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A BSTRACT

As school ground greening becom es more com m on in schools around the world, researchers from
a num ber o f disciplines and fields have begun to investigate the potential outcomes o f the
differing approaches, traditions and contexts o f these projects. M uch o f the research on these
initiatives has been perform ed w ithin a single school, m aking it difficult to understand the nature
o f the impacts across a large sam ple o f schools. In this study, I explored school ground greening
projects at a school board level o f analysis, using the Toronto D istrict School Board (Ontario,
Canada) as m y site o f investigation. I used a m ixed-m ethods approach: 1) 149 questionnaires
were com pleted by adm inistrators, teachers, and parents associated with 45 school ground
greening initiatives in the school board; 2) 21 in depth follow -up case studies were conducted at 5
schools across a range o f socio-econom ic statuses; and 3) 6 interview s were conducted with
school board adm inistrators and an Evergreen em ployee. In this dissertation, I work within a
critical environm ental education fram ew ork to present and discuss findings o f several key areas,
including: 1) the profiles o f individuals and schools who are involved in school ground greening
projects; 2) the profiles o f the actual projects; 3) the process o f greening school grounds; 4) the
impacts o f green school grounds; and, 5) the key limiting and enabling factors for these
initiatives. I conclude w ith a discussion o f future research priorities.
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C H APTER 1: THE PROBLEM

Introduction
C anadians under 18 years old are legally required to spend a considerable am ount o f tim e
in a form al educational environm ent. U sually, the physical setting for the educational process is a
school building. A typical school building is com prised o f individual classroom s, a library, a
gym nasium , adm inistrative offices, and m aintenance facilities. A considerable am ount o f
research has exam ined the relationship betw een the design o f ‘inside’ school environm ents and
the learning outcom es o f young people. M any classroom s, gymnasia, and libraries are designed
consciously w ith a view to m axim izing students’ learning experiences and to creating safe
learning spaces (Johnson, 1982; Oritz, 1994; Sanoff, 1994). Research has focused on the ‘inside’
school setting because this is where the m ajority o f teaching and learning in public schools in
C anada takes place.
R ecently, there has been a grow ing body o f literature that examines the learning and
socialization that students experience ‘outside’ the typical school building, particularly on the
school ground (Adam s, 1990; Bell, 2001a; G um p, 1988; M alone & Tranter, 2003b; R.C. M oore
& W ong, 1997; Stine, 1997; W einstein & Pinciotti, 1988).

Students attending public elem entary

schools in C anada spend a small, but im portant, part o f their day on the school ground before and
after school, as well as during recesses and lunch hour. Students learn and socialize in the
‘inform al’ classroom o f the school ground: for exam ple, they play, read, eat, interact, construct,
im agine, talk, create and undoubtedly learn positive and negative social skills during the time
they spend on the school ground.
A n em erging national and international m ovem ent is focusing on the design and culture
o f school grounds w ith a view to im proving the quality o f a child’s school ground experience.
This m ovem ent focuses prim arily on the concept o f school ground ‘greening’ w hereby students,
parents, teachers, neighbourhood residents, and school and city officials work to upgrade the
physical environm ent and to re-establish the natural habitats that existed prior to asphalt. Some
school grounds in Canada are now thoughtfully designed spaces that include a variety o f natural
elem ents including trees, butterfly gardens, ponds, and vegetable patches. A num ber o f terms
have been used to describe these changes occurring on school grounds, including “school ground
gardening,” “ school ground naturalization,” “school ground restoration,” and “school ground
greening.” W hile there are im portant differences between each term, and while each term is itself
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som ewhat contested, for the purpose o f this dissertation, “school ground greening” will be used to
describe collaborative efforts to im prove school grounds.’
W hen a school ground is greened, it appears that numerous benefits em erge for students,
teachers, the surrounding com m unity and the environm ent. W hile m uch o f this research has been
perform ed in elem entary schools, recent research has explored the potential o f these spaces in
secondary schools (K erby & Egana, 2001; Rickinson, Sanders, Chillm an, Doyle, & Jameson,
2003; Titman, 1999). Research indicates that students attending schools with green grounds
benefit from increased play opportunities (M alone & Tranter, 2003b; R.C. M oore, 1996),
enhanced social relations (Titm an, 1994), unique opportunities to becom e engaged and reflexive
citizens (Dym ent, 2004; M annion, 2003), safer and less hostile outdoor environm ents (Cheskey,
1994; Evans, 2001), increased learning opportunities (Centre for Ecoliteracy, 1999), increased
connections to the natural environm ent (Bell, 2000, 2001a; Nabhan & Trimble, 1994; Tranter &
M alone, 2004) as w ell as im proved academ ic perform ance (Lieberm an & Hoody, 1998; Simone,
2002). Teachers w orking at schools that have been greened report unique curriculum
developm ent (R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997), and reduced classroom m anagem ent problem s
(Lieberm an & H oody, 1998). The ecological potential o f green school grounds to contribute to
urban greening and urban planning has also been noted, e.g. the (re)introduction o f w ildlife and
biodiversity ‘corridors’, ‘refuges’ and/or ‘islands’ in urban landscapes (Rosenthal & Dyment,
2002). W hile this em erging research points to the potential o f green school grounds, m uch
research remains to be done, particularly in Canadian contexts.

1 I am not suggesting that these terms (i.e., school ground gardening, school ground naturalization, school
ground restoration, school ground improvement, school ground greening) all mean the same thing. Nor am
I suggesting that debate about their definitions is not worthy. Such debate is, however, not the main focus
of this dissertation, which reports on a study of school ground greening in a school board in Canada. For a
more detailed explanation of the differences between each term, see Houghton, 2003.
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Statem ent o f Purpose
W hile it would be fascinating to gather inform ation on all green school grounds in
Canada, such a large project exceeded the scope o f resources that were available for the
dissertation research. Instead, my research was conducted w ithin the boundaries o f one selected
urban school board in southern O ntario: the Toronto D istrict School Board (TD SB ).2 I chose this
school board because approxim ately 20% o f the school grounds within the boundaries o f the
board have been greened, m aking this area an ideal location to investigate a large num ber o f
green school grounds.
The purpose o f my research, based on a case study o f the TDSB in southern Ontario, was
to determine adm inistrator / teacher / parent perceptions o f school ground greening and to
generate a status report on the state o f existing green school grounds in this board, focusing on
salient characteristics and lim iting or enabling factors o f school ground greening projects. The
following objectives guided the research:
1.

To describe the status o f the 100 green school grounds in the TD SB by:
a.

G enerating a profile o f the individuals who are involved in greening
projects (e.g., age, gender, years o f experience) and a profile o f the
schools where greening projects are taking place (e.g., num ber o f
students, socio-econom ic status o f neighbhourhood (SES)); and,

b.

G enerating a profile o f the actual greening project (e.g., elem ents found
on school ground, sources and am ounts o f funding; im portance/adequacy
o f different space types); and,

c.

G enerating an understanding o f the process o f greening (e.g., who
provided leadership and m otivation, reasons for greening, who was
involved in initial/ongoing planning and m aintenance)

2.

To determ ine i f and how adm inistrators, teachers, and parents perceive their green
school ground as providing spaces that influence a) curriculum delivery, b) teaching
practices, c) student learning, d) student behaviour and social developm ent, e) student
play, f) environm ental aw areness and stew ardship, g) student health, h) school safety,
and i) inclusivity; and,

3.

To report the factors that have limited or enabled the success o f school ground
greening projects.

2 The Toronto District School Board agreed to be ‘identified’ in this study, thereby removing concerns
around issues o f confidentiality and anonymity. They agreed, I suspect, because they are quite proud of
their school ground greening efforts and see this dissertation as a medium for showcasing their successes
and for learning about how the potential of their greening initiatives could be maximized.

3
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Definition o f Term s
The follow ing term s will be used repeatedly throughout this dissertation and are therefore
defined below.
G reen school gro u n d: A school ground will be defined as being ‘green’ when explicit
intervention has occurred to increase the presence o f natural elem ents on the school
grounds. As an exam ple, a school that is beside a lake or forest would not be considered
green; conversely, a school where som e sort o f intervention has occurred, in the form o f
treeplanting, gardening, or creation o f trails, would be considered green (Evergreen,
2000b).
Greening: W hereas the term “green” as in school ground is a adjective and refers to the
description o f the school ground, the term “greening” school grounds is a gerund that
refers to the actualprocess o f transform ation. Som etim es these two term s are used
together, represented as ‘green(ing) school grounds’ and refers to both the product and
the process (e.g., in the title).
Involved teacher: A teacher who has taken an active leadership role in facilitating the
process o f greening at a school. It is assum ed that an involved teacher is actively
involved in and interested in school ground greening.
U ninvolved teacher: A teacher who has not been involved in facilitating the process o f
greening. S/he m ay or may not have an interest in school ground greening.
Nature: Due to the socially constructed m eaning o f the term “nature,” it remains a
highly contested term (see Russell, 1999; St. M aurice, 1996). Different people have
different interpretations o f this word. For the purposes o f my research, the term wild
nature refers to spaces that are relatively free o f hum an influence where the structure and
function o f ecosystem s are operating w ithin the natural range o f variability.
Environm ental education: Precisely w hat counts as environm ental education a topic o f
m uch debate that is likely to continue (P. H art & N olan, 1999). There are many
approaches to environm ental education, each reflecting particular contexts and
ideological predispositions. I favour a ‘critical ’ approach. W hile there is no accepted
universal definition o f w hat exactly constitutes critical environm ental education, the
following criteria, for me, are essential (Faw cett, Bell, & Russell, 2002):
Resisting anthropocentrism, by disrupting the dichotom ous relationship
betw een hum ans and the natural world;
•

G rounding teaching and learning in students ’ lives, by advocating that
educational practices and content should reflect the cultures and com m unities
o f the students;

•

P aying attention to place/bioregionalism , by teaching students about natural
spaces/functions near their hom e-places;
R ecognizing diverse voices and resistance, by critiquing m ainstream
‘universal’ definitions o f environm ental education and resisting monocultural
interpretations; and,

