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Introduction
The Mount Rainier Elementary School
(MRE) community is composed of
an involved parent body, responsive
teachers and administrators, and a
diverse students population, many
of whom are willing to give their time,
energy, and talents to create the
best possible learning environment.
Understanding the great capacity of
the community, but in need of help
identifying potential projects and a
plan for implementation, the school
reached out to the Neighborhood Design
Center (NDC) for design and technical
assistance. In the spring of 2018, NDC
recruited a team of three - an architect,
a landscape architect, and a community
planner - to provide volunteer design and
technical expertise for this project.
During the spring and fall semesters
of 2018, the designers and NDC staff
conducted engagement sessions
with Mount Rainier Elementary School
students, teachers, and parents to gain
an understanding of of the challenges
and opportunities they wanted the design
team to consider.
A walk-through of the physical space was
also conducted with school staff to give
the design team a chance to make visual
and tactile connections to the concerns
brought up during the engagement
sessions.
Based on information gathered in these
sessions, the design team identified six
priorities, as follows:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education
Safety
Keeping in mind these expressed
themes, and factoring in observed site
conditions, the team developed a set of
design interventions for the site.
The broad set of interventions presented
in this report was initially proposed as
a “kit of parts”: a toolbox of actions and
ideas to be undertaken individually as
priorities arose and resources came
available.
After initial feedback from MRE
community members, different scales of
interventions were also devised to help
conceptualize the ways that discrete
interventions could be combined for
cohesive effect on the MRE campus.
Ultimately, the authors of this toolkit
hope that the interventions presented
here will help to crystalize community
priorities and serve as ideas around
which community members can
around which members of the school
community can rally to improve the MRE
campus.

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

CONTENTS

p. 2

Existing Conditions Survey Site Plan
1 - Staff and Visitor Parking Lot
2 - Black Top
3 - Front Playground
4 - Drop off and Access
5 - Dumpsters
6 - Main Entrance Space
7 - Front garden Space
8 - Undercover garden
9 - Pre K black top
10 - Pre K play
11 - South Walkway
12 - Back Playground
13 - Back Field
14 - Gazebo and garden

13

2
8

6
7

1
5

3
4

Drawing not to scale

9

10

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

12

11

N

14

p. 3

Existing Conditions Survey

Description; Staff and visitors car park is
currently on the north edge of the site
Constraints/Issues; There is a level change
between the parking and black top.
Opportunities; The location at the front of the
school could be better utilized as a playground

2. Black Top
Description; The black top is an asphalt
surface adjacent to the main sports hall and
canteen. This is the main open play space for
the students. There are basketball hoops and
soccer.
Constraints/Issues; The surface is not in a good
condition and any painted features are faded.
Opportunities; The Black Top needs to be
maintained as an open play space for sports but
surface could be improved and other features
such as seating and shading.

3. Front Playground
Description; The front play ground provides the
main play equipment for the students with slides
and monkey bars.
Constraints/Issues; The play equipment is
still functional but a little tired. The location
is adjacent to the street with no buffer and
the fence could be improved as well as
accessibility.
Opportunities; Consider enhancing the fence
and in the long term relocating the play
equipment to provide a drop off area.

4. Access and Drop Off
Description; This area is used by delivery vans
and is the main entrance for the students into
the black Top and Front Play area
Constraints/Issues; Poor surface and fence,
access for the students is congested and
difficult to navigate, not very accessible.
Opportunities; The entrance to the play space
should be enhanced, better signage, surfacing,
fencing and vegetation should be considered.

5. Dumpsters and
Refuse

Mt Rainier, Maryland
Google

Description; The dumpsters
are- Jul
located
at the
Street View
2014
front of the school adjacent to the canteen and
main entrance.
Constraints/Issues; They are unsightly and
sometimes smelly, students have to pass them
to get to the main play space.
Opportunities; It is difficult to move the
dumpsters as the position works for the refuse
collection but the area can be enhanced with
signage, art and enclosures.

6. Main Entrance
Description; The main entrance is set back from
the street
Constraints/Issues; There is no cover at the
entrance for parents waiting, ADA compliance,
unwelcoming
Opportunities; Provide awning, art and signage
as well as improved access.

4010 32nd St
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Existing Conditions Survey
Description; The front garden currently contains
5 smaller trees and some lawn.
Constraints/Issues; The garden is on a steep
slope , given this is the front of the school the
landscape is quite un inspiring
Opportunities; Landscape improvements to
enhance the front of the school and well as
potential art interventions.

10. Pre K Play and
Entrance
Description; This area has a now play structure
contained with a fence, the area also has a
number of tress that provide shade and privacy.
Constraints/Issues; The area around the play
structure is not very accessible. The entrance to
the pre K is not very welcoming.
Opportunities; Enhance accessibility and signage
potential for art interventions

8. Outdoor undercover

11. South Walkway

Description; There are 3 covered areas that link
to classrooms at the front of the school.

Description; The walkway connects the front and
rear grounds on the south boundary of the site
next to the pre K

Constraints/Issues; These spaces are
underutilized, the grass at the front is not well
kept.

Constraints/Issues; The boundary fence and
steep slope are in poor condition. There is no
ADA route through, there are security issues

Opportunities; outdoor classrooms connected
to the inside, could be an area to play when it is
wet.

Opportunities; Create a fully accessible walkway,
improved signage, fencing, lighting and art.

9. Pre K Black Top

12. Back Playground

Description; This small play area is located
close to the entrance of the pre K

Description; The back playground has a large
play structure which steps down to a mulched
area.

Constraints/Issues; The fence is in a poor
condition, the space is small and very exposed
on the street. There are issues with stormwater
in the area and it is adjacent to the main drain.
Opportunities; This space should be re
purposed and consider a seating area for
students and teachers with some vegetation.

