This would bring shade and 

wildlife. Thank you for listening!

THE fUTURE CREEK AREA
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On my landscape design of the Donaldson Way Creek I included a lot of greenery and other objects. 

I put many trees around the creek because they provide oxygen and shade. Oxygen will keep the 

creek healthy. The shade will keep the creek cold so the fish would like to live in our creek. In the 

middle of a large group of trees is a campfire and enough benches for a whole class to sit down 

on. There is also an outdoor learning area. The outdoor learning area has a retractable roof so when 

it is raining, you will not be soaking wet. Inside of the outdoor learning area there are bleachers and 

picnic tables. Behind the outdoor learning area is a shed. The shed can hold tools for planting new 

plants. On my design, there are two green houses to start plantings. Then there is a garden. It has 

lots of pots and beds for the plants.

THE NEW AC CREEK!
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According to DWES Principal Marilyn Abelon, one of the possibilities for 

this area is to convert it into additional sports fields for the school. This 

idea has not been officially pursued or proposed, and would likely require 

significant economic investment and environmental alteration. Currently, 

the existing open field on the DWES campus is used for various activities 

such as soccer, baseball, and running. In addition, Community Park 1 

already has a baseball field, a softball field, a football field, a walking loop 

available, and the adjacent middle school has an all-weather track that 

is open to the public after school hours. Given the existing recreation 

opportunities that already surround the school, investing in new sports 

fields or organized recreation facilities would have very little additional 

benefit to the school. Instead, it is worth repurposing existing facilities, 

and seeking joint use agreements for additional uses.

school Garden facility

DWES already has a school garden facility located on the North West 

portion of campus. However, the garden is underutilized, and there is 

very little support or active leadership for it at the moment. However, the 

success of the Creek Rescue Project could be used to inspire renewed 

support and funding for the garden.

sCHOOL pRIORITIEs
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According to Parks and Recreation Director Creighton Wright, the space 

adjacent to the DWES school garden is currently minimally maintained, 

and although there were previous plans to incorporate it into the rest 

of the community park, nothing has come of those plans. This plot of 

land is currently zoned as public open space, although at the moment 

it is unused, and provides no beneficial use to the public. In addition, 

due to the current layout of the Community Park, and lack of connection 

with other spaces, this plot of land requires careful planning in order to 

promote beneficial activities. 

parks and Community services Master plan

The difficulty of incorporating this space is echoed by the fact that it is 

not an immediate priority for the City of American Canyon in its Parks 

and Community Services Master Plan. Currently, the city is focused on 

providing residents access to trails in the Newell open space preserve, 

and is in planning stages for other spaces such as Clarke Ranch West, 

located in a northwestern portion of the city. Furthermore, the city 

must first complete maintenance and repairs for the sports facilities of 

Communtiy Park 1, improvements to the picnic area adjacent to the sports 

fields, and planning for land next to the skate park (City of American 

Canyon Parks and Recreation Department, 2012).

Since the establishment of the American Canyon community garden in 

1986, there has been increasing demand as the population increased, 

and people gained interest in growing their own food according to a 

news article by the American Canyon Eagle (Hankins, 2005). The garden 

has since grown to 72 plots, but stil l fails to meet the large demand for 

community gardening in the city (City of American Canyon Parks and 

Recreation Department, 2014). In addition, during community visioning 

discussions about the development of Clarke Ranch West, residents 

placed community gardening as one of the uses that they would support 

or have an interest in (City of American Canyon, 2012). Furthermore, 

during a meeting of the Napa County Local Food Advisory Council in 

2012, a motion to support community gardening for public health, child 

development, and food security was passed unanimously (Local Food 

Advisory Council, 2012). Based on local residents’ interest in community 

gardening, and support from the food advisory council and the city, a 

garden located in Community Park 1 would be a highly beneficial use, and 

could complement the existing school garden and Creek Rescue Project. 

taking place in the same area.

CITY pRIORITIEs
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The first iteration of the Creek Rescue Project was highly successful at 

engaging students, and garnered extensive community support. Given 

the success of this project, and the demand for an expanded community 

garden network in American Canyon, there is great potential for the Creek 

Rescue Project to not only become a recurring tradition for students 

in their 5th grade year, but also an opportunity to establish a joint-use 

community space between the school district and the city of American 

Canyon.

vision

These two underutilized spaces could be redesigned into a cohesive 

school and community space which programs project-based learning 

and environmental education into the landscape, improves connectivity 

between school and community, and provides beneficial uses to students 

and local residents. In addition, the space could be built up alongside or 

as part of the creek rescue project. This process would give children a 

renewed vision of their role within the community as individuals, as well 

as show them their power to inspire and be a part of positive change. 