•

E ncouraging authentic participation and action, by resisting depoliticised
environm entalism , claim ing to ‘save the earth’ while m aintaining social,
political, econom ic status quo.
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Significance o f the Study
As green school grounds becom e more com m on in Canada and around the w orld,
researchers from a num ber o f disciplines and fields (including education, environm ental studies,
and urban planning) have begun to investigate the potential outcomes. As will be docum ented in
the literature review , it appears that there are many potential benefits to the students, teachers,
school environment, and surrounding com m unities.
A nother indicator o f the im portance and potential o f the school ground greening
m ovem ent in C anada and elsewhere is the recent em ergence o f a num ber o f not-for-profit
organizations that facilitate the process o f school ground greening. Organizations and
program mes such as Evergreen in C anada, the Centre for Ecoliteracy in the United States,
Learnscapes in Australia, M ovium in Sweden, E coschools programs in South Africa, and
Learning Through Landscapes in the U nited K ingdom continue to grow in their profile and scope.
These organizations provide guidance, funding, and resources to adm inistrators, teachers, and
parents who are interested in beginning the process o f school ground greening.
In response to the em erging support from the academ ic com m unity and not-for-profit
organizations, increasing num bers o f schools are beginning the process o f naturalizing their
grounds. In the last decade, it is thought that approxim ately 1,200 school grounds in C anada have
been transform ed from hom ogenous environm ents com prised o f asphalt and manicured grass into
thoughtfully designed spaces incorporating trees, gardens, and ponds (Evergreen, 2000b). In the
Toronto D istrict School Board alone, approxim ately 100 o f the more than 500 schools have been
greened. This burgeoning interest and activity can be heralded as an indicator o f success for the
school ground greening movement.
Despite growing interest and recent research, there are still m any gaps in our know ledge
o f the impacts o f school ground greening program s. The majority o f research on green school
grounds has been conducted in the U nited States (C entre for Ecoliteracy, 1999; Education
D evelopm ent Centre, 2000; Gamson D anks, 2000; H arvey, 1989a; Lieberm an & H oody, 1998;
R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997) and the U nited K ingdom (Adams, 1990; Hunter, Layzell, & Rogers,
1998; Kenny, 1996; Stine, 1997; Titm an, 1994), w ith other recent contributions from A ustralia
(Evans, 1997, 2001; M alone & Tranter, 2003b), Sw eden (Kylin, 2003), N orw ay (Fjortoft &
Sageie, 2000), and South A frica (Taylor, 1997). In Canada, some in-depth research has been
conducted on individual schools (Bell, 2001a; Cheskey, 1994) and at the school board level
(Sim one, 2002). As well, several layperson docum ents have recently been published in Canada
(Bell, 2001b; Evergreen, 2000a, 2000b, 2002; G rant & Littlejohn, 2001b; Toronto D istrict School
Board, 2000) that review the benefits o f greening initiatives, showcase successful projects, and
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provide instructions for im plem enting school ground greening projects (D ym ent, 2001). A
num ber o f docum ents produced by not-for-profit organizations have sum m arized some o f the key
literature on the impacts o f green school grounds (e.g., Education D evelopm ent Centre, 2000;
E vergreen, 2000b). Surprisingly, though, there has been no published academ ic review o f the
literature o f green school grounds.
W hile this em erging research from within and outside o f Canada points to the potential o f
green school grounds, m uch research rem ains to be done, particularly in C anadian contexts. As
yet, there is little research on adm inistrator / teacher / parent perceptions o f school ground
greening nor is there m uch data which w ould indicate w hat, if any, the “k ey s” to a successful
greening project might be, particularly in a Canadian context.
M y research addressed these gaps in the current literature by investigating the scope and
potential o f school ground learning in the TDSB. M y research is unique for a variety o f reasons,
including the following:
Canadian fo c u s : As m entioned, until very recently, research related to school ground
greening initiatives was conducted in the A ustralia, England, N orw ay, South Africa,
Sweden and the U nited States. It is only w ithin the last several years that academ ic
research has been initiated in C anada. M y research will contribute to this grow ing body
o f Canadian research.
Large sam ple size : M uch o f the research that explores the concept o f school ground
greening has been gained through anecdotal observations or qualitative research. Given
the research approaches used, the sample sizes for their research have often been quite
small (e.g., case study o f one school). W hile m uch o f the research points to the benefits
o f greening projects at individual schools, it has not yet addressed w hether these benefits
are broadly representative o f a large num ber o f schools. Thus, w hat this particular study
offers is to fill, at least partially, this know ledge gap. W hile some quantitative data has
been collected from a large sam ple o f green schools by organizations in the U nited States
(e.g., Education D evelopm ent Centre, 2000; Lieberm an & Hoody, 1998) and the U nited
Kingdom (Learning Through Landscapes, 2003), the questionnaires gathered general
information (e.g., descriptions o f school ground, how often they are used, etc.), the results
were reported via descriptive statistics (e.g., m eans, frequencies), and m any o f the results
o f these studies have not been reported in academ ic venues (e.g., refereed publications).
M y research is thus unique in the school ground greening field in that both quantitative
and qualitative research tools w ere used with both large and small samples:
questionnaires were com pleted by principals, teachers, and parents and at schools in the
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Board with a green school ground (distributed to 100 schools; returned from 45 schools)
w hile detailed follow -up interviews were held with principals, teachers, and parents
involved with greening projects at five schools in the Board. W hile the questionnaires
generated a considerable am ount o f em pirical inform ation related to a large num ber o f
school grounds, the follow -up interviews w ith teachers, principals, and parents at selected
schools generated rich descriptive insights.
Researching involved and uninvolved teachers: It appears that m any researchers who
have investigated school ground greening program s have sought input from individuals
who are interested in and com m itted to the process o f greening. M y research included
both involved and uninvolved teachers, w ith a view to having a greater diversity o f
people report their perceptions o f green school grounds.
In summary, my research generated em pirical data and descriptive observations with a
view to describing and interpreting adm inistrator, teacher, and parent perceptions o f green school
grounds. The findings should be o f interest to educators and com m unity developers who are
interested in understanding the current status and potential o f school ground greening initiatives
in the board selected for this study.

Lim itations and Delim itations
Num erous lim itations and delim itations influenced the results o f my research. The
follow ing constitute the lim itations o f the study:
1. The validity o f the m easurem ent o f respondents’ answers to the questionnaire
was dependent upon their w illingness to respond honestly to the questions on the
questionnaire.
2.

The validity o f the know ledge related to understanding the effects o f the school
grounds on students and teachers depended on the willingness o f interview ees to
respond honestly to the questions posed during the interviews.

3. The questionnaires w ere m ailed to the principals o f the schools and they were
asked to distribute them to teachers who have been ‘involved’ and ‘uninvolved’
in the greening project at the school, as w ell as parents. W hile definitions were
provided to guide the principals in their selection o f the respondents, ultim ately,
the decisions w ere theirs alone and could not be controlled in this study.
4. Uninvolved teachers m ight have been less interested in com pleting the
questionnaire due to their lack o f involvem ent in the project, w hich may have
influenced their response rates for the questionnaire.
5.

Some questionnaire respondents who were invited to be involved in a follow-up
interview were unable to participate (because they had been relocated to a new
school, or they w ere not interested). I thus attem pted to find a ‘replacem ent’
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interview ee who would represent a sim ilar profile to the individual who was not
able to participate.
The following constituted the delim itations for the study:
1.

The questionnaires and interviews were the only instrum ents used to collect data
on respondents’ perceptions o f the green school grounds.

2.

The sam ple for distribution o f the surveys was lim ited to 100 schools within the
selected school board.

3.

The sam ple for the interviews was lim ited to 5 schools w ithin the selected school
board.

4.

The case study included only one school board.

Im plications o f the Study
B y investigating school grounds in the TDSB, this research represents the first attempt to
understand the scope, im plications, and potential o f school ground learning at a board level in
Canada. This board-w ide project generated em pirical data and descriptive observations that
describe the current state o f green school grounds in the TDSB. This research project also
generated detailed accounts o f five school grounds in the school board. This project also makes
an im portant contribution to the environm ental education field by presenting a thorough literature
review that brings together a series o f qualitative and quantitative studies that explore the impacts
o f nature on children and adults.
The findings will, hopefully, be o f both scholarly and practical interest to researchers and
practitioners who are interested in creating more effective school environm ents in Canada. On a
scholarly level, this study provides insight into the theory and practice o f school ground greening
and its potential as a form o f critical environmental education. On a practical level,
adm inistrators, teachers, and parents interested or involved w ith school ground greening projects
will be able to learn about and from the school grounds sampled in the present study.

O rganization o f R em aining Chapters
The purpose o f the study and a statem ent o f the problem to be investigated have been
discussed in the first chapter. In addition, the need for the study, the lim itations and delim itations
were also discussed. In the following chapters, I review the literature related to school ground
greening (C hapter 2) and describe the methods for m y research (C hapter 3). I then present and
discuss the findings from m y research (Chapter 4) and conclude with reflections, summary, and
recom m endations (Chapter 5).
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CH A PTER 2: A REVIEW OF TH E LITERATURE

Introduction
The purposes o f the review o f the literature in this chapter are tw ofold. First, the review
provides background for the areas related to the proposed study, namely: a) an examination o f the
current status o f research on the impacts o f green school grounds; b) a review o f how the theory
and practice o f critical environm ental education relates to school ground greening; and, c) a
description o f the state o f school ground greening in Canada. The second purpose o f the review
o f the literature is to identify gaps in the literature with a view to highlighting the importance and
significance o f my research.

School Ground Greening: A R eview o f the Research
A num ber o f docum ents produced by not-for-profit organizations have summarized some
o f the key literature on the impacts o f green school grounds (e.g., Education D evelopm ent Centre,
2000; Evergreen, 2000b). Surprisingly, though, there has been no published academ ic review o f
the literature o f green school grounds. Given the grow ing interest in green school grounds in
C anada and around the w orld, it is, to m y mind, vital that the current and historical literature be
sum m arized and review ed to provide insight into our current understanding o f the impacts o f
green school grounds, to justify the present research, and to identify priority areas for research.
The purpose o f this section o f this chapter, then, is to examine the current status o f
research on the im pact o f green school grounds on students. I review if and how green school
grounds influence student: 1) academic achievem ent; 2) social and behavioural development; 3)
play; 4) environm ental awareness; 5) health; and, 6) safety.3 W hile some o f the research that will
be described relates directly to school ground greening initiatives, much o f the research discussed
herein has not been perform ed on green school grounds. This latter research has, instead, been
conducted in other settings such as hospitals, com m unities, housing developm ents, or remote wild
spaces, and the potential connections between these settings and school grounds will be
postulated and explored. This report also draws on research from a wide variety o f disciplines,
including architecture, sociology, psychology and education. W hile not exhaustive, hopefully

3 O f course there are other thematic impact areas that could have been explored, such as impacts on
community development (e.g., sense of belonging, cohesion, satisfaction) or cultural factors (e.g., school
spirit, school mission statement). These six areas were selected because they represent the most common
themes emerging from my review of the literature.
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this review will help bring together a wide range o f research strands and provide an overview
necessary for understanding the full ram ifications o f school ground greening and this dissertation.

Green School Grounds and Learning
W hen students have the opportunity to use their green school ground as an outdoor
classroom , both the process o f learning and the outcom es o f learning are very different than in an
indoor classroom (R ickinson et al., 2004). A s m any researchers have noted (Centre for
Ecoliteracy, 1999; Lieberm an & Hoody, 1998; R.C. Moore & W ong, 1997), when students learn
outside on a green school ground, m any aspects o f student learning, such as enthusiasm ,
engagem ent, and creativity, are positively influenced. Evidence from the literature also suggests
a positive correlation betw een academ ic achievem ent and outdoor learning (Lieberm an & Hoody,
1998; Simone, 2002).
It is im portant to clarify that the term s student learning and student academ ic
achievem ent are not synonym ous. Student learning is used in a broad and inclusive sense here
(sim ilar to Scott & Gough, 2003, p. xiv), and refers to all dim ensions o f life long learning:
confidence, self esteem, enthusiasm , social skills, and moral developm ent are all part o f the
m akeup. A seed o f learning m ay be planted, sow ed, and tended through a greening project, but a
m easurable or direct product might never em erge (Bell, 2001c). Student academic achievement,
on the other hand, is a subset o f learning, and describes the specific outcomes that are established
through a curriculum and m easured through tests (Lieberm an & Hoody, 1998).
I begin this section o f Chapter 2 by presenting the qualitative evidence o f the links
betw een school ground greening and learning and then turn to a review o f the quantitative
evidence. I then explore the links betw een nature and cognition for both children and adults in
settings other than green school grounds.

Q ualitative Evidence
Greening projects around the w orld are supporting formal curriculum in significant ways.
T hese ‘outdoor classroom s’ are providing inspirational settings and subject m atter for programs
across the curriculum . Indeed, a w ide array o f subjects can be taught on green school grounds,
including reading, writing, m athem atics, science, art, environmental education, health, dram a and
social studies (Adams, 1990; Bell, 2001c; Centre for Ecoliteracy, 1999; Cronin-Jones, 2000;
Engel, 1991; Gamson Danks, 2000; Grant & Littlejohn, 2001b; H ansen-M oller & Taylor, 1991;
Lieberm an & Hoody, 1998; M alone & Tranter, 2003b; Olwig, 1991; Rhydden-Evans, 1993; G.
Thom son & Arlidge, 2000). Other researchers point to the informal learning that can occur on a
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green school ground (Adams, 1993; R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997; Titman, 1994). Informal
learning is intrinsically m otivated learning that happens w ithout teacher intervention. It occurs
when students have unstructured tim e on the green school ground and they learn social and
behavioural skills (Adams, 1993).
In addition to noting the form al and inform al learning that occur on a green school
ground, m any authors have discussed other opportunities that emerge w hen young people have
direct contact w ith the natural w orld (on green school grounds and other nature dom inated
environm ents) (Fisher, 2001; N undy, 1999, 2001; Rickinson, 2001). That natural environm ents
can provide a venue for developing cognitive skills related to critical thinking, creative inquiry,
problem solving and creative developm ent is relatively undisputed (Abram, 1996; Bell, 2001a; R.
Hart, 1987; K ellert, 2002; R. C. M oore, 1986a; R.C. M oore & Wong, 1997; N abhan & Trim ble,
1994; Rickinson et al., 2004; Sobel, 1993; Susa & Benedict, 1994). K ellert (2002) notes the
learning that can be afforded through nature experiences, asserting that “ [a] process o f intellectual
com petence spirals upw ard through a m atrix of. ..experiences o f nature, strengthening the
cognitive m uscle we call mind and developing and reinforcing the child’s capacities for em pirical
observation, analytical exam ination, and evidentiary dem onstration” (p. 125).
W hile a green school ground m ight provide a venue for teaching and learning both
formally and inform ally, it appears that other factors, such as a school’s educational philosophy,
influence the potential o f a school ground as a teaching site. To illustrate, in a recent exploratory
study in A ustralia, M alone and Tranter (2003 b) exam ined if and how school grounds could be
used as sites for teaching and learning. They found that a school’s philosophical com m itm ent to
school grounds, embodied in m ission statem ents, curriculum guidelines and educational policies,
w as as vital as the school ground design to ensuring learning opportunities were m axim ized.
They note, “It is not sufficient to have child-friendly grounds. Having a philosophical
com m itm ent to the value o f school grounds for developing children’s environm ental cognition is
a vital ingredient” (p. 300).