Constraints/Issues; Due to the location
surveillance is poor and the space is
underutilized by the school. The play equipment
is old and large level changes are a challenge.
Opportunities; Removal and replacement are
an option but there is still security concerns,
potential for this to become parking
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Existing Conditions Survey
13. Back Field
Description; The back field is on the east side
of the site at a lower level to the school and
accessed via a series of ramps or a steep flight
of stairs.
Constraints/Issues; The area is not very
accessible and there are issues with security as
it is adjacent to the gazebo which is open to the
public.
Opportunities; If security improved the feild
could be used more regularly but access would
still be an issue. Area could also be used for
parking

14. Gazebo and
Garden

Constraints/Issues; This space is used at
evenings and weekend and the school currently
do not see it as a safe area for the students.
Opportunities; This space could have more
security through a ‘cues to care’ approach
involving the community and vegetation could
be enhanced for wildlife.

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

Description; The Gazebo and surrounding
garden is owned by the school bit also open
to the public. The timber structure is in OK
condition but needs cleaning up.
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Mount Rainier Elementary Interventions
The MRE kit has been developed to
identify a range of options for the school
ground. Some interventions will be
small scale low cost solutions that can
be developed with the PTO in a short
timescale. Others will require more long
term planning with professional support
and permitting.

The interventions have been presented
as flash cards, categorized into
different themes with some interventions
responding to multiple themes. The
explanation for the intervention cards is
on the page opposite
Mount Ra
inier

Description:

Explanation of intervention

Example Images:

Images of how this intervention has
been used elsewhere
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A base plan without interventions has
been provided, it is a blank canvas to
use to plan out the site and updated as
changes are made to the school and
landscape.

Strategies for Success:

Key points on how to implement
the intervention including tips on
maintenance and things to consider

Cost:
$
$$
$$$
$$$$

Take a collection at the next
PTO meeting
A couple of bake sales and
elbow grease should cover it
Time to apply for a grant
Time for a fundraising
campaign and county
support
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PLAY
Nature Play
Blacktop Refinishing
Back Playground Upgrades
Back Playground Replacement

‘Environments supportive of risky
(challenging and exciting) outdoor play
promoted increased play time, physical
activity, social interactions, creativity, and
resilience among children. The overall
positive health effects of increased risky
play provide greater benefit than the
possible negative effects of injury.’
Brussoni, Mariana, Rebecca Gibbons, Casey Gray, Takuro Ishikawa, Ellen Beate Hansen Sandseter,
Adam Bienenstock, Guylaine Chabot et al. (2015). What is the relationship between risky outdoor play
and health in children? A systematic review. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health, 12(6), 6423-6454.

Yes, risky play can be a scary concept in
the context of the United States, but it is
gaining traction throughout the country and
the world. Would MRE students benefit from
more opportunities for challenging play?

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus
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Description:
Nature play areas combine unstructured
play opportunities and natural
environments to encourage creativity and
engagement. Studies suggest that this
type of play has the potential to minimize
anxiety, depression, aggression, and
sleep problems. Found materials (logs,
largs rocks or boulders) can be used with
manufactured play equipment to give
students a variety of play experiences.
This variety allows students to experience
their environment in their own way and at
their own pace
Since the nature play area would be
located in the existing teacher parking
area, this intervention must occur in
conjunction with the parking relocation to
the back of the site.

PLAY

Strategies for success:
• Take cues from the natural
environment when deciding what
elements to include in the play area.
• Consider incorporating water
elements.
• Most school systems have
regulations regarding play areas.
Work with the County to ensure the

Where: Existing Parking Area
Scale: Large
Cost: $$$$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education

vision can come to life.
• Include landscape design and
planting to integrate play into a
larger design that considers paths,
materials, and ‘rooms’ as well as
trees for (future) shade

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

NATURE PLAY

Description:
A new finish for the asphalt can provide
an opportunity to structure play in
some areas of the court while leaving
other areas open to unstructured play.
Graphics on the asphalt can combine
academic content with physical
movement as another way to reinforce
what’s being taught in the classroom.

PLAY
LEARN

Given the prominence of the current
asphalt play area, new colors and
graphics could completely transform the
site. Depending on the product used,
the finish will also reduce solar heat gain
and thus make the microclimate cooler
and more comfortable. There is also an
opportunity to incorporate impervious
pavement into the new design. This will
assist in stormwater manage for the site
and ultimately the community.

Where: Blacktop
Scale: Medium
Cost: $$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education

Strategies for success:
• Timing will be important: this area
will be off limits during the refinishing
process
• There are a variety of products
to choose from with different
preparation requirements, balance
ease of installation with long-term
wear

• Find ways to incorporate
academics into the graphics
• Consider engaging local arts for
parts or all of the project
•
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BLACKTOP
REFINISHING

Description:
One very simple first step toward making
the back playground more useable is to
remove the fence above the terraces.
Safety should not be an issue, as the
same condition exists in the levels below.
The removal increases visibility for
teachers and sets the stage for more
uses of the terraces.

PLAY
COMMUNITY
ART

Playground removal would increase site
safety and usability for other activities.
This is complementary with moving the
teachers’ parking lot and revamping the
front play spaces.

Strategies for success:
• Consider how else the terraces might
be used: backdrop for a student
sculpture show, planter beds for
bulbs, places for furniture
• Paint remaining fences a bright color
• Consider this as a ‘stop’ on the Art
Walk to Joe’s
• Engage PTO and community in
considerations for playground
replacement

Where: Back Playground
Scale: Small/Medium
Cost: $$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Safety

• Opportunities present for murals,
public art, and other brightening
ideas that would identify MRES as
a school within an Arts District.

