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Executive Summary: 
Because today’s children rarely have the opportunity to play independently in nature as past generations 
have,  and because climate change, urban heat island effect, habitat loss, and protection of our watershed are 
pressing environmental concerns, and because the land outside our schools represents significant community 
green space with a great deal of unrealized potential, we propose transforming every Arlington schoolyard into 
a sustainable living schoolyard that will allow all of our children to play and learn in nature every day.  This plan 
suggests creative funding ideas which will provide equitable access for all children at all schools across the 
county  to the health and learning benefits of green spaces that also mitigate environmental concerns in our 
increasingly urban community. Abundant peer-reviewed research as well as projects underway in neighboring 
school districts and communities across the country and around the world demonstrate the validity of this 
approach.  
 
The right of today’s children to roam and play independently outdoors has diminished drastically compared to past 
generations, due to real or perceived dangers.  As a result, time outside on the schoolyard, during the school day, 
is for many children, their only opportunity to experience the fresh air, freedom, and connection to nature that the 
out-of-doors offers. On average, children aged 10 to 16 now spend only 12.6 minutes a day on vigorous outdoor 
activity compared with 10.4 waking hours being relatively motionless. 
(https://www.childinthecity.org/2018/01/15/ 
 
The Arlington Living Schoolyard Initiative (ALSI) is working to make living schoolyards an equitable, collaborative 
and integrated  component of Arlington Public Schools. The primary objective of ALSI is to improve the well-being 
of our children and our community by shifting the way we understand, plan for, and realize the potential public 
benefit of the green spaces that are our schoolyards.    
 
Up until now, grassroots, mostly PTA-funded efforts at individual schools have been responsible for almost all of 
the edible gardens, habitat plantings and pollinator gardens, water features, outdoor classrooms and learning 
spaces, nature exploration areas, and natural play spaces along with most of the shade tree plantings, rainwater 
harvesting, and even some rain gardens, bioretention areas, and removal and replacement of impervious surfaces 
on the grounds of Arlington Public Schools (APS). (APS is funding bioretention areas and raingardens on new or 
renovated schoolyards.) Some schools have committed to funding outdoor learning educators, garden teachers, 
and others who support classroom teachers and students in taking advantage of the opportunities learning in 
nature on the schoolyard  can provide. These grass roots efforts have accomplished a lot at some of our schools, 
but it’s time for a coordinated, systemic, sustainable, and equitable approach to schoolyards.  
 
APS owns 369 acres of land within the 26 square miles that comprise the smallest county in the US, a significant 
portion of Arlington’s total land mass, and an important component of community green space.  Communities 
across the region, the country, and the world are tapping into the unrealized potential of schoolyards to both meet 
the needs of children for authentic, place-based, project-based, 21st Century education and to simultaneously meet 
the environmental goals for communities to mitigate climate change and urban heat island effect, infiltrate 
stormwater, and compensate for rapidly diminishing habitat for the wildlife that is essential for a healthy 
ecosystem.  
 
A few examples:  

 100% of the stormwater on every schoolyard in the city of Berlin, Germany is currently infiltrated on-
site.  In addition, the schoolyards are lush with plantings that absorb toxins from the environment, 
provide a direct, daily connection to nature for every student, allow for adventurous and rigorous physical 
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play, provide convenient outdoor teaching and learning  spaces, and create well-loved community 
gathering places for families and neighbors after hours.  http://www.gruen-macht-schule.de 
 
 

 A partnership between the city of Chicago, the school system and the local water authority provides $1.5 
million per campus to transform schoolyards to infiltrate 100% of their stormwater, while providing native 
plantings, natural play, and outdoor learning spaces. https://news.wttw.com/2018/12/27/5-cps-schools-
selected-green-schoolyard-transformations-2019  
 
 