Quantitative Evidence
The reports o f renewed enthusiasm with and engagem ent for learning suggest that green
school grounds have a strong influence on student learning. U nfortunately, however, m any o f
these im portant lifelong learnings that are fostered through the green school ground are seen as
being ‘outside’ o f w hat is recognized as traditional academ ic achievement, and m ore often than
not, they do not count when students are evaluated. Em phasis is often placed solely on grades.
Do green school grounds have an im pact on student academ ic achievement, as m easured by tests
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and represented by grades?

W hile m any researchers have speculated that a positive relationship

exists, very little rigorous research has been perform ed that explores this relationship. Two
im portant exceptions do, how ever, exist (Lieberm an & Hoody, 1998; Simone, 2002) that point to
a positive relationship betw een outdoor learning and academ ic achievement.
The first study, C losing the A chievem ent Gap, by Lieberman and H oody (1998) is an
A m erican report sponsored by the State Education and Environm ent Roundtable (SEER). The
researchers studied the effects o f using the Environm ent as an Integrating Context for Learning
(EIC). ElC-based learning differs from traditional environmental education in that the focus is
not directed towards learning about the environm ent. Instead, EIC learning involves using a
school’s surroundings and com m unity as a m edium for students to construct their own learning.
Exam ples o f environm ents that could be used include the following: classroom settings o r other
in-house facilities (e.g., laboratories); developed or undeveloped areas o f school grounds (e.g.,
playgrounds, fields, or w oodlands); and off-school study areas (e.g., com m unity parks,
conservation areas). Through an exam ination o f standardized test, samples o f curricular m aterial,
and interviews with teachers and adm inistrators, Lieberm an and Hoody docum ented a significant
improvem ent in student perform ance in language arts, mathematics, science and social science.
Since its publication, it has becom e a highly cited and respected report for people who
practice and research environm ental education. The report is compelling for a num ber o f reasons.
First, before this report, the m ajority o f the research in this field focused on how environm ental
education promotes the developm ent o f environm ental skills, knowledge and behaviour. The
Lieberm an and H oody report represents the first attem pt to understand the effects o f using the
environm ent as an integrated context for learning across a variety o f disciplines. Second, unlike
m any studies in environm ental education that investigate the experiences o f one or two initiatives
or schools, the researchers used a large sam ple size for their study. The report is based on the
experiences o f 40 schools across the U nited States that have adopted the principles o f
environm ent-based learning. The results reflect the experiences o f more than 400 students and
250 teachers and principals. Finally, unlike some research in environmental education that
generates qualitative data (often from a case study approach), the Lieberm an and Hoody report
generated large am ounts o f quantitative results that are seen to be “convincing,” “striking,” and
“com prehensive” (Evergreen, 2000b, p. 5-6).
In a second study, Simone (2002) explored the relationship betw een school ground
greening and academic perform ance at 16 elem entary schools in an urban school district in
Ontario, Canada. She found that students in Grades 3 and 6 attending schools w ith green grounds
perform ed better on province-w ide standardized tests than students who did not. W hen Simone
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controlled for socio-econom ic status, she found that the relationship betw een academic
performance and school ground greening persisted. Interestingly, the greening initiatives had a
stronger effect on achievem ent for students from poorer neighbourhoods as com pared to
wealthier neighbourhoods.

Evidence From O ther Settings: Children
Several other studies, conducted in settings other than school grounds, have explored the
impact o f natural settings on various aspects o f young peoples’ cognition. For exam ple, Grahn
and his co-researchers (1997) com pared the attention capacity o f children attending two different
day care facilities in Sweden. The first day care facility was in an urban setting (in M alm o), with
the day care surrounded by a tall building. The second day care facility (in K ipplan) has an
“outdoors in all w eather” philosophy, and is surrounded by orchards, pastures, and w ooded areas.
They found that children attending the latter day care had better m otor coordination and greater
attention capacity than the children attending the urban day care.
Researchers from the Human Environm ent Research Laboratory at the U niversity o f
Illinois have also explored the im pact o f nature on aspects o f cognition in children. In an initial
study, Taylor, K uo and Sullivan (2001) explored if and how the attentional functioning o f 96
children (7 to 12 years old) who have A ttention Deficit D isorder (ADD) is influenced by
spending leisure time in green settings (e.g., fishing, soccer) as com pared with non-green settings
(e.g., TV, video games). Results o f this study indicated that children with A D D had fewer
attention deficit sym ptom s after spending leisure time in green settings. In another study, FaberTaylor and her coauthors (2002) explored the impact o f nature located near hom es on three
aspects o f 169 children’s (7 to 12 years old) se lf discipline: capacities for concentration, impulse
inhibition, and delay o f gratification. They found that girls (n=78) showed significant, positive
relationships between near-hom e nature and each o f the self-discipline m easures. In other words,
girls who have green space im m ediately outside their hom e w ere leading more effective and selfdisciplined lives (i.e., able to concentrate more, etc.) than girls whose residences were surrounded
by barren settings.4 Faber-Taylor, Kuo and Sullivan conclude both papers by discussing the
4 While I find the gender differences described here (i.e., relationship with girls found, but not boys) quite
intriguing, they also raise many additional questions for me. For example, I would suspect that girls are
generally more self-disciplined in our society; how does this socialization effect influence the findings of
Faber-Taylor et al. (2002)? Furthermore, who decided that self-discipline is equated with effectiveness? Is
this true for girls and boys? Or just girls? Other researchers have explored the different ways that boys and
girls interact with and perceive green spaces such a school grounds (e.g., Harvey, 1989a; R. C. Moore,
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im plications for the design o f school grounds. They argue that since natural settings seem to help
to promote increased attentional functioning (Faber-Taylor et al., 2001) as well as self-discipline
(Faber-Taylor et al., 2002) - which are both im portant com ponents o f succeeding in academic
pursuits - then “perhaps after spending breaks in green schoolyards, children return to their
classroom s better prepared to pay attention, to suppress disruptive impulses and to wait patiently
for future breaks” (Faber-Taylor et al., 2002, p.61).5 They explicitly state that “green schoolyards
could play an im portant role in children’s academ ic pursuits” (Faber-Taylor et al., 2001, p. 74).
Two other studies, by W ells (2000) and W ells and Evans (2003), have contributed greatly
to our understanding o f the relationship between children’s cognitive functioning and green
environm ents. In an initial study, Wells (2000) im plem ented a prem ove-postm ove longitudinal
design to explore if and how the cognitive functioning o f children (7 to 12 years old) changed
when they m oved from “poor” housing w ith few natural settings to “better” housing with more
natural settings. In com paring cognitive functioning (as m easured by their ability to focus their
attention) o f 17 children from prem ove to postm ove, she found that children who experienced the
largest increase in natural elem ents (prem ove vs. postm ove) had higher levels o f cognitive
functioning than children who had less o f an increase in the am ount o f nearby nature. In a second
more recent study, Wells and Evans (2003) explored if nearby natural elements would help to
m oderate the stress levels o f 337 rural A m erican children, in Grades 3 - 5 (mean age = 9.2). They
found that the presence o f nearby nature ‘buffered’ the im pact o f stressful life events, such as
moving, bullying, and peer pressure, for the children in her study. I f stressful events are indeed
m oderated by ‘nature,’ W ells and Evans propose that their findings have powerful implications

1986b; Susa & Benedict, 1994; Weinstein, 1979), but future work is clearly warranted to fully understand
these complex gender relationships.
5 Statements such as this one (and others) that are included in Faber-Taylor et al. (2001,2002) are
somewhat troubling to me. Notions that school grounds are spaces that should allow students to “let off
steam” so they can be better prepared to “pay attention” and “suppress disruptive impulses” reinforces the
notion of school being a prison or preparation for factory work. Like others, I reject the “surplus energy
theory” of play (see Evans, 1995). The goal of school, in my mind and that of many environmental
educators, should not be to produce docile, repressed students. Further, I believe that school grounds
should not be seen as spaces that have such a different philosophy to the inside of schools. Such a dualism
(inside vs. outside) seems unnecessary and potentially detrimental. The findings of this study, however, do
shed some light on the relationship between green spaces and learning environments and it seemed
important to include it in this paper.
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for policy and design o f schools. They suggest that schools surrounded by natural areas m ight
help children develop resilience and prom ote their perform ance in schools.6
W hen considered together, the work o f Grahn et al. (1997), Faber-Taylor, Sullivan and
Kuo (2001; 2002), W ells (2000), and W ells and Evans (2003) helps to clarify the potential
relationship betw een exposure to green spaces and cognition o f young people. G iven that these
studies were done across a range of:
socio-econom ic statuses (low er class (Faber-Taylor et al., 2002; W ells, 2000) and
upper class (Faber-Taylor et al., 2001)),
•

races (prim arily African A m erican (Faber-Taylor et al., 2002) and prim arily
European A m erican (Faber-Taylor et al., 2001)),

•

ages (preschool (Grahn et al., 1997) and middle childhood (W ells & Evans, 2003))

•

children with differing cognitive abilities (children w ith extrem e A D D (Faber-Taylor
et al., 2001) and children with no know n attentional disorders (W ells & Evans, 2003)),
geographical locations (North A m erica (W ells, 2000) and Sweden (G rahn et al.,
1997)),

•

levels o f urbanization (urban (Grahn et al., 1997) and rural (W ells & Evans, 2003)),
and,
green environments (barren high rise apartm ents (Faber-Taylor et al., 2002) and lush
suburban homes (Faber-Taylor et al., 2001)),

it appears these findings are potentially generalizable. Even though these studies were not done
in the context o f green school grounds, they lend some support to the notion that green school
grounds m ight positively influence the cognitive abilities o f students.