In the end, this space could have a rich layered history, and a legacy 

of stewardship and community that children could be proud of as they 

pursue their future goals.

THE IDEA
success
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DWEs BOUNDARY

COMMUNITY pARK 1
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REIMAGINE UNDERUsED LAND OWNED BY DONALDsON WAY sCHOOL 
AND THE CITY Of AMERICAN CANYON IN ORDER TO

G O A L s



REIMAGINE UNDERUsED LAND OWNED BY DONALDsON WAY sCHOOL 
AND THE CITY Of AMERICAN CANYON IN ORDER TO

IMPROVE C IRCULAT ION AND CONNECT ION BETWEEN DONALDSON WAy ELEMENTARy AND COMMUNT Iy PARk 1.

OFFER EDUCAT IONAL ,  RECREAT IONAL AND SOCIAL OPPORTUNIT IES TO STUDENTS AND THE COMMUNITy.

ACOMODATE PROJECT-BASED LEARN ING AT DONALDSON WAy ELMENTARy

1

2

3
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Joint use agreements involve two or more entities which agree to share 

facilities and resources in order to keep costs down, accomplish larger 

goals, and benefit a wide user group (Obesity Prevention Institute, 2014). 

Furthermore, according to Tamar Cooper, and Jeffrey M. Vincent from the 

UC Berkeley Center for Cities and Schools, joint use agreements have the 

potential to provide expanded amenities to schools and the community, 

improve the built environment for public health, increase interaction 

between the school district and various stakeholders, and efficiently util ize 

public space (Cooper and Vincent, 2008). When schools enter into a joint 

use agreement, the agreement generally falls into one of four categories 

including the following (Cooper and Vincent 2008):

The primary impediments to successful joint use agreements are disputes 

between parties. While informal agreements are common, written 

agreements clearly outline the rights and responsibilities of each party 

(Cooper and Vincent, 2008).

While Joint use agreements provide a multitude of benefits to students, 

teachers, and community members, the primary goal is often to reduce the 

costs associated with specific development. (Cooper and Vincent, 2008). 

Furthermore, since 1996, the state of California has offered funding for 

specific types of joint use projects, in order to remove barriers to projects 

which would provide extensive benefits (California Office of Public School 

Construction). According to Cooper, the California Office of Public School 

Construction has awarded over 190$ million to schools throughout 

the state since it began providing funding (Cooper and Vincent, 2008). 

However, the program is funded on a yearly basis on a first come first 

serve basis (California Office of Public School Construction, 2014)

JOINT UsE
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school Development Why Joint Use?

1 COMMUNITy EVENT USES Ex IST ING FAC IL IT IES

2 SCHOOL FAC IL IT IES OPEN TO PUBL IC AFTER SCHOOL

3 A PORT ION OF SCHOOL PROPERTy IS  ALWAyS OPEN

4 SCHOOL PROPERTy RUN By OUTS IDE ENT ITy

F IGURE 17



Provide educational programs for Napa County gardeners.

NAPA COUNTy RESOURCE CONSERVAT ION D ISTR ICT

Promote watershed-based land stewardship of natural resources.

CH ILDREN AND WE IGHT COAL IT ION OF NAPA COUNTy

Establish collaboration to reduce childhood obesity.

PO INT BLUE

Promote conservation through partnership and outreach.

NAPA-SOLANO AUDOBON SOCIETy

Promote conservation through engaging science education.

The Community and School Garden Intervention program of San Diego 

claims that joint use agreements are stronger when they have more 

community support. (Healthy Works, 2014). With more partners, programs 

are less likely to collapse when a single contributor withdraws from the 

agreement.  In addition, programs are simply more content rich with 

the inclusion of outside organizations because students get an idea of 

how the content they learn in school could translate into a future career 

according to Atelia Melaville in Community-Based Learning: Engaging 

Students for Citizenship and Success (Melaville, Berg and Blank, 2014). 