 The San Francisco Unified School District passed a bond to fund green schoolyards and all schools are now 
required to have them. https://whyy.org/segments/san-francisco-shares-its-schoolyards-opening-
communities-to-green-spaces-and-one-anothers-lives/ 
 
 

 The city of Oakland has just passed (February 2019) two policies and has undertaken an initiative, in 
partnership with Green Schoolyards America, and the Trust for Public Land to create a district-wide 
strategic plan to remove impervious surfaces and transform every schoolyard to one that connects 
children to nature, beginning with the neediest schools.  As part of this initiative the school system is 
collaborating with environmental departments and local utilities who will be able to meet their agency 
mandates on schoolyards and are thus able to provide funding to support schoolyard transformation. The 
Trust for Public Land has taken the lead on raising funds and to date has more than $3.5 million for 5 
schoolyard pilot projects. The district’s strategic plan will include training for principals along with 
maintenance and facilities staff on how to use, manage and care for these complex ecosystems. Children’s 
well-being is the unifying goal across all agencies partnering on this collaboration.  
https://www.ousd.org/site/default.aspx?PageType=3&DomainID=4875&ModuleInstanceID=26088&ViewI
D=6446EE88-D30C-497E-9316-3F8874B3E108&RenderLoc=0&FlexDataID=26704&PageID=13526 

 
Arlington’s nearby neighbors are beginning to take action as well: 
 

 
 DCPS has many initiatives to promote outdoor learning and sustainability, including an extensive school 

garden program with funding in part from a city-wide soda tax, chefs in schools, and a school garden 
coordinator based in the superintendent’s office. DCDOE offers Riversmart Schools which provides design 
and funding to transform schoolyards to support outdoor learning and watershed health. Funding comes 
in part from developers through stormwater offsets.  https://doee.dc.gov/service/riversmart-schools 
 
 

 Through Get2Green, Fairfax County Public Schools supports more than 150 school-based green teams 
comprised of students, administrators, faculty and facilities reps in following National Wildlife Federation 
Eco Schools Program.  The program focuses on all aspects of school building and grounds sustainability. 
Get to Green provides support and professional development, including an annual principal’s institute.  
NWF’s Eco Schools program was just named one of the world’s most inspiring innovations in education by 
HundrED. http://get2green.fcps.edu/  In addition there is a system-wide  healthy-eating initiative to 
encourage growing food for cafeterias on school grounds.  
 
 

 The state of Maryland is currently working on Project Green Classrooms Initiative.   
Created by an executive order,  “The Initiative is an advisory body, working to make recommendations to 
decision-makers regarding solutions that will support environmental literacy programs in schools, 
increase access to ‘nearby nature’ and promote the use of the outdoors for learning, discovery, healthy 
play, and career exploration.”  This is an initiative that proposes to not only enhance environmental 
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stewardship, but also to provide equitable access to living schoolyards, to parks and public lands, and 
require that licensed  early childhood programs across the state provide young children with regular 
exposure to nature.  
https://dnr.maryland.gov/pgc/Pages/default.aspx 
 

 
An exploding body of peer reviewed research (compiled by the Children and Nature Network) tells us that time in 
nature playing or for outdoor lessons (including restorative landscapes and living schoolyards) improves focus and 
attention; reduces symptoms of ADHD; inspires both boys AND girls from early childhood into adolescence to be 
more active and thus reduces obesity and improves stamina and coordination; encourages healthy eating; raises 
vitamin D levels; reduces allergies and asthma; improves vision health and can help ameliorate some of the 
impacts of screen time;  increases empathy and reduces anger levels and conflict; supports impulse control and 
reduces disruptive behavior; improves resilience while helping children to cope with stress; reduces depression 
and anxiety; addresses sensory integration disorder; enhances critical thinking, creativity, decision-making, and 
problem-solving skills; supports brain development; improves performance (and test scores) in reading, math, 
science and social studies; and increases student engagement and happiness at school.  
 