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

BACK PLAYGROUND
UPGRADES

Description:

PLAY
COMMUNITY
ART

Replacement of the playground at the
back with another play-type structure
would be a long-term decision that
would include school system approval.
This area is currently rarely used by
teachers due to site lines and muddy
field conditions. The most used play
area is in the front of the school. There
are many options for types of structures
that complement the topography on site,
including rubberized texture and wood/
natural materials and plantings.

Strategies for success:
• Address the need to have teacher
buy-in for the use of the space.
• The topography is a key part
of the site, is valuable for future
installations, and should remain.
• Community use as well as student
use should be addressed

Where: Back Playground
Scale: Medium/Large
Cost: $$$ - $$$$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Safety

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

BACK PLAYGROUND
REPLACEMENT

GROW
Vegetable Garden Upgrade
Ornamental Planting
Food Forest
Raised Beds and Garden Edges
Habitat Creation

A controlled, randomized trial of 12 lowincome New York elementary schools
indicates that school gardens can positively
contribute to increased physical activity in
children. Children at schools that received
a school garden demonstrated a decrease
in sedentary activity and an increase in
moderate physical activity as compared to
their peers who did not receive a garden
Nancy M. Wells, Beth M. Myers, and Charles R. Henderson Jr. “School gardens and physical activity:
A randomized controlled trial of low-income elementary schools.” Preventative Medicine 69 (December
2014): S27-S33

Although MRE already has a small school
garden, the benefits of expanding it could
have significant impacts on the physical
activity level of students. The more
students who can participate, the better!

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus
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Description:

GROW
COMMUNITY

There are many opportunities to
improve the existing vegetable
garden. Considerations for four season
maintenance and community care are
at the heart of an expanded garden’s
success.

Where: Back Playground/
Community Garden
Scale: Medium
Cost: $$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education
Safety

Strategies for success:
• Be very intentional about capacity to
maintain beds, rules around growing
and care, and how/when access will
be granted and to who.
• Install raised beds (possible with
donated/ salvaged materials) that
have a distinct “School in the Arts
District” look to them.
• Identify “summer garden stewards”
who will continue garden
maintenance & care while school is
out.

• Consider season extension
techniques (low hoops are an easy
retrofit) to lengthen time students
can grow.
• Provide irrigation. strategies
include routing a water line from
the building, contacting the City
to utilize a fire hydrant across
Bunker Hill from the gazebo, and
capturing rainwater from adjacent
roofs.

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

VEGETABLE GARDEN
UPGRADE

Description:
Ornamental plant beds can be a great
way to add visual interest to the front of
the school, while also increasing plant
biodiversity and habitat. Incorporating
planting into lesson plans can teach
children the importance of native species
and increasing tree canopy.

Where: Front of School
Scale: Medium
Cost: $$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Greening

GROW

Strategies for success:
• Clearly identify who is responsible for
these beds
• Consider an edging or low fence to
protect them from little feet
• Identify specific plants you’d like
donated
• Choosing native plants and
perennials saves labor, time, and
money in the long run

• These beds will be part of the first
impression your school makeswhat will they say?
• Plant trees and shrubs in the fall to
increase survivability

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

ORNAMENTAL
PLANTINGS

Description:
A food forest is a great way to combine
ecosystem conservation with healthy food
production. Children can learn By utilizing
the natural layers of a forest, a healthy
food forest will be self-sustaining and
require less maintenance than a typical
vegetable garden or orchard. Other
benefits of increasing forest canopy on
your campus are reducing heat island
effect and increasing stormwater capture
and filtration.

Where: Adjacent to Nature Play
Front Parking Lot
Scale: Medium
Cost: $$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education

GROW
LEARN

Strategies for success:
• Identify species and crop goals for
your forest
• Use native species when possible,
and species that are well suited
to the local environment and site
conditions
• Do not use invasive plants and
regularly remove them when found

• Identify who will be responsible for
the food forest

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

FOOD
FOREST

Description:
Beautiful, modern, or whimsical, planter
beds and garden edging delineates
spaces and makes growing beds appear
more cared for. They also prevent walking
through designated planting areas and
can provide color during winter.

GROW

Strategies for success:
• Incorporate cohesive design
elements in grouped areas / provide
different bed designs for different
uses (ie- formal beds at the front
have metal edging, school classroom
/ student beds are playfully painted,
and native habitats have a low picket
fence)

Where: Across the site
Scale: Small/Medium
Cost: $
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management

• Draw upon the wealth of artistic
vision in the community as well as
the talent of MRES students
• Consider what else the beds could
be (seats? Signage?)

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

RAISED BEDS AND
GARDEN EDGES

Description:
Native vegetation can facilitate habitat
creation, and may be combined with
housing constructed for insects and small
animals, thereby creating biodiverse
pockets on the school campus.

Where: South Walkway/Rear
Feild/Gazebo Garden
Scale: Small
Cost: $ - $$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education

GROW
LEARN

Strategies for success:
• Rather than waiting for plant
donations to be offered, identify
desirable combinations of plant
materials And develop a plan for
obtaining plants - by fundraising,
soliciting local nurseries for specific
materials, etc.
• Use a diversity of native species in

planting projects
• Complement by installing bird
and/or bat houses, and insect
hotels
• Add signage to engage students
and find ways that they can
incorporate citizen science into
their time at MRES
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HABITAT
CREATION

LEARN

A study of two Canadian public school
grounds, one richly biodiverse and
one relatively barren, found that on the
biodiverse school ground, the children
had richer outdoor experiences, their use
of the outdoor environment was more
complex, and they had more opportunities
for functional, constructive, and symbolic
play as well as places for reflection and
conversation.
Samborski, Sylvia. (2010). Biodiverse or barren school grounds: their effects on children. Children
Youth and Environments, 20(2), 67-115.