There are a variety of organizations within Napa County that could work 

with DWES and aid in the establishment of a joint-use garden space.

pOTENTIAL pARTNERsHIps
Background
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Whether utilized as a segment of a lesson, or as a framework for 

a comprehensive curriculum, learning that engages students in the 

community has been shown to improve student performance on 

standardized tests, reduce behavioral problems, increase future selection 

of science and math courses, improve awareness of current events, and 

foster an overall personal sense of independence (Melaville, Berg and 

Blank, 2014). This is extremely important because according to Robert 

Blum in School Connectedness Improving Students Lives, 40% to 60% of 

students are disengaged from their education by the time they reach high 

school (Blum, 2005).

According to Riane Eisler in Tomorrow’s Children: A Blueprint for 

Partnership Education in the 21st Century , our nation’s schools were once 

the centers of community in towns and cities, and provided a nurturing 

collaborative support network for students during and after school hours 

(Eisler, 2000). In fact, the modern version of community-based learning 

stems from this ideal, as well as the idea that children are more engaged 

in their education when it has personal meaning to them, and can be 

applied tangibly (Melaville, Berg and Blank, 2014). In addition, community-

based learning responds to the fact that students have different learning 

styles, and are growing up in a world which requires systems thinking 

about problems. Overall, community-based education is one model of 

teaching and learning which incorporates community interaction into the 

core curriculum of students. However, schools do not have to completely 

restructure in order to utilize this approach. There are various tools which 

can be adapted by teachers to enhance lessons, and provide a diverse 

experience for their students (Melaville, Berg and Blank, 2014). Tools 

which can be relatively easily adapted by teachers include environmental 

education, place-based learning, and project-based learning which may or 

may not have a community component.

COMMUNITY-BAsED LEARNING
Background Benefits
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ACADEMICALLy-BASED COMMUNITy SERV ICE

College and public school students come together to work on community 

revitalization projects. In this way, students in elementary, middle, and high 

school can develop aspirations for college, and participate in real projects 

(Melaville, Berg and Blank, 2014).

ENV IRONMENTAL EDUCAITON

The school’s surroundings are used to facilitate student learning, and 

makes use of children’s curiosity about the natural environment. While this 

strategy uses the environment, it does not necessarily mean that 

students are actually learning about nature (Melaville, Berg and Blank, 

2014).

PLACE-BASED LEARN ING

The unique history, culture, environment, or even economy of a specific 

location is used to provide a context for learning. Stakeholders that have 

interest in the learning area become partners and mentors to students 

throughout the learning process (Melaville, Berg and Blank, 2014).

SERV ICE LEARN ING

Students identify a specific area of interest, as well as a problem associ-

ated with it. Then, the student completes community service which is 

tied to some academic goal. This allows students to see the direct link 

between educational content and the service or skill that is applicable in 

the community (Melaville, Berg and Blank, 2014).

WORk-BASED LEARN ING

Children and young adults spend time with professionals either in a 

mentorship position, or role model situation. This allows kids to begin 

exploring different careers and thinking about their interests. In addition, 

this could also refer to vocational education in which student learning is 

functional and teaches them a specific vocational skill . Ideally, this would 

be a continuous program ranging from k-12 all the way to a pre-career 

apprenticeship (Melaville, Berg and Blank, 2014).

Communtiy-Based Learning strategies
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Activities which promote collaboration and team work can help build a 

sense of community and shared purpose within a school, and can allow 

troubled students to gain self esteem and a sense of belonging (Orr, 

2003). However, according to Jonathon Lane, schools alone cannot 

address all safety concerns. Community members must act as positive 

role models, and demonstrate that safety is a priority. Orr takes this 

further, and claims that programs which help youth develop relationships 

with community members, and participate in constructive projects are 

especially effective at diffusing negative attitudes about school and life 

(Lane, 2001).

A quick look at the headings and stories of news articles and prime 

time news programs will lead a person on a depressing tirade through 

sensational headlines and emotionally charged descriptors such as 

slaughter, massacre, rage and frustration. While it is certainly true that 

these are horrible tragedies that should never have occurred in the first 

place, the dramatic and ever present messages in the media leave people 

in a state of fear according to Tamra Orr, in her book Violence in Our 

Schools: Halls of Hope, Halls of Fear (Orr, 2003). 

parade of possibilities

With all the possible dangers that could occur on a day to day basis, 

parents and schools have responded through more stringent school 

safety procedures according to Richard Louv in his book Last Child 

in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature Deficit Disorder (Louv, 

2008). The intensity of intervention has ranged from perimeter fencing to 

armed guards stationed on school campuses (Orr, 2003). However, safety 

measures which prepare for worst case scenarios inadvertently isolate 

schools from the community, and create a tense atmosphere for students. 