In Arlington, 50% of our elementary school children attend Title One schools.  41% of our kindergarteners are at 
risk of or obese (15% above the 70th percentile in weight, 13% overweight, 13% obese).  In 2011, the most recent 
year for which we have numbers, 11.8 % of Virginia children were diagnosed with and medicated for ADHD and 
related disorders. We don’t have numbers on how many of our children are nearsighted, a condition highly 
correlated with screen time in combination with lack of time outdoors in nature. (Time in nature is a proven 
antidote for screen induced vision problems.) 
In 2014 29% of 12th graders, 26% of 10th graders, and 15% of 6th graders reported being depressed. We do not 
have numbers on the so called “happiness quotient” for kids in Arlington.   
 
The 369 acres of land owned by APS serves 30,000 students. We know this includes parking lots and buildings, so if 
we assume that 30% of this land is available for play, sports and outdoor learning, that translates to a density of 
about 244 children per acre.  This is equivalent to 3x the density of Mumbai, the world’s 5th most populous city.   
 
These Arlington green spaces deserve a great deal of care and attention, in light of the crucial role they play in 
children’s development. As an example, the budget for maintaining the nearby National Mall was $150 million over 
the past 10 years, and the average daily density on the mall is 450 people per acre, just under twice what our 
schoolyards presumably support.    We don’t have budget numbers on how much is spent developing and 
maintaining schoolyards, but they deserve a high level of support, care, and funding.  
 
ALSI has the potential to bring together local and national organizations and agencies from education, 
environment (watershed, forestry, climate, natural resources, urban agriculture), recreation, nature, mental and 
physical health to partner, pool funding resources, and together fulfill each organization’s mission AND enhance 
every Arlington schoolyard for the benefit of all. We can build on the already impressive projects at individual 
schools, provide place-based educational experiences, and create equity in access to nature for every child in the 
county, while celebrating the uniqueness of each school.   
 
Specifically, this initiative can support APS in caring for our watershed and meeting our DEQ SWM permit 
requirements. It can enhance tree canopy, and increase the use of NoVA Native Plants.  
At present trips to the Outdoor Lab allow APS to provide state mandated Meaningful Watershed Educational 
Experiences (MWEE) to students. Living schoolyards outside the door of each school could also provide  MWEE’s 
and help to meet new EE requirements in ongoing, authentic, place-based ways. Living schoolyards would be 
another, valuable way for Arlington to educate environmentally literate citizens.  
 
We can integrate conversations from different fields (environmental, education, physical and mental health and 
nutrition) and shift to collaborative thinking for the benefit of our children.  We can find solutions to inequity in 



access to nature, childhood and adolescent mental health crises, and the diminishment of childhood activity. Using 
models from other communities, we can weave together the good efforts of siloed groups across the county, the 
state and the region and identify funding that could be leveraged to fulfill each organization’s mission on 
schoolyards AND benefit children. We can leverage our stormwater management, climate change mitigation, as 
well as local corporate dollars more effectively to create schoolyards that support children’s health and wellness.   
 
We can begin with an interagency task force charged with creating a system-wide strategic plan to realize the 
potential of schoolyards as valuable green space in our urban county. This plan can create a funding model for 
policy change including community-based design, implementation, and maintenance of living schoolyards.  It can 
include teacher and principals’ training on how to use living schoolyards for curriculum, mental and physical 
health, and recreation. Facilities can plan proactively with curriculum. Our plan can include maintenance manuals 
and support for facilities in caring for this infrastructure. We can truly prioritize the well-being of our children in 
our planning. It will take determination, coordination and a commitment across community agencies, 
departments, businesses and organizations.  
 
Our community supports green planning.  Our county Public Space Master Plan calls for more access to nature and 
trails, and most important, for Arlington to become a biophilic community.  
 