Everyone wants their children to have better
experiences in the outdoors to set the stage
for a lifetime of appreciation of nature. Could
MRE provide some of these experiences,
right from the start of a child’s development?

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

• Nature Education
• Outdoor Classroom
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Description:

LEARN
GROW

Nature education opportunities around
the schoolyard are extensive. These
passive interventions can be activated
with a connection to classroom learning
and contribute to a sense of wonder
about the natural environment. Instead
of free play, supervised trips to areas
provide controlled use of the areas.
Possible natural plantings / projects
include pollinator and rain gardens,
wetland plantings in areas that collect
water, a nature trail, and rain barrels for
stormwater management.

Strategies for success:
• Signage that explains what each
area is accomplishing
• Connect to curriculum through
Schmidt Center or MAEOE activities
• Choose native plantings in
densities that will need much less
maintenance and will naturally keep
out weeds

Where: Back Playground/
Nature Playground/Side
Walkway
Scale: Medium
Cost: $ - $$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education
Safety
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NATURE
EDUCATION

Description:
As well as the various opportunities for
outdoor education across the campus
an outdoor classroom could provide a
location for learning outside. The area
allocated should provide enough space
for a class of students to sit comfortably.

Where: Back Playground/
Nature Playground/Side
Walkway
Scale: Medium
Cost: $ - $$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education
Safety

LEARN

Strategies for success:
• Consider what support and
resources teachers might need
to take advantage of the outdoor
classroom
• Consider shading devices in summer
months as well as what furniture is
appropriate.
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Outdoor
Classroom

ART
Outdoor Art
Murals
Dumpster Art
Art Walks

Researchers found that exposure to live
plants, nature views, and the color green
can increase students’ visual creativity
in a classroom setting. Students’ visual
creativity as determined by impartial
judges was rated 19.7% higher when
students were in rooms with live plants
and nature views than while they
participated in a classroom with no plants
and the blinds drawn.
Syvie Studente, Nina Seppala, and Noemi Sadowska. “Facilitating Creative Thinking in the Classroom:
Investigating the Effects of Plants and the Colour Green on Visual and Verbal Creativity.” Thinking Skills
and Creativity, 19 (2016) 1-8.

Views from classroom windows at MRE have
an effect on classroom performance, and can
even make kids more creative in class! Why
not consider what it looks like outside the
windows?
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•
•
•
•
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Description:

ART
COMMUNITY

MRES is a school in the Gateway Arts District,
an area rich with talent and creativity. The
schoolyard can easily be reflective of this rich
resource. Art also reflects and reveals our
values, enhance the meaning and beauty of
public spaces, and encourages different types
of learning and interaction.

Where: Available walls on
school building
Scale: Medium
Cost: $ - $$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Outdoor Education

Strategies for success:
•
•
•
•
•

Engage students in all phases, from siting
and design, to installation
Consider the audience, environmental
conditions, and history of the site. Draw on
local culture to inform work
Seek assistance from local artists and
makers (parents, teachers, residents)
Use various forms (mural, mosaic,
sculptures, etc)
Incorporate artistry into other interventions.
Introduce functional art where feasible. This

may take the form of creative seating,
sculptures that function as stormwater
conveyance devices, etc.
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OUTDOOR
ART

Description:
Incorporating murals throughout the
site can do more than add color to an
otherwise uninspiring facade.

ART
COMMUNITY

Murals support a sense of community
pride and communicate that an
area is loved and cared for. Design
opportunities are endless. This project
can engage students, local artists and
other community members, further
emphasizing the inclusive nature of the
school.

Where: Rear field and Erntry
Scale: Medium
Cost: $$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Outdoor Education

Strategies for success:
• Consider incorporating the building
signage into the mural.
• The design can be abstract shapes
and forms, realistic images or even
words from a poem or famous
speech.
• Consider painting the mural on a
flat surface (ex- cement board) then
mounting it to the building. This will

make maintenance easy and ensure
the paint will adhere properly to a
new surface.
• Maintenance of murals is part of
having them. What is your process
for repainting? Touchups?
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MURALS

Description:

ART
COMMUNITY

This is a great project that can engage
students, parents, and community
members. As an inexpensive option
to addressing the dumpster visibility,
this intervention keeps the dumpsters
in their existing location to ensure easy
collection. Designs for artwork are
limitless and can even be changed at
the beginning of each school year or for
special events.

Where: Main Entrance
Scale: Small
Cost: $
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Outdoor Education

Strategies for success:
• Starting with new dumpsters will
provide a clean, even canvas for
painting.
• Paints should be high performance,
exterior grade products.
• Create a schedule for touch ups,
repairs and cleaning to ensure the
dumpsters are always beautiful.
• A student competition could

determine the design. “Winning”
designs could be used for dumpster
art and other school materials for the
year.
• The MRES community has a high
understanding for the complexities
of student-artist collaboration and
should be well-positioned to continue
that relationship when considering
dumpster art.
•
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DUMPSTER
ART

Description:

ART
COMMUNITY

To activate areas in the back half of the
schoolyard, the arts can be utilized. A
strong relationship with local artists as
well as with Joe’s Movement Emporium
offer an opportunity for episodic or more
permanent interventions along an ‘arts
walk’

Where: Side Walkway/Back
Playground/Gazebo
Scale: Small/Medium
Cost: $ - $$$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Safety

Strategies for success:
• Use what you’ve got: playground
terraces and fences become gallery
walls, the gazebo is a stage, existing
walkways get painted footprints on
them.
• Engage both event experts and local
community members in the process .
• How can an event or intervention
lead to more public ownership and
desired use of the gazebo space?