Given that most school shootings occur from within the school it is 

healthier for a school to address these concerns individually, and maintain 

emergency protocols for emergencies only (Orr, 2003).

sCHOOL sAfETY
violent Media
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It would seem that the goal of increasing community-school interaction 

would come at the cost of reducing overall school security because the 

school would be more open. On the contrary, according to Timothy Crowe 

and Diane Zahm in Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design , Crime 

Prevention through Environmental Design (CPTED) is a multi-disciplinary 

method for reducing the possibility of crime in virtually any location 

(Crowe and Zahm, 1994). CPTED operates on six core principles which 

work with each other to discourage criminals from targeting specific areas 

(Crowe and Zham, 1994, and Atlas, 2008).

Territoriality

Defining the boundaries of a private space to create a sense of 

ownership, and to make intruders stick out more if they encroach on the 

space. This can be accomplished through the use of vegetation, signs, 

and scheduled activity (Crowe and Zahm, 1994).

surveillance

Create a feeling that people can easily be seen by positioning all 

programmatic elements in accessible visible locations, or within the 

context of a positive activity.

Limiting access to a space by strategically placing entrances, vegetation, 

lighting and fences.  

Target Hardening

Using one or more of the previously mentioned CPTED principles to 

greatly reduce the possibility of crime occurring (Atlas, 2008).

Maintenance

Ensuring the positive physical appearance of a space by keeping 

vegetation tidy and replacing broken furniture or lighting (Atlas, 2008).

Activity support

Programming a passive or active beneficial use in a space to promote 

natural surveillance, and discourage criminals (Atlas, 2008).

Application

All of these principles can be applied to the design of a joint use space 

to reduce the possibility of crime while maintaining a pleasant community-

oriented space (Atas, 2008 and Crowe and Zham, 1994).

CRIME pREvENTION
Through Environmental Design Access Control
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“AS A CH ILD ,  ONE HAS THAT MAGICAL CAPAC ITy TO MOVE AMONG THE MANy ERAS OF THE EARTH ;  TO 

SEE THE LAND AS AN AN IMAL DOES ;  TO ExPER IENCE THE Sky FROM THE PERSPECT IVE OF A FLOWER 

OR A BEE ;  TO FEEL THE EARTH qU IVER AND BREATHE BENEATH US ;  TO kNOW A HUNDRED D IFFERENT 

SMELLS OF MUD AND L ISTEN UNSELF-  CONSCIOUSLy TO THE SOUGHING OF THE TREES . ”

VALER IE ANDREWS
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Children today are simply spending less time outside engaging with nature 

and instead have an intense focus on electronic entertainment such as 

television, videogames, computers, and phones. In addition, many children 

are often over scheduled by their parents in an attempt to ensure they 

are well-rounded and prepared for the increasingly competitive nature 

of college admissions. Finally, the increase in school shootings, as well 

as the obsessive media coverage of violence has resulted in paranoia 

in which parents fear to let their children roam free the way previous 

generations did (Louv, 2008). Furthermore, Louv would argue that an 

aspect of childhood has been lost now that children can no longer 

explore nature in a care-free way.

stewardship

The most obvious problem resulting from lack of genuine access to nature 

during development is that children may not develop a bond to the natural 

world, and will have no desire to protect it. While children are being 

taught about abstract problems such as global climate change, and a host 

of other environmental problems associated with human development, it is 

hard for children to appreciate or care about these problems when they 

have little experience with what is at stake (Louv, 2008).

While diminishing the next generation of environmentalists is an important 

issue, lack of access to nature may also have a negative effect on 

learning and mental health in children and adults. Children who do 

not engage with nature are missing out on opportunities for cognitive 

development that may be difficult to attain otherwise. When children 

interact with electronic media there is less opportunity for creative thinking 

and problem solving than when children play outside. When a child plays 

outside they must use their imagination, solve problems, and explore in 

an unstructured way. Researcher and lecturer Judith Roden even likens 

exploratory play as learning and a basic version of the scientific method in 

which children hypothesize and learn through repeated trials (Louv, 2008). 