E vidence From Other Settings: Adults
The relationship between nature and learning has been explored not only for young
people, but also for adults. M uch o f the research on adults suggests that exposure to natural
settings, such as trees, flowers, and parks, helps to m aintain or restore the capacity to direct o n e’s
attention, that is to focus, or concentrate. S. Kaplan and R. K aplan have been particularly
involved in advancing our understanding o f m entally restorative experiences (K aplan, 1984,

6 The work of Wells (2000) as well as Wells and Evans (2003) explores the impacts of amount of nature,
with little attention being focussed on the quality of the nature. I think there are important distinctions to
be made between amount and quality of nature, especially when one considers the social constructions
embedded within the term “nature.”
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2001; K aplan & Kaplan, 1989). O ther researchers have built on their work, by performing
several studies that have explored the relationship betw een adults, nature, and cognition.
C alifornia researchers Hartig, M ang, and Evans (1991) explored the impacts o f nature
experiences on the cognitive perform ance o f experienced adult backpackers. Using a quasiexperim ental field study, they com pared the cognitive functioning, as m easured by a standardized
proof-reading task, o f the backpackers w ho w ent on a wilderness experience (n=25), those that
went on an urban vacation (n=18), and those that had no vacation (n= 25). They found that those
who w ent on the w ilderness trip dem onstrated improved proofreading perform ance as compared
with the other two groups. In a second experim ent, the researchers com pared rates o f recovery o f
cognitive fatigue am ong participants who took a walk in a natural setting, with participants who
took an urban walk, and w ith participants w ho w ere involved in quiet relaxation (N=34 randomly
assigned to the 3 groups). They found that the group who participated in the nature walk had the
highest rates o f recovery from mental fatigue.
In another study, Tennessen and Cim prich (1995) evaluated and com pared attention
capabilities o f university students living in residences with different am ounts o f nature visible
from their window s. A cross the view categories, from all built to all natural, there was a trend o f
improved rating o f the various measures w ith increased natural elements in view. Students with
all natural views scored significantly higher on several o f the tests. In addition to perform ing
significantly better, students w ith the m ost natural views rated their own attentional functioning,
that is planning, deciding, concentrating on details, as more effective than those in all other view
categories. This study dem onstrates the positive effect o f nature view ed from a residence hall
window on student's intellectual functioning. Is the same benefit happening for students at
schools who not only get to look out o f their classroom windows, but also get to be in green
spaces during recess and lunch?
The research team from the Hum an Environm ent Research Laboratory at the University
o f Illinois has also explored the impact o f nature on cognitive functioning o f adults. Kuo (2001)
compared attention capabilities o f 145 adults living in inner city urban housing com plexes with
varying degrees o f vegetation. She found that adults who lived in greener settings dem onstrated
greater attention capabilities than adults living in more barren settings. In another study, Kuo and
Sullivan (2001a) explored the relationships am ong attentional functioning, mental fatigue, and
crime rates o f 145 residents in inner-city urban public housing units with varying degrees o f
vegetation. They found that residents living in greener settings had higher m easures of
attentional function and lower levels o f m ental fatigue than their neighbours who lived in more
barren conditions. In another study, Kaplan (2001) explored the relationship betw een residential
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vegetation and m easures o f attention by studying residents o f apartm ent buildings. She found
that residents whose w indow s faced natural settings evaluated them selves as perform ing better on
several health and well being indices that are related to attention restoration.

Sum m ary
In this section o f the review , I explored if and how natural settings, such as green school
grounds, influence an individual’s cognitive functioning. The research exploring this relationship
points to a relationship betw een cognition and exposure to green spaces. The evidence comes
from a wide variety o f settings (on green school grounds and other natural settings) and a range o f
ages (children and adults). Future research to allow for a greater understanding o f the underlying
mechanism s o f this relationship is warranted.

Green School G rounds and Social/Behavioural Developm ent
In the first section o f this Chapter, the role green school grounds could assum e in
facilitating the formal curriculum was explored. The evidence suggests that w hen students are
learning with the green school ground as their classroom that there is positive im pact on both the
process o f their learning, as noted by factors such as increased enthusiasm and creativity, and the
final product o f their learning, as represented by grades.
B ut research suggests that green school grounds play im portant roles that extend well
beyond delivering the formal curriculum . An array o f evidence suggests that they assume an
im portant role in delivering an inform al curriculum as well. Informal learning is intrinsically
m otivated learning that happens w ithout teacher intervention. It occurs w hen students spend
unstructured tim e on the green school ground and they leam about social and behavioural skills.
So, are students dem onstrating more prosocial behaviours on the green school ground?
A re they being m ore cooperative? Are they less aggressive? Do they have m ore friends? Are
they being nicer? M any researchers have studied the relationship betw een natural settings and the
social interactions and behaviours o f children and adults. Some o f these investigations have been
done on school grounds, w hile others have been done in other settings, such as childcare centres,
public housing developm ents, and com m unity playgrounds. There is general agreem ent in the
literature that there is a link betw een natural environments, such as green school grounds, and
positive social behaviours. W ith a view to exploring these possible relationships, in the following
section, selected studies that shed insight into this environm ent-behaviour relationship for pre
school children, school age children, and adults are presented.
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Pre-School C hildren
Tw o studies w ith pre-school children by G.T. M oore (1986) and H uttenm oser (1995)
examined the relationship betw een young children’s behaviours and the design o f their play
environm ents. G.T. M oore (1986) explored if and how the spatial definition o f a setting
influenced children’s behaviours (aged 2.5 to 6 years) in 14 childcare centres in M ilw aukee,
Illinois, USA. In this study, spatial definition was m easured by 10 variables, including the degree
o f enclosure and degree o f visual separation from other settings, etc. Exam ples o f ‘spatially
defined behaviour settings’ include activity pockets w ith partially surrounding walls, changes in
floor coverings as well as w all hangings. A fter m aking 1,061 observations, M oore found that
children in w ell-defined childcare settings were engaged in more social interactions, were being
more cooperative, and w ere being less competitive, than their counterparts in less-defined
settings. W hile this study was done inside a childcare setting, the im plications have been
extended to school ground design w here m any planners stress the importance o f having spatially
w ell-defined school grounds (e.g., R.C. M oore, 1996; T oronto D istrict School Board, 2000).
In a study w ith pre-school children in Switzerland, H uttenm oser (1995) com pared social
behaviours betw een tw o groups o f 5-year-old children (N =20). The first group o f children were
allow ed to play in outside spaces w ithout traffic w ithout adults (n=10); the second group could
not leave their hom es unaccom panied by adults (n=10). He found that the children who lived in
places that allowed unaccom panied outdoor access reported having twice as m any friends than
did those living in places w ith restricted outdoor access.

School-A ged Children
Several studies have pointed to the influence o f natural settings, such as green school
grounds, on the social behaviour o f school-aged children (Alexander, W ales N orth, & Hendren,
1995; C heskey, 1994, 2001; Lieberm an & Hoody, 1998; R.C. Moore & W ong, 1997; Titman,
1994; W einstein & Pinciotti, 1988). Several o f these studies these will now be briefly discussed.
In w hat is generally considered to be a seminal w ork, Titman (1994) w orked with the
U K -based organization, Learning Through Landscapes, to conduct a qualitative research study
using sem iotics to assess how children’s behaviours and social interactions are influenced by the
design o f a school ground. Titm an (1994) explains that semiotics “is a theoretical approach for
the study o f com m unication and interpretation. The sem iotic enterprise aims to unravel the web
o f shared cultural m eanings that encode an expected social response to all design and its signs and
sym bolism ” (p. 16). To gather inform ation related to student perceptions o f the school ground,
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Titm an invented a technique in w hich students chose images from them ed collages to describe
and build their ideal environm ent. As a starting point, qualitative in-depth group interviews were
conducted with children using the collage boards. The group o f students then took the researcher
on an ‘expedition’ on the grounds during w hich the interview continued. A total o f 25 small
groups (8 to 10 children) w ere interview ed involving a total o f 216 children (ages 5 to 12).
O ne o f the key findings is that the young people in Titm an’s study believed school
grounds should provide an opportunity to be a place for:
D oing activities that involve adventure and risk taking;
Thinking through exploration and discovery;
•

F eeling a sense o f ow nership and safety; and,

•

B eing an individual, a child, and a private person.

Titm an also found that school grounds, in them selves, are a ‘hidden curriculum ,’ a “ form
o f m ass com m unication - they are as much ‘tex ts’ as the books in the library, the songs at
assem bly and TV program m es...T h e environm ent is a language with its own vocabulary and
gram m ar” (pp. 16-17).

She found that a positive correlation exists between the conditions o f the

school ground and behaviours and attitudes o f children. For exam ple, children believed that the
school grounds are inextricably connected to the school buildings and that those who were
responsible for the design o f the school ground “m ade it like that” for a reason (p. 57). Titm an
asserted that w hen school grounds failed to m eet the needs o f its users, thereby m aking tim e in
the school ground unenjoyable, the children believed that this was a conscious decision by people
in positions o f authority who did not care. Titm an asserts that:
•

School grounds, by their design and the way they are managed, convey m essages and
m eanings to children that influence their attitude and behaviour in a variety o f ways.

•

C hildren read these m essages and m eanings from a range o f signifiers which frames
the cultural context o f the environm ent. This constitutes the hidden curriculum o f
school grounds.

•

The hidden curriculum has considerable influence, in a range o f subtle but different
w ays, on the operations o f all schools.
It is w ithin the pow er o f those who m anage schools to determine the nature o f the
hidden curriculum o f their school grounds (Titman, 1994, p. 63).

Stine (1997) also investigated the hidden curriculum o f school grounds and found that
students “connect this evidence o f lack o f care for space as a symbol that the place and, perhaps,
the people are not cared for” (p. 193). Stine also found that students who attend a poorly
designed school are sent m essages that the school is not a safe place, that teachers and the
com m unity do not care about the surroundings o f their youth, and that the school is not ‘a place
o f love.’

19

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

M oore is another researcher that has been involved in a longterm research project that
investigated, am ong other things, the how social relations and behaviours are influenced through
changes in the outdoor school design. M oore, w orking in conjunction with W ong, the principal at
W ashington School, docum ented the transform ation o f a 1.5 acre school ground in Berkley,
C alifornia betw een 1972 and 1979. M oore and W ong used a variety o f research techniques,
ranging from anecdotal observations to behavioural m apping to interviews, to gather data about
the effects o f the transform ed school ground on students, parents, teachers and the community.
M oore and W ong’s findings have been reported in a variety o f forums, including books (R. C.
M oore, 1986a; R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997), chapters in edited books (R. C. M oore, 1986b; R.C.
M oore, 1989), as well as academ ic journals (R. C. M oore, 1989b). Through researching the
transform ation on the Environm ental Yard - or the “Y ard” - they concluded that a w ell-designed
school ground will provide opportunities for young people to socialize with each other. M ore
specifically, they suggested that the green school ground could help facilitate positive
interpersonal relations:
A s far as w e could observe, the diverse nature o f the Y a rd .. .fostered peaceful
coexistence. The m ost obvious indication w as the lack o f boredom among the children,
w ho rarely found them selves in negative, antisocial situations where teasing was used to
add interest to their lives, (p. 120)
M oore and W ong (1997) observed that children in the green school ground developed
th eir ow n culture that incorporated m any pro-social behaviours that had not been w itnessed prior
to the school ground transform ation. Children w ere seen dem onstrating positive, cooperative
attitudes and children from a w ide variety o f ethnic backgrounds, ages, abilities, and personalities
played together more. The green yard engaged young children “as a com m unity. . .in orienting
their values in a prosocial direction deeply enough to resist the negative influences o f the broader
culture” (R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997, p. 120).
Finally, Lieberm an and H oody (1998), in their C losing the Achievem ent Gap study,
found that w hen students are learning in and w ith the natural environment, an atm osphere o f
collaboration em erges am ong students and teachers. The large majority o f teachers and
adm inistrators surveyed in their study reported that students im proved in their abilities to
collaborate (98% o f respondents), function dem ocratically (88%), practice civility (93% ) and
com m unicate (94% ). They conclude that “as students w ork together, m entor their peers and
younger students, and observe teachers w orking in team s, they have the opportunity to develop
interpersonal skills that will serve them throughout their lives” (p. 65).
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A dults
It appears that natural settings help to prom ote social interactions o f adults as well. As
noted above, H uttenm oser (1995) found that the children w ho could play outside alone had more
friends than their counterparts. This relationship persisted for the parents o f the children who
could play outside: they reported having tw ice as m any acquaintances than the parents o f
children w ho had to accom pany their children outside.
Tw o other studies by K w eon, Sullivan and W iley (1998) and Kuo, Sullivan, Coley and
B runson (1998) established positive links betw een exposure to green com m on outdoor spaces
around housing developm ents and social opportunities, sense o f community, and neighbourhood
social ties for adults. In the first study, Coley and her co-researchers (1997) investigated how
natural elem ents influenced the use patterns o f outdoor public spaces in the public housing
developm ents in Chicago, Illinois. The researchers used a technique called “observational walkbys” in w hich the observers w alked through the housing developm ents w ith varying levels o f
vegetation and recorded inform ation on the presence o f trees and vegetation as well as the
presence and characteristics o f the residents using the spaces. A combined total o f 96
observations were made in the housing developm ents during the sam pling period. Two results
are o f interest here. First, by analyzing a presence/absence coding for trees and people in the
housing developm ents, the researchers found a statistically significant relationship betw een the
presence o f trees and the presence o f people. People were m uch more likely to be present in
outdoor areas with trees than in spaces w ithout trees. This relationship was m aintained for both
adults and youth. Second, w hen the researchers explored the relationship betw een the presence o f
trees and the number o f people, they found a statistically greater num ber o f people in treed areas
than non-treed areas. T reed areas attracted larger groups o f people than areas w ithout nature.
In another study, K w eon et al. (1998) explored if and how natural environm ents influence
older ad u lts’ social interactions. The researchers perform ed structured interview s with a total o f
91 older adults (ages 64-91) from 11 identical apartm ents in a housing developm ent in Chicago,
Illinois. Each o f the apartm ents had varying levels o f vegetation in its surrounding common
space.