According to UVA professor of Sustainable Communities Tim Beatley: 
“The BIophilic Cities movement represents an important shift in our vision of cities. There is no question we still 
need to design and plan cities that are sustainable and resilient, but increasingly we realize that they must also be 
joyful, restorative, wondrous places: places that allow for human flourishing. Genuine and full human flourishing 
requires, I believe, contact with nature—not just on the occasional vacation, but nature that is all around us (ideally 
all the time), in the urban neighborhoods and communities where we live and work. Biophilic cities put nature at 
the center, and that urban nature can and should take many forms—biodiversity and remnant and restored 
ecosystems, but also new, more human-designed forms, including living walls, rooftops, and nature included in the 
vertical spaces of tall buildings, among others. Abundant nature and nature-experiences are central. Biophilic cities 
seek to maximize the moments of awe and connection…And our notion of biophilic cities is also “whole-of-life”—it 
must provide rich, abundant opportunities to experience nature from early childhood through to our senior years.” 
 

LIVING SCHOOLYARD FAQ’s 
 
How are living schoolyards funded? 

Partnerships!  
 Chicago school system, city government and WATER AUTHORITY are equal partners, each 

contributing $500,000 per schoolyard transformed.   

 San Francisco initially passed bonds to fund living schoolyard master plans, and then 
installations. Schoolyards provide valuable green space for students each day, and for the 
community after school hours.  Since the initial bond investment in 2003, the city has spent more 
than $15 million on creating these parklike schoolyards.  

 Oakland is partnering with Green Schoolyards America and the Trust for Public Land to address 
climate change, stormwater management, and environmental literacy by transforming their 
schoolyards. So far they’ve raised $3.5 million in state and private grants to fund trial projects.  

 Local utilities, taxes like the DC soda tax, stormwater offsets, foundations, local businesses 
(concrete companies, stone, nurseries, etc.) large corporations (Apple, Amazon, Whole Foods)  

 
What maintenance is required and how have others accomplished this?  
Long term maintenance funding and training facilities teams are keys to the success of this approach 
because this is a different model.  Caring for living schoolyards can’t just be added onto the already over 
full plates of custodians. Maintenance is different. These park-like school grounds are not “mow and blow” 
spaces.  If facilities management teams are caring for bioretention and conservation landscaping now, 



they will be able to care for living schoolyards, but maintenance and the funding for it needs to be planned 
from the first steps of design.  
One example: in nearby Gaithersburg, Maryland, a tremendously popular nature play city park 
(Constitution Gardens Park) requires a different kind of care.  Twice annual cleanups are contracted out 
through a dedicated line of funding. In addition, city tree care teams stockpile tree parts to restock the 
loose parts bins in the park with tree cookies for children to build with.  
 
Are Living Schoolyards Safe? 
Living Schoolyards/ Nature Play Spaces can and should be designed to comply with CPSC playground 
safety guidelines. Regular inspections are a part of the process.  
Children learn from having the opportunity to choose adventurous play.  Self confidence, self 
understanding, problem solving and decision making skills all improve when children can choose to take 
risks in their play. When children play in excessively safe environments they are more likely to develop 
irrational fears of things like heights.  
“As safe as necessary, not as safe as possible” is the approach put forward by the International School 
Grounds Alliance.  
 
Are Living Schoolyards Accessible? 
For Constitution Gardens Park (the first public park focused on nature play in the Capitol region) the 
design team worked with the Access Board so that the park is in compliance with ADA and the majority of 
the park is accessible.  
 

NEXT STEPS: 
Share this concept widely across Arlington County and be sure this White Paper addresses all questions and 
concerns 
Create a task force to create a strategic plan for Arlington (possibly with guidance from Green Schoolyards 
America) that will include: 

 proposed policies that formalize  ALSI and equity across all schoolyards,  

 partnerships with outside agencies, organizations, and businesses, 

 funding strategies for design, installation and maintenance of spaces as well as professional development 
for teachers, principals, and facilities staff, 

 the creation of demonstration sites at the neediest schools.  

 