Environmental Education

Because children are living in an ever-faster paced world fil led with 

electronic distractions and far less time to interact with nature, 

environmental education is becoming an important facet of schools. In this 

new paradigm, schools can provide access to nature through the use of 

outdoor classrooms, and school gardens, and can provide students with 

a context for learning the skills they may have missed growing up. (Louv, 

2008).

LACK Of ACCEss TO NATURE
Disconnected Effect on Learning
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While outdoor classrooms are commonly thought of as settings for 

conservation and environmental education, they can be used to teach 

almost any subject, and have multiple benefits for students that are 

more difficult to achieve in an indoor lecture setting (Logan, 1999). The 

type of learning in outdoor classrooms is nearly always hands on, which 

according to the figure below provides a baseline of 75% retention. In 

addition, children’s natural curiosity for nature can be used constructively 

to engage them in lessons, as well as to allow for unstructured learning 

that they may have lacked growing up (Holt, 1990).

Outdoor classrooms can refer to a specially designed outdoor educational 

space, school gardens, or even a natural area by a school Logan, 

1999). However, according to Dorothy Blair in The Child in the Garden: 

An Evaluative Review of the Benefits of School Gardening in all cases, 

outdoor classrooms tend to benefit from emulating wild nature because 

children can explore like they would if they were interacting with nature 

(Blair, 2009). Furthermore, according to the outdoor classroom design 

guide produced by the Boston Schoolyard Initiative, the following are 

important features that should and have been included in outdoor 

classrooms in the past (BSI, 2014).

OUTDOOR CLAssROOMs
Benefits Common Outdoor Classroom features

SEAT ING FOR A FULL CLASS

DISPERSED SEAT ING FOR SMALLER GROUPS

PR IMARy C IRCULAT ION

SECONDARy C IRCULAT ION

NATURAL AREAS

ExPER IMENTAL AREAS

GARDEN AREAS

STORAGE

NATURAL FURN ITURE
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5%
Lecture

10%
Reading

20%
Audio-visual

30%
Demonstration

50%
Discusion

75%
Practice by doing

90%
Teach others
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Most children and a striking number of adults have no idea where their 

food actually comes from or that there is a significant process required 

to produce it. Food is just considered another commodity that is bought, 

sold and consumed like anything else at the store (Blair, 2009). However, 

school and community gardens allow those involved to make an intimate 

connection with the earth, and see firsthand exactly what is required to 

grow the food that they eat (Blair, 2009). In addition, through interaction 

with the school garden, students quickly learn about the seasonality of 

different fruits and vegetables, sustainability issues related to food, and 

the benefit of fresh produce over processed food. Once students make 

these connections, they are more likely to prefer eating healthy foods, 

which will stay with them later in life according to Shawn Mark Somerset, 

in the article School-Based Community Gardens: Re-establishing Healthy 

Relationships with Food. (Somerset et. al, 2005). This is extremely 

important given that, according to the Center for Disease Control, 

childhood obesity has roughly doubled in children, and quadrupled in 

adolescents in the last 30 years (CDC, 2014). 

In addition to the numerous health and lifestyle benefits that school 

gardens have for children, they can also be used as outdoor classrooms, 

and tied to curriculum (Blair, 2009). Gardens have the possibility to 

show students concepts of “growth and decay, predator–prey relations, 

pollination, carbon cycles, soil morphology, and microbial life” all through 

working in the garden (Blair, p. 17). However, many more school subjects 

can be presented through school garden curriculum, including writing, 

science, math, english, and art (Blair, 2009). The primary limiting factors 

of school gardens are the cost, maintenance and expertise required to 

keep a garden running smoothly. However, this can often be solved with a 

joint use agreement (Cooper and Vincent, 2008).  Given the exceptional 

learning opportunities associated with community-based learning and 

joint use in schools, shared use gardens could actually benefit students 

while reducing burden on the school (Healthy Works, 2014). Blair further 

argues that school gardens may have a larger educational benefit than 

other structured experiential learning, specifically because of the many 

unplanned learning opportunities that could take place within the garden 

setting at any given time (Blair, 2009). 

sCHOOL & COMMUNITY GARDENs
food systems Awareness Learning Benefits

34     RESEARCH



F IGURE 33



According to Susan Jacobson, Mallory D. McDuff, and Martha C. 