• Events like folding & hanging
1000 paper cranes (to symbolize
a collective wish for peace and
healing) become engaging and
creative ways to ‘retake’ the gazebo
space.
• Interactive elements that encourage
movement and dance as kids use the
walk to get to Joe’s
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ARTS
WALK

INFRASTURCTURE
Wayfinding and Signage
Shading
Dumpster Screening
Entry Awning
Schoolyard Entry Gate
Identity Signage
South Walkway Improvements
Screening and Fencing
Stormwater Management
Green Roof
Slope Stabilization

Green spaces, particularly around
schools, improve cognitive development in
children 7-10 years old. In this Barcelona
study, reduced exposure to elemental
carbon (a traffic-related air pollutant)
associated with green spaces accounted
for some, but not all of this improvement.
Dadvand, Payam, Mark J. Nieuwenhuijsen, Mikel Esnaola, Joan Forns, Xavier Basagaña, Mar AlvarezPedrerol, Ioar Rivas, Mónica López-Vicente, Montserrat De Castro Pascual, Jason Su, Michael
Jerrett, Xavier Querol, and Jordi Sunyer. (2015). Green spaces and cognitive development in primary
schoolchildren. PNAS, published ahead of print June 15, 2015, doi:10.1073/pnas.1503402112

During pick-up and drop-off, significant
amounts of traffic pollution is present on site.
Green space in the MRE schoolyard can
help offset that while also improving cognitive
development in other ways!
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Description:

INFRASTRUCTURE
ART
LEARN

Site signage has a number of benefits. It
provides clear wayfinding for visitors, enhances
the school’s identity, provides information about
events and/or elements in the schoolyard
(i.e. the Green Club’s herb garden). Fun facts
are another way to bring learning outside the
classroom.

Strategies for success:
•
•
•
•

Site signage can be used as teaching tools
for outdoor classroom environments.
Ensure signs are at a height that the
students can read.
Make text appropriate for the audience
Consider how signage can support
inclusion at MRES. Should certain sign
types always be in several languages?

Where: Pre K Black Top
Scale: Medium
Cost: $$ - $$$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Outdoor Education
Safety
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WAYFINDING AND
SIGNAGE

Description:

INFRASTRUCTURE

Shading devices add an aestheticallypleasing focal point to the blacktop play
area and provide much needed refuge
from the sun. They define areas of the
playground and encourage a variety of
play activities.
This intervention can be a simple DIY
project or something more elaborate.
In addition to the student benefit, the
shades protect the surface treatment
below from harmful UV light. By shading
surfaces on the playground the life of
those surfaces can be extended and
maintenance cost reduced.

Where: Black top
Scale: Medium
Cost: $$$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification

Strategies for success:
• Use an exterior grade fabric that will
resist fading and molding. Also make
sure the edges are finished so the
material won’t fray.
• The shade sail be removed
seasonally to protect it during the
winter and severe weather.
• Any exterior metal should be
galvanized to resist rusting.

• Consider the ‘rooms’ the shade
structure will provide and site them
appropriately.
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SHADING

INFRASTRUCTURE
ART

Description:
Screening the dumpster pick-up
area from view will improve the entry
experience of the students and help
make the school more welcoming. To
ensure access to the dumpsters is
maintained, the pick up area can remain
open toward the street and screened
along the ramp to the entry. This is
another opportunity for artwork as the
screen can be a simple, paintable
surface like wood or something more
elaborate like perforated metal.

Where: Rear field and Erntry
Scale: Medium/Large
Cost: $$$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification

Strategies for success:
• Create a regular maintenance
schedule, especially if the screen will
be painted.
• Survey the entry area to ensure that
any site utilities (i.e. manholes, water
or gas access) are still accessible for
servicing.
• Discuss location and possibly build a
“test” screen wall before installation

of final, to verify location and size of
screen wall is appropriate. Leave up
through several dumpster pickups.
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DUMPSTER
SCREENING

Description:

INFRASTRUCTURE

In addition to new signage, an awning at
the main entry is practical and will further
define the front door. It will also aid in
creating focal point at the entry instead
of the dumpster pick up area. This is also
a great opportunity for a pop of color or
new feature lighting.

Where: Building Entry
Scale: Medium/Large
Cost: $$$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Outdoor Education

Strategies for success:
• An awning can be free-standing or
anchored to the building. Depending
on the building structure, one may be
preferred over the other to minimize
cost or for ease of construction.
• Because this work could involve
some modifications to the building,
confirm the County is on board with
the project before moving forward.

• Color and signage can easily be
incorporated into an awning element.
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ENTRY
AWNING

Description:

INFRASTRUCTURE
ART

An easily-identified and safe entry to
the schoolyard creates a clear route for
students, is a welcoming visual element,
and reinforces the school’s identity and
values. Awareness of student walking
paths will allow drivers to make better
parking choices along 32nd St.

Strategies for success:
• Call on local experts to fabricate the
entry
• Allow students to participate through
design, painting, or at the ribbon
cutting ceremony.
• Consider the ground / path as well. Is
there a painted border or arrows that
the students follow?

Where: Black top Entry
Scale: Medium/Large
Cost: $$ - $$$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Safety
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SCHOOLYARD
ENTRY GATE

Description:

INFRASTRUCTURE
ART

New signage is an easy way to give
the building a facelift. After installation,
maintenance costs are minimal and the
impact is long lasting.
Signage for a building serves a variety of
purposes. From a safety standpoint, it lets
emergency responders know where to go
in case of an emergency. It also gives a
building and site identity. Incorporating
Identity and placemaking strategies into
the planning efforts for the school can
compliment the overall design of the play
areas and promote pride, respect and
stewardship of the site.