K w eon et al. (1998) found significant correlations between exposure to green common

spaces and social relationships as well as sense o f local community. In other words, older adults
in the housing developm ent w hose apartm ents were surrounded by green space experienced
greater involvem ent in neighbourly activities and reported stronger social relationships with
friends and neighbours. Furtherm ore, older adults in the housing developm ent who had more
exposure to green com m on space reported a stronger sense o f unity and experienced a stronger
sense o f belonging.
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These studies provide additional support to the contention that exposure to green spaces
promotes m ore social contact as well as m ore prosocial behaviours.

R estoration and B ehaviour
W hile the above studies have pointed to the social and behavioural benefits that emerge
for pre-school children, school-aged children, and adults w ho are simply exposed to natural
settings, other studies have explored the social benefits that emerge for people who are involved
in the active pro cess o f restoring a landscape.
In one study, A lexander, W ales-North and Hendren (1995) evaluated the social benefits
o f participating in a M aster G ardener Classroom Garden Project for 52 Grades 2 and 3 (7 to 8
years old) students in San A ntonio, Texas, USA. In analyzing interviews conducted with students,
teachers, and parents, the researchers found that students in the Project had opportunities to learn
“valuable lessons about life” (p. 259), such as cooperation, m otivation, and delayed gratification.
The students also had increased opportunities for social exchanges with adults and community
members.
O ther studies have also elucidated the social opportunities that emerge from community
restoration projects (I. M iles, Sullivan, & Kuo, 1998, 2000; Shapiro, 1995). For exam ple, M iles,
Sullivan and K u o ’s (1998) investigated the benefits that em erged for 263 ecological restoration
volunteers in Illinois, USA. In analysis o f their questionnaires, they found that the volunteers felt
numerous interpersonal benefits o f their w ork, such as enjoym ent o f working w ith different age
groups, accom plishing som ething as a group, and meeting friendly and interesting people. They
also reported opportunities for intrapersonal grow th, such as a boost in self-esteem, a sense o f
hum bleness and a feeling o f being part o f som ething profound. In his reflective essay, Shapiro
(1995) has also noted the intrapersonal grow th that em erges from restoration projects, suggesting
that this kind o f w ork “can spontaneously engender deep and lasting changes in people, including
a sense o f dignity and belonging, a tolerance for diversity, and a sustainable ecological
sensibility” (p. 225).
A m odest body o f research has also explored the participatory benefits/skills/behaviours
that emerge for young people during the process o f greening (Dym ent, 2004; R. Hart, 1997;
H unter et al., 1998; Kenny, 1996; R.C. M oore & Wong, 1997; Titman, 1994) and num erous “how
to books” exist that detail how students can participate in the process o f greening (e.g., Driskell,
2002; Evergreen, 2000a; R. Hart, 1997; H unter et al., 1998; K enny, 1996; R.C. M oore & Wong,
1997; Stine, 1997). The exploration o f student participation extends, o f course, beyond school
ground greening initiatives: other researchers have examined this issue in the context o f
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com m unity developm ent, health education, sustainable developm ent, as well as other
environm ental education initiatives (e.g., Breiting, 2000; Chawla, 2002b; P. Hart, 2000; Jensen &
Schnack, 1997; Sim ovska, 2000).
Researchers have developed m any terms (e.g., ‘action com petence’ (Jensen & Schnack,
1997); ‘genuine participation’ (Sim ovska, 2000); ‘environm ental prax is’ (Faw cett et al., 2002),
‘participatory dem ocracy’ (W als & Jickling, 2000)), and fram eworks (e.g., ‘Ladder o f
Participation’ (R. H art, 1992, 1997)) to discuss the im portance o f m eaningful youth participation
in initiatives such as school ground greening projects.

W hile these researchers differ somewhat

in their interpretation and uptake o f the notion o f participation, they generally agree that a critical
com ponent o f school ground greening (and other initiatives) is to ensure that young people’s
voices and concerns are considered during the greening process. They problem atize and resist
‘to k en ’ approaches to including students in greening initiatives, w hereby they are, for example,
including only in tree planting events. Some researchers place particular emphasis on the notion
that students should be involved in the problem identification phase o f greening projects (e.g., R.
H art, 1997). M any argue that young people have a right to participate in decisions that relate to
their quality o f life and contend that students, w hen given the opportunity, will be able to
critically evaluate their spaces, identify alternatives, and evaluate the outcomes. A ll these
researchers agree that one of, if not the, biggest outcom es o f school ground greening is allowing
young people to acquire skills related to dem ocracy, participation, and citizenship during the
process o f greening. And finally, they assert that young people will carry these skills into
adulthood, allowing them to become political, engaged, and reflexive adults who know their
rights and responsibilities as m em bers o f a com m unity.7
In looking for additional support for child and youth participation, m any point to
international docum ents that recognize and support the notion that young people can and should
be involved in decisions related to civic life. For exam ple, the 1989 United N ations Convention
o f the Rights o f the Child (CRC) is a set o f universal standards for the protection and
developm ent o f children (UNICEF, 1990). The CRC contains a series o f ‘participation articles’
that articulate that young people are independent, thinking individuals who are capable o f being

7 It is important to note that many researchers (including some of those listed above) have taken more
critical approaches in exploring the issue of ‘participation.’ For example, some have argued that
participation has become such a widely used term that is has become a part of modern jargon, and it’s
ambiguity has resulted in it being used in many sectors (e.g., development and education) without close and
critical evaluation (see Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Cornwall, 2002; Rahnema, 1992).
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involved in decisions that affect them (e.g., see A rticles 12-15, 17).8 Other international
conferences have built on the foundations laid in the CRC and have sought to clarity and
strengthen the nature o f children’s participation (e.g., A genda 21, Local A genda 21) (UNCED,
1992; W CED, 1993).

Sum m ary
In this section o f the review, I presented some literature that explores the relationships
betw een nature and social behaviours for children and adults in a variety o f settings. It appears as
though natural settings, such as green school grounds, can help to encourage positive social
behaviours, such as cooperation, com m unication, collaboration, dem ocratization, and political
em powerm ent/e fficacy.

Green School Grounds and Play
A m odest body o f research has investigated how natural settings influence the play
behaviour o f young people. In this section o f the chapter, I review some o f this research by
exploring children, adolescent and adult preferences for ‘playing/being’ in natural settings. I then
present several studies that have examined if and how play behaviours are influenced by natural
settings, such as green school grounds.

Preference fo r N atural Settings
A central them e that emerges from the research on nature and play behaviours is that
young people, when given a choice, prefer to play in natural settings (Cunningham & Jones,
1996; R. C. Moore, 1986a; Raymund, 1995; Sobel, 1993). In one study, M oore (1986a) asked
urban youth (ages 9-12) to draw their favourite place and 96% o f the illustrations were o f
outdoor places. In another study in an isolated A ustralian city, Cunningham and Jones (1996)
gave disposable cameras to 24 children (8 to 12 years old) and asked them to record their after
school play environments. The majority o f the children’s im ages were taken in natural areas that
were dom inated by trees, greenery, and leafiness. Sobel (1993) asked children (ages 5-15) in
England (N=90) and Carriacou, G renada (N =101) to draw m aps o f the areas around their house
that included the spaces that are important to them. He found that 60% o f the children drew some

8 Interestingly, the CRC also contains an article closely related to the issue of school ground greening.
Article 31 addresses children’s right to play, rest, and leisure.
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sort o f fort, den, or bush house located in a som ew hat natural setting. Sobel asserts that these
natural spaces are “almost a universal experience o f childhood” (p. 6).
A dults rem em ber these childhood ‘special places’ as well. Several researchers have
asked adults to reminisce about their favourite places as a child, and it appears that m any adults
fondly recall natural settings. Sebba (1991), for exam ple, found that almost all the adults in her
study identified the most significant place in their childhood with the outdoors (N =198). In
another retrospective study, Raym und (1995) found that 78% o f the adults in her study preferred
to play outside as children (N=40). Sobel (1990) also found that many adults, w hen asked to
describe their favourite places in middle childhood, recalled special natural places, such as forts,
dens, and bush-houses (N=100).
Some researchers have also explored the relationship between adolescents and nature
(K aplan & Kaplan, 2002; O w ens, 1988, 1994; C. Thom ashow , 2002; Wals, 1992, 1994b). As
O w ens’ (1994) research reveals, many adolescents’ favourite places are not natural spaces;
instead, they prefer more developed spaces w here they can be with their friends. T he K aplan’s
(2002) propose that there appears to be a ‘tim e o u t’ in the adolescent relationship w ith nature.
They also discuss the im portance o f recognizing the unique needs o f teenagers and discuss how
properly facilitated nature experiences can help to m eet their needs. C. T hom ashow (2002) builds
on the w ork o f the K aplans’ and describes several successful approaches that have been taken to
help attend to the “essential w ild nature o f adolescent developm ent” (p. 263). A dolescents’
relationship with nature appears som ewhat m ore com plex than the relationship betw een children
and nature and perhaps this is because they are craving excitem ent, autonomy and peer
acceptance (C. Thomashow, 2002).

Play Behaviour in N atural Settings
Clearly, young people “prefer” to play in natural settings. But are play behaviours
actually different in natural settings? Do different play opportunities become available through
natural settings, as compared w ith m anufactured settings? A re more play activities possible on
green school grounds? Unsurprisingly, m any studies have shown that the type, quality and
diversity o f children’s school grounds directly affect the type, quality, and diversity o f children’s
play.
In one study, Kirkby (1989) investigated the use o f ‘refuges’ (i.e., enclosed spaces or
places to hide) by pre-school aged children (N =26, m ean age 4 years, 8 months) on a school
playground, in M ercer Island, W ashington, USA. Using a behavioural m apping technique, she
recorded children’s use o f the areas during the play period. K irkby found that children spent 47%
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o f their playtim e in the refuges that occurred in less than 10% o f the play area. She also
investigated types o f play that occur in natural refuges and found that children playing in the
natural refuges engaged in more dram atic play (i.e., dom estic and adventure play) than grossm otor or passive play (for similar studies, see Lindholm , 1995; W einstein & Pinciotti, 1988).
US researcher Barbour (1999) expands our understanding o f the relationship betw een
play behaviours and design on school grounds, by bringing in issues o f social interactions into her
investigation.