Monroe in Conservation Education and Outreach Techniques , informal 

learning settings such as zoos, parks, museums, farms, and camps have 

advantages over formal classroom settings because they can nurture 

curiosity, increase knowledge, improve motivation, and engage the 

audience through participation (Jacobson, 2006). However, there is no 

reason why these qualities must be immediately ruled out of a school 

setting. Activities in outdoor classrooms, natural landscapes, or even at  

the school garden space can emulate the benefits of informal learning 

(Learning Through Landscapes, 2014). The following lessons were derived 

from the Uk based organization Learning Through Landscapes, which 

provides outdoor lessons and tips to teachers.

F IELD STUD IES (5TH)

Send each student outside with a paper and pencil and have students 

conduct field studies around different parts of the school campus to 

identify general plant and animal species, compare and contrast different 

areas, and look for evidence of interdependence and ecosystems. 

Additionally, students can compare a natural area to a more human-made 

area of campus (Learning through Landscapes, 2014).

SEED D ISPERSAL (3RD -  5TH)

In groups, have students collect as many different types of seeds as 

they can from an outdoor space, and once done return to the classroom. 

Students will then work with their group to organize the seeds into 

different categories of their choice (size, shape, dispersal type, etc.) on 

their poster board, and present to the class on their findings (Piche, 

2000).  

OUTDOOR LEssON IDEAs
Background sciences
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MAP MAk ING AND MEASUR ING (3RD -  5TH)

Give each student an 8.5 x 11 sheet of paper and instruct them to draw a 

map of an outdoor space. Students will need to devise a way to measure 

distances either by pacing or using relationships with other things. Once 

back in the classroom have students compare their map to a printed map 

of the area to see how accurate they were (Learning through Landscapes, 

2014).

COUNT ING AND EST IMAT ION (4TH -  5TH)

Split students into groups of 2 or 3 and give each group a hula hoop and 

a worksheet for writing down data. Each group will walk around a large 

field throwing their Hula Hoop down at random. At each location students 

need to identify as many different plants or objects as possible, count 

them, and estimate a rough percentage of the hula hoop that they fil l . 

This forces students to identify differences, estimate area, and correlate 

numbers to percentages (Learning through Landscapes, 2008).

DESCR IPT IVE WRIT ING (3RD -  5TH)

Let students choose a spot somewhere outdoors, and instruct them to 

write, using as many descriptive words as possible, exactly what they are 

hearing/seeing/smelling/feeling for 5-10 minutes. After everyone is done 

writing, have students switch with a classmate so that they can try to find 

the spot based on the descriptions provided to them (Learning through 

Landscapes, 2014).

GROUP POETRy (3RD -  5TH)

Send groups of students to an interesting feature in the landscape. Tell 

students to spread out so that they are all perceiiving the landscape 

feature from a unique perspective. Have students write a description 

from their location, and then have them come together to make a poem 

that captures all aspects of their assigned landscape feature from each 

different perspective (Learning through Landscapes, 2014).

Mathematics Language Arts
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According to the American Canyon Community Garden facts sheet 

provided by the American Canyon Parks and Recreation Department, 

the American Canyon Community Garden was established in 1986, 

and now contains 72 15’ x 20’ plots which can only be accessed by 

renters who pay a yearly 20$ fee. The garden is owned by the city of 

American Canyon, and managed by the parks and recreation department. 

The garden is not open to the public, and is bounded on all sides by a 

chain-link fence. The garden was originally not fenced off from the public, 

but continued vandalism and theft forced the city to take measures to 

protect the garden. Despite these issues as well as the lack of open 

public access, the garden provides a number benefits such as exercise, 

recreation, social interaction, and community.

AMERICAN CANYON COMMUNITY GARDEN
2235 ELL IOT DR IVE ,  AMER ICAN CANyON,  CA 94503
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The Berkeley Edible Schoolyard is located on the Martin Luther king 

middle school campus, and was established in 1995 from collaboration 

between Alice Waters, and various landscape architects, chefs, gardeners, 

and teachers. The garden is approximately 1 acre in size, and is the basis 

for the robust kitchen classroom program at the school. The garden is 

open to the public after school hours, but does not offer plots to the 

public. The garden is owned by Martin Luther king Middle School, but 

funded by the Edible Schoolyard project. The garden is well integrated 

with the school curriculum, and teachers have scheduled some time every 

day for lessons in or related to the garden or kitchen facilities. Finally, the 

garden also actively engages the community with outreach, work days, 

and occasional lunches in the garden (ESy, 2014).