Where: Building Entry
Scale: Medium
Cost: $$-$$$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification

Strategies for success:
• Incorporate a graphic or other eyecatching design / colors into the
signage
• Draw upon the wealth of artistic
vision in the community as well as
the talent of MRES students
• Consider what the signage will look
like at night
• Get creative with where signage
might be placed. Perhaps a fence at

the perimeter of the site or a corner of
the building first visible when driving
up Bunker Hill Road.
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IDENTITY
SIGNAGE

INFRASTRUCTURE

Description:
In the short term, minor adjustments
to the south walkway will make this
highly utilized route more comfortable
and safer to use. In the long term, the
walkway can be completely revamped
to accommodate two-way traffic, and
extended to connect with the sidewalk
leading to the southwest school entrance.
Based on the information gained from
teachers and site observations, this
pathway of desire - from the southwest
entrance, along the side of the building,
and up the south walkway to the back
playground - is already in use.

Where: Building Entry
Scale: Medium/Large
Cost: $$ - $$$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education
Safety

Strategies for success:
• Minimally, replace failing decking
and handrails
• Install non-slip mats or strips, or
apply a non-slip coating to the wood
decking
• Add a layer of gravel under decking,
to reduce soil erosion issues
• Maximally, reconstruct the walkway
using more durable materials.
• Widen the deck to comfortably

accommodate 2-way traffic
• Permanently cover the walkway to
accommodate weather events
• Construct a sidewalk connection
from walkway to southwest school
entrance
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SOUTH WALKWAY
IMPROVEMENTS

Description:

INFRASTRUCTURE
ART

There is no shortage of fencing at MRE!
Along the south walkway, a new fence on
school property is needed. In other areas,
a facelift or smart coat of paint will do
wonders. Fences can even be used for
signage!

Strategies for success:
• Fencing can be standard boardon-board, or made of more unique
materials
• Use fencing to build on the greater
theme for the space - whether it is
art, habitat creation, etc.
• Consider community member
expertise

Where: Boundary
Scale: Small/Medium
Cost: $ - $$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Safety
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IMPROVED
SCREENING/FENCING

Description:

INFRASTRUCTURE
GROW

Creating parking in the back of the site
instead of the front would be a multi-year,
complex endeavor that would solve a
lot of the issues facing the schoolyard
currently.
This intervention would make space
available in the front of the school where
the parking lot is currently located.
The more visible, more used front of
the school would have more available
space for activities, programming, and
structures. This would also make the front
more appealing to the neighborhood for
public use.

Where: Back Field
Scale: Large
Cost: $$$ - $$$$
Priorities Addressed:

Stormwater
Management
Safety

There will still be a need for temporary
parking at the front of the school. This can
be located in the current front playground
which would not be necessary once the
playspace is constructed in the former
parking lot.

Strategies for success:
• The back field currently has
problems with flooding, permeable
pavers and bioswales should be
incorporated in the design to mitigate
this flooding.
• Visibility from the street and to the
garden with the gazebo should be
improved for safety.
• There is a large level change

to access the school from the
proposed car park. The current
ramp infrastructure should be re
designed to be more efficient,
ADA compliant and include
opportunities for art and planting
• When the parking lot is not in use it
can be utilized for other activities

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

PARKING

INFRASTRUCTURE
COMMUNITY
LEARN

Description:
When rain falls on roofs, parking lots,
and sidewalks, it often ends up carrying
harmful pollutants to the storm drain and
into the nearest waterway. According
to the Chesapeake Bay Program,
stormwater runoff is the fastest-growing
source of pollution to the Chesapeake
Bay. MRES sits at the top of a hill,
providing both the opportunity and the
responsibility to treat stormwater on site
and provide downstream and downhill
benefits. A variety of tools can be used
to slow down, spread out, and soak up
stormwater on site

Strategies for success:
• Identify areas on site where
impervious surfaces can be reduced
or eliminated, to reduce runoff
and allow for greater stormwater
infiltration
• Install rain gardens (typically
shallow depressions containing
a combination of soil, mulch, and
sometimes stone, and planted with
native vegetation) to allow water to
allow infiltration and the removal of
pollutants and nutrients
• Redirect downspouts toward
vegetated areas and away from
storm drains. Swales, berms, and
downspout extensions can be used
to direct water

Where: Across Campus
Scale: Small/Medium
Cost: $$ - $$$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education
Safety
• Utilize local resources, such as the
Master Watershed Stewards, to
design and implement stormwater
projects on site. Funding can be
obtained through the Chesapeake
Bay Trust
• Develop strategies for continued
care and maintenance of
stormwater management devices
• Locate rain barrels and/or cisterns
to collect rainwater for later use on
garden beds
• Artistic elements can be integrated
into the design of stormwater
devices
• Add signage to all interventions
to educate the MRES community
about stormwater management.
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CREATIVE
STORMWATER
MANAGEMENT

INFRASTRUCTURE
GROW

Description:
A green roof is a vegetative layer
grown on a rooftop. If often consists of
succulents in soils, but it can also be
made up of grasses or flowering plants.
Green roofs reduce stormwater runoff
by collecting and absorbing rainwater.
Green roofs can help decrease energy
consumption and associated expenses
by reducing heating loss in winter and
cooling loss in summer, and they have the
added benefits of improving air quality,
providing environmental education
opportunities, and providing animal and
insect habitat.

Where: Rooftops
Scale: Large
Cost: $$ - $$$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education

Strategies for success:
• Ensure the structural integrity of
the existing roof is analyzed and
approved by a professional as a first
step
• Obtain authorization for installation
• Consult an engineer for planning and
design assistance
• Engage students in research and
design by building models and
testing designs indoors on tables or

outside on small structures
• Develop strategies for continued
care and maintenance, particularly
during summer months when
school is out
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GREEN
ROOFS

Description:

INFRASTRUCTURE
GROW

Planting native shrubs and grasses
on steep slopes will help stabilize the
slopes, discourage unnecessary human
disturbance, and reduce erosion and
stormwater runoff.