She com pared play behaviours betw een two school grounds: one that provided

prim arily opportunities for physical play; another that provided for a diversity o f play
opportunities. At schools that only provided opportunities for active and physical play, social
hierarchies were established through these m eans, and children with low physical com petence (or
desires) w ere often social excluded. C onversely, at schools where a diversity o f play
opportunities were afforded, students w ho were less physically com petent could still engage in
the social hierarchy and participate in a type o f play that was more in line with their
abilities/interests.
In another study, M oore and W ong (1997) found that the green school ground (i.e., the
Yard) in Berkeley, California allow ed young people to “expand the play repertoire” (p. 91) by
engaging them in less organized play and m ore unorganized ‘free’ play. In the green school
ground, they observed an increase in active play, creative play, pretend play, exploratory play,
constructive play and social play as com pared with the original school ground. They noted,
This was a far cry from the old school ground, where girls hung around adm iring the
boys’ prow ess at playing ball or felt excluded because they w ere not attracted by the
crowded play equipment; and w here nonathletic children were ridiculed for not
participating in the unchanging routines o f ball courts, game lines, and m etal bars. (p. 91)
Malone and Tranter (2003 a; 2003 b) have very recently advanced our understanding o f
the relationship betw een the designs o f school grounds and play behaviours o f students. They
used a wide range o f data collection techniques at 5 elem entary schools in A ustralia (C anberra
and M elbourne), including behavioural observations and interviews w ith 10 children at each
school (8 to 10 years old). They found im portant differences betw een the play behaviours o f
students across the five schools. A t one o f the schools in their study, m any students w ere
engaged in play behaviours that had them interacting w ith and exploring in the environm ent;
while at other schools, no students w ere engaged in these play behaviours. W hile M alone and
Tranter suspect that some o f these differences emerged because o f the different designs o f the
school grounds, they also found that an equally im portant influence on children’s play w as a
school’s philosophical com m itm ent to facilitating diverse play. They argue that “school design,
although instrumental in the potential for extending the curricula, is not as vital as having a view
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o f learning that does not distinguish betw een indoor-outdoor environm ent” (M alone & Tranter,
2003b, p. 299). Variables such as staff attitudes, curriculum content, and school policies, w ere as
often as im portant as the design in facilitating and encouraging diverse play behaviours.
N atural settings influence play behaviours in outdoor settings other than green schools
grounds, such as daycare centres and in inner-city housing developm ents (Faber-Taylor, W iley,
Kuo, & Sullivan, 1998; Freem an, 1995; H errington, 1997; Susa & B enedict, 1994). In one long
term experim ental study performed on childcare playgrounds in the US, H errington and
Studtm ann (1998) studied if differences in play behaviours emerged as a result o f children (2 to 6
years old) being allow ed to play w ith/in natural elements (such as plants and bushes), as opposed
to m anufactured play structures. They found important differences in children’s play behaviours
after m ore natural elem ents replaced asphalt and m anicured grass. Before the ‘greening,’ the
environm ent encouraged physical activities, and social hierarchies were established prim arily
through physical proficiency. A fter the ‘greening,’ a diversity o f play spaces was created,
allowing children to develop social, em otional and cognitive skills (instead o f ju st physical).
Clearly the ways in which children play are strongly influenced by the design o f the environm ent.
Play outside inner city housing developm ents is also influenced positively by more
natural elem ents. Faber-Taylor, W iley, K uo and Sullivan (1998) com pared the am ount and type
o f children’s play betw een low and high-vegetated spaces (N =262 children, 3 to 12 years old).
They found that significantly more play occurred in high vegetation spaces than in low vegetation
spaces. Furtherm ore, w hen the researchers coded types o f play into several categories, the
incidence o f creative types o f play was significantly higher than other types o f play in higher
vegetation spaces. W hen they exam ined the relationship betw een levels o f vegetation and
children’s access to adults, they found that groups o f children in higher vegetation spaces had
greater access to adults than groups in low er vegetated areas.
O ur understanding o f the relationship between play and environm ent has been recently
advanced by the w ork o f Fjortoft and Sageie (2000). U sing methods from landscape ecology and
geom orphology, they analyzed, using GIS, a 7.7 hectare ‘playscape’ in N orw ay w ith a view to
determ ining the natural environm ent’s suitability as a playground for children. They evaluated
and mapped, at a landscape level, a num ber o f characteristics o f the area, including vegetation,
topography, and the play habitats. From their analysis, they were able to evaluate how effective
the landscape was in providing a viable, safe, and diverse playscape for the children. Such a
rigorous and analytical analysis o f children’s play environm ents has not, to my knowledge, been
done before and the full ramifications o f such an approach to evaluation and planning rem ains to
be fully explored.
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The Im portance o f Cubbies, Dens, Forts, a n d Special Places
Some researchers have focussed their energies on understanding the im portance o f
allow ing young people to m ake m eaning in, w ith, and through their play environm ents, by
m oving objects and creating ‘special’ places (Cobb, 1977; Kylin, 2003; Sobel, 1993). They assert
that this is particularly im portant for children in m iddle childhood - ages 7 to 12.
Sobel (1990; 1993), for exam ple, exam ined the importance o f forts, dens, and ‘special
places’ in the lives o f children, particularly m iddle-aged children (ages 5-6 to 11-12). Sobel
interview ed children in England (N=90) and Carriacou, G renada (N=101) and perform ed
extensive interviews w ith adults (N=100) in N ew England and Carriacou. From his research,
Sobel (1990) concluded that:
C hildren need the opportunity to create and m anipulate, w ithin prescribed limits, small
worlds. The creation o f these worlds from plastic m aterials (shapeable, open-ended
m aterial like dirt, wood, clay or L ego’s) gives children the opportunity to organize a
world and then find places within it in w hich to become them selves, (p. 8)
Sobel argues that this is particularly important in m iddle childhood, w hich is a “critical period in
the developm ent o f se lf and in the individual’s relationship to the natural w orld...C hildren leave
the security o f home behind and set o u t...to discover the world” (1993, p. 159). D uring middle
childhood children are involved in place-m aking activities, such as fort building, role playing, and
constructive play and are developing a key relationship with the natural world. Sobel (1990)
found that ‘special places’ have common attributes. M ore specifically, special places are: 1)
found or constructed by children on their own; 2) secret; 3) owned by their creators; 4) safe;
5) organized worlds; and, 6) em powering to their builders (p. 10) Sobel’s findings are useful in
considering transform ed school grounds. Do school grounds provide young people with an
opportunity to create forts, dens, and other special places? Indeed, they can.
Sobel’s (1990) w ork on middle childhood expands upon the work o f C obb (1977). In
“The Ecology o f Imagination in Childhood,” C obb (1977) asserted that middle childhood is a
critical period in w hich young people develop a relationship with the natural world. She stresses
that children need the opportunity to participate in ‘w orld-m aking’ or ‘w orld-shaping’ activities.
A natural setting (or transform ed school ground) that has elem ents o f com plexity, plasticity, and
m anipulability allow children to engage in a variety o f significant ‘w orld-m aking’ play
behaviours such as fort building, role playing, cause-effect actions, as well as constructive play.
A lthough C obb’s contention that children feel these experiences ‘universally’ has been
questioned (Chawla, 1986), her work provides relevant guidance for people interested in
understanding the scope and potential transform ing school grounds.
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Sum m ary
The studies described in this section o f the review reveal that young people, w hen given a
choice, prefer to play in natural settings. They also suggest a positive link between play
behaviours and natural settings. These findings suggest that green school grounds might have an
im portant role to assum e in providing children with preferred venues for play and for encouraging
the developm ent o f positive play behaviours.

Green School G rounds and E nvironm ental A w areness and Stewardship
A significant num ber o f authors and researchers have asserted that contact with the
natural w orld helps young people develop environm ental awareness and stewardship skills. The
exploration o f the relationship betw een nature and environm ental values formation in young
people has been done in the context o f both school grounds (Adams, 1991; Bell, 2001a; Centre
for Ecoliteracy, 1999; H arvey, 1989a, 1989b; R.C. M oore & Wong, 1997; Pivnick, 2001) and
other natural settings (Abram , 1996; Cobb, 1977; R. H art, 1987; House, 1996; Hutchison, 1998;
N abhan & Trim ble, 1994; Sheppard, 1982; Sobel, 1993). I begin by reviewing the literature that
explores the relationship betw een green school grounds and environm ental awareness and
environm ental stew ardship. I then discuss how an individual’s relationship with the natural w orld
changes during different developm ental stages and conclude with a brief summary o f the
challenges o f creating conditions for exploring environm ental values.

Green School Grounds and E nvironm ental Aw areness
Several researchers have postulated that green school grounds assume important roles in
fostering environm ental awareness. Through regular, hands-on involvem ent with the soil, rocks,
plants, and animals that are featured on these sites, students are becoming more familiar w ith and
m ore know ledgeable about the natural world.
In a classic study on school ground greening, H arvey (1989a) examined the relationship
betw een children’s experiences with vegetation on school grounds and their environmental
attitudes. Harvey hypothesized that students who had m ore extensive experience with vegetation
at school (as well as hom e) would have m ore positive environm ental attitudes as w ell as a greater
know ledge o f botany. To test her hypothesis, she exam ined the experiences o f 845
schoolchildren from 21 schools in England. She com pared students’ attitudes and know ledge
with four particular aspects o f their school landscape. She found that students from highly
vegetated school grounds had more positive environm ental attitudes and had higher scores for
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botanical know ledge than students from schools w ithout vegetation. H arvey’s quantitative, largesample study is widely cited in the literature related to school ground greening as providing
concrete evidence that green school grounds can be a medium for enhancing environm ental
know ledge and attitudes.
Environm ental aw areness is also developed on green school grounds through initiatives
and infrastructure that address issues related to w aste production (compost program s), energy use
(shade trees planted on appropriate aspect to cool schools in summer), and w ater consum ption
(ro o f run o ff catchm ents that store w ater for school gardens). W hen students are surrounded by
school infrastructure and system s that are environm entally responsible, then students are able to
learn through living and interacting with these systems. They are also sent pow erful m essages
that these technologies and approaches are viable and workable in mainstream society.

G reen School Grounds a n d E nvironm ental Stewardship
The underlying hope, o f course, is that w hen students spend time on, interact with, and
learn from the green school ground, that they w ill develop a sense o f stewardship that translates
into a deep environm ental com m itm ent that extends well beyond the school grounds themselves.
C anadian researcher Bell (2000; 2001a) explored the relationship betw een green school
grounds and environm ental stew ardship. She conducted a 10-month case study in a selected
school board in southern O ntario that had restored a wetland adjacent to the school property.
Through interview s with teachers, principals, parents, and students and 72 days o f direct
observations o f students in grades 1,5,6,7, and 8, Bell explored, amongst other things, how the
green school ground provided students w ith opportunities to engage with the natural world on an
“intim ate and em bodied level” (p. 210). This connection, she argues, allowed students the
opportunity to learn to identify plants, anim als, and changes in seasons as well as understand the
interdependence among the individual entities. They learned to develop a ‘sense o f place’ in
w hich they felt a connection to the environm ent that surrounds them. These experiences, Bell
suggests, “added a depth o f feeling and com m itm ent not accessible through indoor, print-centred
approaches to learning which so often cast relationships w ithin the m ore-than-hum an world in
term s o f distance, detachment, abstraction, and control” (2001a, p. 223).
Through these intimate connections, it is hoped that the students who attend a green
school w ill develop an environm ental ethic that w ill influence their actions and behaviour as
adults. M oore (1986a), for exam ple, asserts that “first hand experience o f the natural
environm ent will prepare children to make inform ed, responsible judgem ents about the wise use
o f our environm ent as adult voters and taxpayers” (p. 76). Several researchers using the
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‘significant life experience’ fram ew ork for research have also noted how contact with natural
settings as a child assists in form ulating environm ental values that extend into adulthood
(C haw la, 1992; Cobb, 1977; C orcoran, 1999; H su & Roth, 1998; Palm er, Suggate, Bajd, H art et
al., 1998; Palmer, Suggate, Bajd, & Tsalaki, 1998; Palmer, Suggate, Robottom, & Hart, 1999).9

D evelopm ental Stages o f E nvironm ental Connections
Some researchers have docum ented how an individual’s relationship with nature changes
during different developm ental phases, such as prenatal developm ent, infancy and early
childhood, middle childhood, adolescence (e.g., see H utchison, 1998; K ahn Jr. & K ellert, 2002).
W hile contact with nature is im portant during all stages o f developm ent, some researchers and
theorists including Cobb (1977), H art (1987), H utchison (1998), Sheppard (1982), Sobel (1993),
and Nabhan and Trim ble (1994) stress that contact with natural settings is especially im portant
during m iddle childhood (ages 9-12). As an exam ple, Sobel (1993) perform ed em pirical studies
o f children’s interactions with nature and concluded that “middle childhood is a critical period in
the developm ent o f se lf and in the individual’s relationship to the natural w orld...C hildren leave
the security o fh o m e behind and set o u t...to discover the w orld” (p. 159). During this time
children are involved in place-m aking activities, such as fort building, role playing, and
constructive play and are developing a key relationship with the natural world. O ther researchers
have explored the relationships am ong nature, environm ental education, and values form ation for
both adolescents (K aplan & K aplan, 2002; C. Thom ashow , 2002; W als, 1992, 1994a) as well as
university students (M. Thom ashow , 1995). In light o f this research, it is im portant to recognize
the ways that green grounds in pre-schools, elem entary schools, secondary schools and even
universities can support the evolving and changing relationships betw een developing individuals
and nature.