EDIBLE sCHOOLYARD BERKELEY
1781 ROSE STREET,  BERkELEy,  CA 94703
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Healthy Works is program to help create safe, healthy, and thriving 

communities in the city of San Diego (Healthy Works, 2014). The program 

engages community leaders, businesses, residents, and schools in order 

to complete projects that encourage good nutrition, physical activity, 

and overall mental health. The School and Community Gardens program 

increases access to fresh produce as well as providing gardening 

education to children and adults. This program has initiated two 

community and school gardens in San Diego, and continues to provide 

community members with enriching learning activities for their daily lives. 

According to the County of San Diego, the program is funded from a 16$ 

million grant received by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act to 

combat the obesity epidemic (Healthy Works, 2014).

HEALTHY WORKs sAN DIEGO
SAN D IEGO ,  CA 
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The Boston Schoolyard Initiative (BSI) was a public/private partnership 

that launched in 1995. The BSI wanted to improve Boston schoolyards in 

order to promote student education, provide attractive public spaces for 

recreation, and cultivate public participation in the design and stewardship 

of schoolyards. BSI has completed 88 schoolyard projects, and prior to 

closing down had expanded to incorporate the development of outdoor 

classrooms. Up until December 2013, the Initiative was funded primarily 

through a partnership with the Boston Schoolyard Funders Collaborative. 

However, that partnership has ended and it is now up to the city of 

Boston, and the Boston public school system to continue the legacy of 

the BSI. (BSI, 2014). 

BOsTON sCHOOLYARD INITIATIvE
BOSTON,  MA
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sITE ANALYsIs & INvENTORY

Overall, this site currently lack connectivity with surrounding areas, an 

internal circulation network, and beneficial public uses. While there is 

an existing school garden area, and an open field, both are minimally 

maintained and could be improved. Because the site is surrounded by 

fences and the creek, and lacks connection to the adjacent pathway 

this site is isolated and underperforming. The only people who take this 

pathway are the occasional adults coming to pick up their kids, and some 

kids who walk to school. However, the vast majority use the front entrance 

of the school to access the school. This site has no formal pathway, and 

the creek is currently barren of trees except for a handful in the open 

grass field. There is a connection for water in the middle of the garden 

area that could be utilized for an expanded garden.

Analysis
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Sing le  Fam i l y  Res iden t i a l
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Ex i s t i ng  Schoo l  Ga rden Space

Creek Channe l  /  Bank Ex ten t

Schoo l  Bounda ry

Heavy  Pedes t r i an  Tra f f i c

L igh t  Pedes t r i an  Tra f f i c

Fence
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pROpOsED sITE

Existing Water Connection



By redesigning this interstitial space into a cohesive whole, it will be 

possible to create a logical circulation network which connects this space 

to the school, community park and existing pathways.

RESTORE THE CREEk

The creek can be restored over time through the Creek Rescue Project 

framework and will eventually result in a healthier vegetated creek.

RENOVATE THE SCHOOL GARDEN

The currently underused school garden can be re-imagined into a joint 

use garden which serves students and the community, and has a resilient 

support network.

ACCOMODATE OUTDOOR EDUCAT ION

This space can potentially be used to accommodate outdoor lessons.

BEAUT IFy THE CAMPUS

Reimagining reinvigorating this minimally maintained portion of campus will 

beatify the campus and create a more inviting image.

OppORTUNITIEs
IMPROVE C IRCULAT ION AND CONNECT IV ITy
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This project will take time to complete, perhaps even a decade, and 

needs proper funding and consistent support to remain viable. In addition, 

the American Canyon community must first decide how they want to move 

forward with this vision.

LOW PR IOR ITy

There are other campus improvements, such as expansion of classroom 

facilities, and existing sports field maintenance that has priority over a 

joint use area.

POTENT IAL SAFETy CONCERNS

Creating a more permeable boundary between campus and public 

property conflicts with the fact that DWES is a closed campus during 

school hours.

JO INT USE AGREEMENT

Terms for a joint use agreement must be worked out before the space 

can be developed to avoid misunderstandings, and outline expectations 

for use.

CONsTRAINTs
LONG TERM SUPPORT
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MAsTER pLAN
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A la rge shade s t ruc tu re  marks  the en t rance o f  t he commun i t y  ga rden to  c rea te  a 
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enough to  accommoda te  ma in tenance veh ic les .