Where: South Walkway
Scale: Small/Medium
Cost: $ - $$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education

Strategies for success:
• Rather than waiting for plant
donations to be offered, identify
desirable combinations of plant
materials And develop a plan for
obtaining plants - by fundraising,
soliciting local nurseries for specific
materials, etc.
• Use a diversity of native species in
planting projects

• Add large rocks to stabilize the
slope and consider an edge
treatment to delineate ‘slope
stabilization area’ from the rest of
campus
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SLOPE
STABILIZATION

COMMUNITY/SOCIALIZE
Social Space
Seating
Clean Up the Gazebo
Replace the Gazebo

Green schoolyards can reduce stress,
promote resilience, build competence,
and promote focusing in students aged
6-18, as shown by this ethnographic study
in Maryland and Colorado. The green
schoolyards included a two-acre wooded
area, a quarter-acre outdoor classroom,
and a high-school vegetable gardening
program.
Chawla, Louise, Kelly Keena, Illène Pevec, and Emily Stanley. (2014). Green schoolyards as havens
from stress and resources for resilience in childhood and adolescence. Health & place, 28, 1-13.

It doesn’t take much to garner many types of
benefits from a green schoolyard - all of these
options besides the wooded area (although
a smaller one could be a possibility) are lowhanging fruit and could provide the same
significant benefits to MRE students.
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Description:
The area in front of the K-1 entrance, a
little-used pocket of land in between the
school building and the street, could be
transformed into a small park. Opening
the K-1 entrance to common use will
connect the front of the school to the
adjacent preschool play area and provide
much-needed seating for parents at
pickup time.

Where: Pre K Black Top
Scale: Medium
Cost: $$ - $$$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification
Greening
Outdoor Education

COMMUNITY

Strategies for success:
• Removing chain-link fencing. Does
the community begin to utilize this
space?
• Remove and replace - or simply
repaint - asphalt
• Minimally, install low-cost moveable
seating
• Maximally, install permanent seating,
raised garden beds
• Additional benches and/or garden
beds with shade-loving plants may
be installed in the overhung areas of
the building front
• Develop strategies for continued
care and be clear who is responsible

for each. Possibilities include
designating classrooms that
are responsible for beds, or
renting garden beds to the local
community for the summertime.
This area is part of the ‘first
impression’ the school gives
and should be considered very
important.
• Install seating focused on student
comfort on campus in multiple
locations. Potential locations
include along the main entry walls,
in back playground, and on front
playground asphalt. Seating can
be benches or wide walls.
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SOCIAL
SPACE

Description:

COMMUNITY

Install seating focused on student comfort on campus in multiple locations. Potential locations include along the main
entry walls, in back playground, and on
front playground asphalt. Seating can be
benches or wide walls

Where: Across the site
Scale: Small/Medium
Cost: $ - $$
Priorities Addressed:

Human Comfort
Beautification

Strategies for success:
• Engage talented and creative
community members in the
construction of different seating
• “Test” seating by putting in low-cost
or temporary seating to determine if it
is used before investing in something
more permanent
• Consider how seating can support
other functions of the schoolyard,

including learning, contemplation,
socializing, and reflection.
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SEATING

Description:

COMMUNITY
ART

The gazebo presents a maintenance
challenge for the school due to site
insecurity resulting in detritus and other
evidence of unwanted use. To discourage
undesirable uses and to encourage
community ownership of the site, invest
time in making the site look much better.

Where: South Walkway
Scale: Small/Medium
Cost: $ - $$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education
Safety

Strategies for success:
• Clean, repair, and repaint the gazebo
& railings
• Implement art installations in/on the
gazebo, perhaps on a seasonal/
monthly rotating basis. Consider
partnering with Joe’s Movement
Emporium for outdoor performances.
• Remove some all shrubs and limb
existing trees for better gazebo
visibility

• Collect water from roof for use in
vegetable garden
• Remove / block stair entry
• Install signs connecting the
gazebo to the school
• Consider how to get the community
more involved and using the space
• Add fence signs to make clear the
gazebo
•
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CLEAN UP THE
GAZEBO

Description:

COMMUNITY

If the gazebo is found to be structurally
unsound or no change in behavior is
seen after cleaning up the gazebo,
removal may be necessary. Replacement
projects could be low-maintenance
tree plantings, a nature walk, bird
habitat garden, or clearing the area for
community garden beds.

Where: South Walkway
Scale: Large
Cost: $$$ - $$$$
Priorities Addressed:

Beautification
Greening
Stormwater
Management
Outdoor Education
Safety

Strategies for success:
• Consider site access- even without
the gazebo, the area is still removed
from the street and protected as a
hang out.
• Know what you’d like to replace the
gazebo with
• This will be a topic that may
impact the broader Mount Rainier
community and, at very least, the
local Councilmember should be

made aware of removal plans.
• How will you draw community
members to the site to use
it positively; OR how will you
secure the site so that it is part of
the school campus and not the
community?
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REPLACE THE
GAZEBO

Mount Rainier Elementary Interventions
Concept Site Plan and Views
The following pages show conceptual
views of how some of the interventions
could be implemented.