How to B est “D o ” E nvironm ental Education
There has been m uch discussion in the literature about how environm ental program s,
such as school ground greening initiatives, influence young people’s environm ental attitudes and
values. Some contend that environm ental education happens when teaching and learning occurs
in remote nature based settings (e.g., J. M iles, 1991) while others advocate teaching young people
environmental values by teaching about the environm ent (e.g., A rm strong & Im para, 1992;

9 O f course the ‘significant life experience’ framework has been criticized by some researchers who
problematize the notions o f ‘experience’ and ‘memory.’ (e.g., A. Gough, 1999a; N. Gough, 2002).
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Sm ith-Sebasto, 1995). The contention that nature experiences alone will help people to care about
the environm ent and in turn becom e com m itted environm entalists has been challenged by some
writers. Russell (1999), for exam ple, doubts that nature experiences are “som e sort o f panacea”
which will lead to a “linear progression o f nature experience leading to caring leading to
com m itm ent leading to action” (p. 124).
Some researchers contend that m ore affect-driven approaches to education are necessary
to evoke an em otional response to environm ental issues that will in turn influence environm ental
values (Adam s, 1991; A lerby, 2000; Engel, 1991; H ansen-M oller & Taylor, 1991; Pooley &
O'Connor, 2000; Schneekloth, 1989). Still others insist that a political approach to teaching
environm ental values is necessary to avoid “liberal environm entalism ,” w hich Lousley (1999)
describes as “inherently depoliticised environm entalism , claim ing to ‘save the earth’ w hile
m aintaining the social, political, and econom ic status quo” (p.295). A nd som e assert that
environm ental education is a pedagogical endeavour that should focus on developing reflective,
active citizens who understand issues o f dem ocracy, citizenship, and how to act individually and
together (i.e., action com petence) (Breiting, 2000; Jensen & Schnack, 1997).
The debate about the best way to ‘do ’ environm ental education is certainly com plex (see
Gurevitz, 2000 ) and is likely to continue. U nderstanding if and how green school grounds can
assume a role in facilitating environm ental education is imperative.

Sum m ary
K now ing if young people can develop environm ental values on a green school ground is
becom ing increasingly im portant given the growing num ber o f challenges facing educators trying
to offer nature experiences in m ore remote wilderness based settings (Sim m ons, 1998).
Furtherm ore, given that som e studies have found that direct contact with w ild nature does not
necessarily prom ote interest in the environm ent or action on its behalf (see Bogner, 1998; Eagles
& Dem are, 1999; Flaluza-D elay, 1999; Russell, 1999), the im portance o f understanding the
potential o f urban natural spaces, such as green school grounds, to influence young people’s
environmental values should not be underestim ated.

Green School G rounds and Health
A large num ber or researchers have explored the links between nature and health. While
some have investigated if and how nature helps people recover from illness m ore quickly, others
have examined if nature helps p reven t illnesses and/or prom ote wellness. In this section o f the
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review, I present some o f this literature and explore the connections betw een nature on green
school grounds and health recovery, prevention and prom otion.

N ature a nd H ealth Recovery
There is reason to believe that contact with a green school grounds m ight help sick
students to recover more quickly than contact with a barren school ground. A lthough no research
has been done that explicitly explores the relationship betw een greening initiatives and recovery
rates o f unwell students and staff, research in other settings, such as hospitals, suggests that nature
might indeed be, as A nita Olds suggests, a “healer” (Olds, 1989). Two studies in hospital settings
indicate that patients whose w indow s faced natural settings had faster recovery rates and took
fewer pain killers than patients whose w indow s overlooked unnatural settings, such as brown
brick walls (Ulrich, 1984; V erderber, 1986). Given these findings, it is interesting to ponder if
green school grounds m ight help “heal” the illnesses o f students, teachers and adm inistrators. For
example, it would be interesting to compare absentee rates betw een schools w ith and without
greening program s to explore if such a correlational relationship exists.10

Nature, Illness Prevention and H ealth Promotion
In addition to helping people recover from illnesses m ore speedily, there is a large body
o f evidence that suggests that natural settings, such as green school grounds, m ight also help
prevent illnesses. Prevention o f illness in schools can m anifest itself in m any w ays, including the
reduction o f exposure to m idday sun and avoidance o f pesticide use, both w hich are seen as
threats that comprom ise children’s health (W igle, 2003) (Bell, 2004; Toronto Public Health,
2002).
M any conventional school grounds are hot places, and as they are presently designed,
they are heat islands w ithin cities. W hen school grounds do n ’t have trees or shade structures,
students are exposed to direct sun during the highest risk period o f the day —betw een 10 am and 4
p m .11 They spend a significant am ount o f this tim e outdoors ( 1 - 3 hours per day) partaking in a
variety o f activities, including m orning and afternoon recess, lunchtime, physical education

10 It is, of course, somewhat of a “leap of faith” to ponder such relationships, but if similar results have
emerged as a function of green spaces around hospitals/prisons, then it seems reasonable that they might
exist as a function of green school grounds. More research is clearly warranted.
11 I acknowledge and thank Anne Bell, from Evergreen, for providing me with information about shade
issues on school grounds (see Bell, 2004).
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classes, and other field trips or extra-curricular activities. In m ost cases, as Bell (2004) notes,
“they have little choice about exposure to the sun” (p .l). To illustrate how hot conventional
school grounds can be, M oogk-Soulis (Evergreen, 2003) recorded surface tem peratures o f school
grounds at 15 schools in W aterloo, O ntario, Canada (Septem ber 1999) that had not transform ed
their school ground. She found that they were, on average, 5.2 degrees Celsius hotter than
tem peratures in surrounding areas. She contends that if shade trees were introduced into the
school ground, the surface temperatures would decrease by as much as 25 degrees Celsius,
thereby reducing exposure to and the effects o f the m idday sun. Indeed, proper tree placem ent can
help to reduce solar radiation, wind speed, and air tem perature (Bolund & Hunhammar, 1999;
Heisler, Grant, Grim m ond, & Souch, 1995).
Childhood exposure to UVR is a m ajor factor in the developm ent o f skin cancer (Toronto
Public Health, 2002). The Toronto Public Health (2002) suggests that children who are subject to
one blistering sunburn during childhood have doubled their risk o f getting skin cancer. Children
are considered to be particularly vulnerable because they have thinner skin and are more sensitive
to UVR. Their long life expectancy m eans that they have a high risk o f cum ulative exposures,
more tim e to develop diseases associated with UVR, and more years o f life to be lost. Green
school grounds can help to educate students about the dangers o f UV R and to protect them from
U V R by providing shade on the school grounds (see Greenwood, Soulos, & Thomas, 1998;
Q ueensland Health, 2002). When students are invited to participate in tree planting efforts, Bell
(2004) notes that “education and protection go hand in hand” (p .l).
Contact with nature also appears to assume a role in health prevention by actually
prom oting positive health. A t some schools, for exam ple, the school ground is transform ed into a
food garden and becom es a venue for teaching young people about how their food is grown,
produced, and transported. An excellent exam ple o f health prom otion occurring via a school
ground garden is at the Edible Schoolyard in Berkeley, California where students are involved in
caring for a 1 hectare garden (Centre for Ecoliteracy, 1999). Students also have formal school
lessons in the Edible Kitchen, where they learn how to make healthy m eals from the food they
have helped to grow in the garden (See also Canaris, 1995; Dillon, Rickinson, Sanders, Team ey,
& Benefield, 2003; M orris, Briggs, & Zidenberg-Cherr, 2002).
It is plausible that exposure to and contact with natural settings on green school grounds
m ight even reduce absentee rates at schools. This line o f reasoning emerges from the w ork o f
E.O . M oore (1981) who compared the incidents o f m edical calls between prisoners whose
w indow s looked out to nearby nature with those whose w indow s faced unnatural or built settings.
He found that the prisoners with a view o f natural settings made significantly fewer visits to the
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m edical facilities than their counterparts. Research by Swedish researcher Grahn and his co
researchers (1997) adds to this line o f reasoning. They found that children attending an “outdoors
in all w eather” day care facility took few er sick days from their program than their peers who
attended an urban day care facility surrounded by tall buildings.
A dvances in the field o f environmental health have pointed to the positive health
outcom es o f exposure to natural environments. Frum kin (2001) reviews how contact with
animals, plants, landscapes, and w ilderness contribute to hum an health and concludes that
“ .. .contact with the natural world may be directly beneficial to health” (p. 234). Several studies
have shown that contact with the natural elements in urban settings can contribute to enhanced
interpersonal, physical, emotional, and com m unity well being (Han, 2003; Hartig et al., 1991;
H oneym an, 1992; Kaplan, 1984, 1985, 2001; Lewis, 1992, 1994; Shapiro, 1995; Sorte, 1995;
Ulrich & Parsons, 1992; van Kamp, Leidelm eijer, M arsm an, & de H ollander, 2003). Several
researchers who have exam ined school ground greening initiatives have also pointed to the
positive social and behavioural impacts o f these projects (R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997; Stine,
1997; Titm an, 1994), but further exploration o f the relationship between the natural environm ent
and health prevention in school settings is warranted.
For those who take a sociobiological perspective, a positive relationship betw een contact
w ith nature and health comes as no surprise. For m uch o f human existence, survival depended on
relationships with natural environments. In light o f this historical relationship with the natural
world as w ell as gene and culture co-evolution, W ilson (1983) hypothesized the existence o f
biophilia, suggesting that humans have an innate need for wild spaces and natural environm ents.
H e argues that humans are dependent on nature, and the hum an tendency to be interested in life
and natural processes is actually an expression o f biological and genetic need. From this
perspective, then, it would not be surprising that exposure to natural settings would be associated
w ith positive health.

Sum m ary
The literature presented in this section o f the review points to the positive relationships
am ong nature, children, health prevention, and prom otion. W hile little is understood about the
role o f green school grounds acting as agents o f health prevention or prom otion, it seems
plausible that such a relationship m ight exist. Future studies are warranted to explore these
relationships.
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Green School Grounds and Safety
Could green school grounds help to increase the sense o f safety at schools? Decrease
crime rates? Reduce vandalism ? M inimize bullying? 1 now examine the literature that explores
the links betw een nature and safety. W hile m uch o f this literature is from settings other than
green school grounds, the findings might be applicable to school settings.