New b r idge connec ts  the s i te  w i t h  ex i s t i ng  pa thways w i th i n  the commun i t y  pa rk
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Community Gathering space
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Outdoor Learning space
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The Western side of the community garden will be set aside as plots for 

local residents, and a pathway will run along the creek, and through the 

garden. The pathway will connect to existing pathway infrastructure, and 

will better connect Community Park 1 with Community Park 2. In addition, 

the new community uses occurring in this area will attract more users, 

and will serve to enliven the Community Park.

pERspECTIvE A
Communtiy Garden plots

62     DESIGN



F IGURE 46



This community gathering space will be a focal point of the shared 

garden, and will simultaneously provide social opportunities within the 

garden, as well as seating and viewing into the ball fields during games 

and events such as 4th of July festivities. This gathering space will allow 

for a permeable boundary between the garden and the park, but will also 

control the space to demonstrate ownership and territoriality.

pERspECTIvE B
Community Gathering space

64     DESIGN



F IGURE 47



The establishment of an outdoor classroom space will promote outdoor 

learning before and after school, and can also be used as a type of 

amphitheater amphtheatere for public events. This area will also beautify 

this entrance to campus and will promote a sense of community on the 

campus. This area will also serve as an experiment student garden space 

where kids can grow their own plants, or relax and enjoy nature.

pERspECTIvE C
Outdoor Learning space
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A new trail connection along the creek will serve as a pleasant nature 

walk for park users or children walking to school, and will provide spaces 

for classes to interact with plants and the creek. In addition, this pathway 

connection will complete the circulation network between the garden 

and Community Park in order to provide more recreation options for park 

users.

pERspECTIvE D
Creekside pathway
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Assuming that the Creek Rescue Project is repeated for each successive 

class of 5th grade students, the creek would be a part of every phase 

of development. As the creek rescue project gains more support, and 

becomes a recurring undertaking, restoration can become a portion of 

the project, along with some design and construction phases. The primary 

difficulty with phasing will be the fact that the project will take so long to 

reach completion. The phasing begins with a focus on outdoor classroom 

areas, and gradually incorporates community garden space, until finally the 

central gathering space is completed and a new pathway connects the 

site.

pHAsING
priorities

1

1 OUTDOOR CLASSROOM SPACE

2 ExPER IMENTAL GARDEN SPACE

3 STUDENT AND COMMUNITy GARDEN PLOTS

4 GATHER ING SPACE AND PATHWAy

5 COMMUNITy GARDEN PLOT ExPANS ION

6 PERMEABLE BOUNDARy COMPLETED
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While the current scope of restoration work is beneficial to the creek, and 

will continue to be so over time, it may eventually become feasible and 

desirable to reintroduce a slight meander to the creek as well as making 

the slopes of the banks more gradual to prevent erosion. The primary 

barrier to extensvie creek restoration will be the extensive legal framework 

surrounding environmental alteration in California. Despite restoration 

potentially benefitting the creek, a variety of permits, and studies must be 

conducted to understand the varieties of impacts that might occur (Griggs, 

2009).

The success of this project will not only lie with the support it garners, 

and the stewards that emerge, but the users that it attracts, and the way 

in which adjacent spaces around the site are programmed and designed. 

Given that part of the site is located in an area that currently has very 

little natural surveillance, there is a higher potential for crime, vandalism, 

or conflict. However, according to Creighton Wright, and the principles 

of CPTED, careful planning of the land between the skate park and the 

creek could address this issue by encouraging transitory use, rather than 

loitering. It may also be possible to program a passive recreation use 

here that would encourage natural surveillance from positive user groups. 

Consideration of this area is highly recommended, despite not directly 

being addressed in this project. 

fUTURE CONsIDERATIONs
Adjacent spacesCreek Geomorphology
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The Creek Rescue Project was an exciting experience for everyone 

involved, and eloquently demonstrated the power of community members 

working together under a common goal. The enthusiastic support for 

the project empowered students, and allowed them to fully immerse in 

an engaging learning opportunity. Overall, the Creek Rescue Project has 

revealed the possibility of creating a vibrant joint-use community space 

which would promote student learning, physically bring the community 

into DWES, and provide beneficial uses to local residents. The ideas 

presented in this project are not meant as a final plan of action, but 

rather as an overarching vision of what could be possible under the right 

circumstances. My hope is that this senior project and its message can 

be passed to the American Canyon community, where it will continue to 

evolve and build momentum.

CONCLUsION
Moving forward
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