Example of proposed plan
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Mount Rainier Elementary Proposed Interventions 3D Site

1. Nature playground with lawn, play
equipment and seating
2. Resurfaced blacktop with
shading and seating
3. Short-term of guest parking with
green screen
4. Playground access enhanced
with arch and improved path
5. Dumpsters with screening and art
6. Main entrance with awning and
signage
7. Front garden with formal planting
8. Art interventions enhancing
undercover space.
9. Social space with seating and
shade
10. Enhancements to pre K play area
with planting and nature play
11. South walkway enhanced with
ramp improvements, slope
stabilization and Art
12. Outdoor classroom space with
shade and planting
13. Parking lot with permeable
surfaces, rain gardens new
access route and art
14. Revitalized gazebo with art and
community garden with wildlife
habitat

2

3

4

5

12

6

7

8

9

10

13

14

11
Art Interventions
ADA Path
Planting
Shade Structure
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SOCIAL SPACE WITH SEATING
AND SHADE, FRONT GARDEN
WITH FORMAL PLANTING
AND ART INTERVENTIONS
ENHANCING UNDERCOVER
SPACE.
This view shows the potential of art
interventions on the front of the school,
as well as ideas for the shaded seating
that can be used as waiting space for
parents. The formal garden space should
be discussed as under the purview of the
school administration. work should not be
done in this area without admin approval
and collaboration
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Mount Rainier Elementary Concept Views
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Mount Rainier Elementary Concept Views

PLAYGROUND ENTRANCE

This view represents a number of ideas
for art and signage at the front of the
school. The dumpsters are painted
and the playground entrance is clearly
marked with an arch.
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AND SIGNAGE
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Mount Rainier Elementary Concept Views

This view shows the side walkway
renovated and art installed along the
building. The slope is stabilized and
becomes a wildlife garden. A small
amphitheater could provide an outdoor
classroom with growing beds, shading
would be needed for the classroom in the
summer.
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SIDE WALKWAY AND
OUTDOOR CLASSROOM
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Mount Rainier Elementary Concept Views

NATURE PLAY AND
If the front car park is converted into a
nature play space there will be enough
room for a grass lawn and planded beds
at the edge. Equipment in this space
could also be used for outdoor education,
and fitness. The black top should include
different activities as well as sport, it
should be colorful and a small seating
could be included. Planting at the edges
would soften the playground edge and
be better for drainage.
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RESURFACED BLACK TOP
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Conclusion
The goal of this report is to provide ideas
that support the active and engaged MRE
community and help them understand
opportunities to improve their school grounds.
These interventions are built from collectively
identified values and seek to address site
problems as well as enhance existing
conditions.
The themes of Safety, Beautification, Greening,
Human Comfort, Stormwater Management, and
Outdoor Education have guided this work. They
have helped inform the development of the
individual design interventions that make up the
“kit of parts” presented herein.

Given the ability, care, and commitment of
the MRE community, the authors of this report
believe that the ideas and information presented
here can provide a framework for future
development in a collaborative and inclusive
process.
You already have the power to accomplish
desired ends; hopefully this report has helped to
provide the tools.

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

Mount Rainier Elementary students, teachers,
administrators, and staff spend a large portion
of their weeks in the buildings and on the
grounds of the elementary school. This physical
space is uniquely situated to have a great
impact on the mental, emotional, social, and
physical experiences of these individuals. With
varying levels of investment, the actions in this
report can be employed to continue expanding
the positive impacts that these spaces have on
those who inhabit them.
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Appendix 01
Recommended Resources
Funding

Home Depot Team Depot Community
https://corporate.homedepot.com/community
Chesapeake Bay Trust Mini Grants
https://cbtrust.org/grants/environmentaleducation-mini/
Anacostia Trails Heritage Grants
http://www.anacostiatrails.org/grant-information
Lowe’s Toolbox for Education Grants
Funds a wide range of school projects https://
toolboxforeducation.com/
Kaboom! grants
Offers grants and consulting assistance to
improve play areas https://kaboom.org/grants
Shade Structure Grant Program
Provides funding to install permanent shade
structures for youth programs. Applicants must
collaborate with a local dermatologist and
implement a sun safety program
https://www.aad.org/members/volunteer/shadestructure-program
The Nature Conservancy Nature Works
Everywhere
Offers grants to schools for projects that involve
students in developing a nature-based, green
infrastructure solution to an environmental
challenge in their community
https://www.natureworkseverywhere.org/grants/

National Wildlife Federation Trees for Wildlife
Offers free native trees for restoration projects
and community events planned in coordination
with local NWF partners
https://www.nwf.org/Trees-for-Wildlife
Annie’s Grants for Gardens
Supports new and existing school gardens
https://www.annies.com/giving-back/grants-forgardens
Fiskars Project Orange Thumb Garden Grants
Provides grants to school and community
gardens
https://www2.fiskars.com/Community/ProjectOrange-Thumb

Mount Rainier Green Team
https://www.facebook.com/
MountRainierGreenTeam/
Master Watershed Stewards
https://www.anacostiaws.org/what-we-do/
education/adult-education/watershed-stewardsacademy.html
Maryland Master Gardeners
https://extension.umd.edu/baltimore-county/
master-gardeners
https://www.plt.org/educator-tips/creating-anoutdoor-classroom-things-to-consider/

The Bee Grant
Provides honey bee observation stations for
schools
http://www.thebeecause.org/

Training & Certifications
Chesapeake Bay Foundation Professional
Learning
Offers free and low-cost hands-on training
for teachers and principals to involve the
entire school community in outdoor learning
experiences aligned with school system
standards
https://www.cbf.org/join-us/education-program/
professional-learning/
Maryland Green Schools Award Program
Allows schools and their communities to
evaluate environmental sustainability efforts,
and empower youth to reduce environmental
impact, encourage sustainability and foster
environmental literacy
https://maeoe.org/green-schools-and-greencenters/green-schools-program

Mount Rainier Elementary Sustainable Campus

Community Forklift Community Building Block
Program
Provides mini-grants of store credit to nonprofits,
schools, and volunteer groups who need
building materials for projects that serve the
greater community
https://communityforklift.org/our-programs/

Potential Partners
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