Safety at Schools?
O ver the last few decades, num erous researchers have examined the issue o f school
crimes, such as bullying, violence, thievery, and vandalism , in both elementary and secondary
schools (e.g., Baker & M ednich, 1990; Blyth, Sm ith-Thiel, M itsch-Bush, & Sim m ons, 1980;
Boulton, 1999; Craig, Pepler, & Atlas, 2000). These studies shed insight into w hy many students
perceive schools to be, as Baker and M ednick note, “unsafe place[s]” (1990, p. 37). W hile school
violence takes place both inside and outside o f schools, there is evidence that suggests that som e
offences, such as bullying, may be more com m on on school grounds than in classroom s (Craig et
al., 2000). Furtherm ore, some school ground greening initiatives have been targets for vandalism
(Stout, 2001). In response to the increase in such negative behaviours on school grounds, schools
are using a num ber m anagem ent strategies, such as increasing the num ber o f teachers on duty,
enforcing stricter rules, having segregated playgrounds, enforcing anti-bullying policies, reducing
the length o f recess, or even totally elim inating recess (Evans, 1997, 2001).
O ther schools, however, have proposed less confrontational approaches to managing
aggressive behaviour. These schools acknow ledge the relationship between the design o f a school
ground and behaviours (Evans, 2001; R. C. M oore, 1986b; Rivkin, 1995; Titm an, 1994), noting
that dull playgrounds are very boring, which in turn can lead to its users becom ing frustrated,
annoyed, and even aggressive. By offering young people a diversity o f play spaces, these
researchers note that playgrounds become m uch more peaceful and harmonious. Researchers like
Titm an (1994) and M oore and W ong (1997) note that the changes in behaviour can be even more
dram atic if the young people are involved in the process o f greening (Hynes, 1996; Lewis, 1992;
Trust for Public Land, 1995).
Green school grounds do, o f course, present som e new safety issues, such as allergic
reactions to vegetation or insects, injuries from natural elem ents such as rocks and logs, reduction
in sight lines from trees and bushes, and safety concerns about water features (e.g., Gamson
Danks, 2001). The challenge, o f course, is to develop school grounds that give due attention to
safety w ithout placing excessive limitations on behaviour (Evans, 1995). W ith regard to green
school grounds, as Gamson Danks (2001) notes, m any o f the ‘new ’ hazards can be readily
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addressed and m itigated through proper design and management. For example, com post bins can
be properly placed to reduce the risk o f bee stings, and trees can be planted to ensure that sight
lines are not compromised.
O ther researchers have also noted that the design o f an environm ent has an effect on
crime rates. The research team from the Hum an-Environm ent Research Laboratory at the
University o f Illinois have perform ed three studies that explore violence, crime, and sense o f
safety in C hicago inner city urban public housing complexes with varying degrees o f vegetation.
In their initial study, Kuo, B acaicoa and Sullivan (1998) used com puter-based photo sim ulations
to explore the relationship betw een tree density, grass maintenance and sense o f safety. In their
study w ith 100 residents in the housing units, they found that certain natural elements, such as
densely planted trees and m aintained grass, increased residents’ sense o f safety. In a second
study, K uo and Sullivan (2001b) found that residents whose apartments were surrounded by more
natural elem ents reported lower levels o f fear, fewer incivilities, and less aggressive behaviour
than residents whose apartm ents had less natural exposure. They also examined police crime
reports to com pare the relationship betw een vegetation and crime in 98 apartm ent buildings.
They found that residents who lived in buildings surrounded by natural elements reported fewer
property and violent crimes. In a third study, K uo and Sullivan (2001a) com pared levels o f
aggression among 145 residents who lived in buildings surrounded with varying degrees o f
vegetation. They found that residents who lived in buildings surrounded by a barren landscape
reported m ore aggression and violence than their neighbours living in buildings surrounded by
natural elements.
In sum, there is a variety o f evidence suggesting that naturally designed outdoor spaces
may be linked to lower levels o f crime and aggressive behaviour. V egetation has been linked to
greater sense o f safety, less aggressive and violent behaviour.

Sum m ary
In light o f these studies, it is plausible that green school grounds m ight help increase a
school com m unity’s sense o f safety and decrease rates o f violence. How these studies fit in with
the contention that green school grounds have been targets o f vandalism remains unexplored.
Thus, exploration o f the relationship betw een school ground greening initiatives and crim e rates
is encouraged in order to understand to full potential o f greening initiatives.
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Sum m ary o f R eview of Impacts
There appear to be some benefits that emerge for a school community when a school
ground has been greened. It is im portant to note, however, that some o f the studies that describe
the benefits, w hile com pelling and fairly convincing at first glance, should not be em braced
unequivocally. For exam ple, it is difficult to entirely accept some o f the findings from studies
that have adopted a m ore quantitative fram ework, because the com plexities o f issues often remain
unexplored. In addition, it is difficult to know how far to extend the findings o f the qualitative
studies that provide rich insights into the experiences o f a specific program or initiative. How
generalizable are the findings o f these studies? Should the effects be expected at other schools
w ith naturalized yards? Furtherm ore, som e o f the evidence presented on school grounds has been
generated through anecdotal observation and it is difficult to know if and how to apply these
findings.
As such, a considerable am ount o f room exists to further our understanding o f school
ground greening in order to have a greater insight into the impacts on students, the com m unity
and the environm ent. Future studies that used both quantitative and qualitative m ethods in a
variety o f settings, w orking with a variety o f populations w ill enhance this understanding.

School Ground G reening and Critical Environm ental Education
Having review ed the prim ary literature related to school ground greening, I now explore
this concept in light o f the theories o f critical environm ental education. It is im portant to
recognize from the outset that I could approach the proposed research on school ground greening
from num erous disciplines, such as educational studies, environm ental studies, and urban
planning. It is an obvious choice, given the focus o f this doctoral program, for m e to approach
this review o f the literature from an ‘educational studies’ perspective. That said, how ever, I
would like the reader to be aware that several perspectives will not necessarily be represented in
the following review . Even w ithin the discipline o f educational studies, there are countless lenses
through which I could approach this review o f the literature. For example, I could frame the topic
o f school ground greening in a variety o f educational concepts, such as critical pedagogy,
curriculum developm ent, child developm ent, school effectiveness, school-com m unity
relationship, and environm ental education. I have, however, chosen to frame much o f this
research within a critical environm ental education perspective because it best reflects my
theoretical and ideological perspectives.
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W ithin the last century, N orth Am erica has become a predominantly urbanized continent.
The resource-based econom y that once characterized this country and influenced hum an-nature
relationships has less influence on the lives o f m ost Canadians. Intimate contact and associations
w ith wild environm ents are becom ing far less common for many N orth Am ericans living in both
urban and rural settings (Orr, 2002; Pyle, 2002).
In the late 1960’s, in response to the evidence o f environm ental degradation and the rise
o f environm ental consciousness through seminal books such as Rachel C arson’s Silent Spring,
formal educators began to agitate for an “educational approach that effectively educates man [sic]
regarding his relationship to the total environm ent” (Stapp, 1998, p. 34). Term ed ‘environm ental
education,’ this early approach “aimed at producing a citizenry that is know ledgeable concerning
the biophysical environm ent and its associated problem s, aware o f how to help solve these
problem s, and m otivated to w ork tow ard their solution” (Stapp, 1998, p. 34).
Like all educational reform m ovem ents, environm ental education has undergone
num erous changes since its inception. As such, the theories and practices o f environm ental
education have been, and continue to be, highly contested (Bak, 1995; H uckle, 2000; Russell,
Bell, & Fawcett, 2000; Sauve, 2000). W hat exactly is environmental education? Debates have
occurred within the environm ental education com m unity over the philosophies, policies and
practices that guide the m ovem ent. W hile the conceptual and m ethodological frameworks o f
mainstream environm ental education have em erged through documents created from a num ber o f
international conventions, including the Belgrade Charter (U NESCO/UNEP, 1976), Tbilisi
conference (The Intergovernm ental Conference on Environm ental Education, 1977), the M oscow
congress (U N ESCO /U N EP, 1987), and A genda 21 (in particular Chapter 36) from the Rio
conference (U N CED , 1992), in fact, there is no international consensus on w hat constitutes
environm ental education (see Scott & Gough, 2003).
A w elcom e addition to the international landscape is the Treaty on Environm ental
Education for Sustainable Societies that was created at the Rio W orld Conference on the
Environm ent held in 1992 (W orld N GO Forum , 1993). The Treaty, often referred to as the
A lternative Treaty, is w ritten in four languages and was created by m em bers o f non-governm ental
organization and educators from five continents. The A lternative Treaty has 16 principles and is
thought, by some, to be the m ost “inclusive, dem ocratic, and com prehensive definition of
environmental education to date” (Russell et al., 2000, p. 198). Some o f the principles that are
relevant to my research on green school grounds include:
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Principle 2. Environm ental education, w hether formal, non-form al or informal, should be
grounded in critical and innovative thinking in any place or time, prom oting the
transform ation and construction o f society.
Principle 4. Environm ental education is not neutral but ideological. It is a political act.
Principle 5. Environm ental education m ust involve a holistic approach and thus an
interdisciplinary focus in the relation between hum an beings, nature and the
universe.
Principle 8. Environm ental education m ust facilitate equal partnerships in the process o f
decision m aking at all stages and levels.
Principle 10. E nvironm ental education should empower all peoples and prom ote
opportunities for grassroots dem ocratic change and participation. This means
that com m unities m ust regain control o f their own destiny.
Principle 11. Environm ental education values all different forms o f knowledge.
K now ledge is diverse, cum ulative and socially produced and should not be
patented or m onopolized.
Principle 15. Environm ental education m ust stimulate dialogue and cooperation among
individuals and institutions in order to create new lifestyles which are based on
m eeting everyone’s basic needs, regardless o f ethnic, gender, age, religious,
class, physical or m ental needs.
Principle 16. E ducation m ust help develop and ethical awareness o f all forms o f life with
w hich hum ans share this planet, respect all life cycles and impose limits on
h um ans’ exploitation o f other forms o f life (W orld N G O Forum , 1993).
W hile laudable, m ost environm ental education initiatives (especially in formal
educational settings) seem to fall short o f achieving these lofty goals. Barriers to delivering
environm ental education include lack o f time, resources, and funding (H am & Sewing, 1988).
Furtherm ore, w e are living in a society known for its consumerism, anthropocentrism , and
resourcism, and system ic change is challenging (Faw cett et al., 2002).
W ithin the environm ental education community, academ ics and practitioners have
struggled to resolve num erous dilem m as found w ithin and betw een the theory and practice o f
environm ental education. Som e o f the tensions are related to issues such as: standardizing
curriculum and program s (P. H art & Kool, 2000; M cClaren, 1997; Roth, 1997); advocacy
(Chapman, 1999; Flogaitis, 2000; Jickling, 2001; Jickling & Spork, 1998; Lousley, 1999); the
role o f wild nature (H aluza-D elay, 1999; P. Hart, 1990; Russell, 1999); as well as inclusivity o f
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diverse voices in environm ental education (A. Gough, 1999b; Ruffin, 1996; Running-G rass,
1996).
W ith a view to addressing some o f these issues, environmental educators have been
exploring if and how concepts such as sustainability (Huckle & Sterling, 1997; Lefebvre, 2000),
social justice (Faw cett et al., 2002; Lousley, 1999), quantum physics (Selby, 2001), ecojustice
pedagogy (Bow ers, 2002), critical pedagogy (Bell & Russell, 2000), postm odernism , (H uckle,
2000; Sauve, 2000) and ecofem inism (A. Gough, 1999b; Russell & Bell, 1996) can inform and
strengthen the theory and practice o f environm ental education. As a result o f these explorations,
‘critical environm ental education’ has emerged.
N ot surprisingly, given the diversity o f ideas and voices contributing to the theory and
practice o f critical environm ental education, there is no accepted universal definition o f critical
environm ental education. For the purposes o f the present research on green school grounds,
however, I have chosen to use the five criteria for critical environm ental education proposed by
Faw cett, Bell and Russell (2002) in their paper “Guiding our Environm ental Praxis: T eaching and
Learning for Social and Environm ental Justice.” In this paper, the authors illustrate their efforts
to achieve the theory and practice o f critical environmental education in their own teaching at
post secondary institutions. M ore specifically, they describe how they incorporate the following
five criterion in their own teaching: 1) resisting anthropocentrism , 2) grounding teaching and
learning in stu d en ts’ lives, 3) paying attention to place and bioregionalism , 4) encouraging action,
and 5) w elcom ing a diversity o f voices. I have also included an additional sixth criterion called
“environm ental education in the city” that 1 think would be a vital elem ent o f critical
environm ental education as it relates to school ground greening.
I have chosen to fram e the following section o f the literature review w ith these six
criteria because they seem to encom pass many o f the ideas found in the literature on critical
environm ental education. In the following section o f this review, I briefly explore each criterion
and postulate if and how it m ight be facilitated through a school ground greening project. This
section is very speculative because, aside from Bell (2001a), no other researchers have
approached school ground greening from this framework. I also explore how the theoretical
foundations could inform and strengthen the school ground greening movem ent.

R esisting A nthropocentrism
M ainstream education system s promote, either im plicitly or explicitly, pow erful
m essages regarding the relationship between humans and nature. M any young people grow up
estranged from the natural w orld and come to believe that they are superior to and in control o f
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nature. A nthropocentrism is the term used to describe this phenom enon and it refers to the
“belief in the prim acy o f the hum an enterprise and hence in the inherent superiority o f humans
over all other species and thereby the right to dom inance” (Bell & Russell, 1999, p. 70).
C ritical environm ental education efforts help to disrupt anthropocentrism and the
dichotom ous relationship betw een hum ans and nature by encouraging students to explore and
develop their relationship w ith the natural w orld. Students are provided w ith opportunities for
seeing them selves as part o f nature and are encouraged to “reaw aken” their “connections with the
natural w orld” (Pivnick, 1994, p. 58). M any authors have explored how contact with the natural
world (not necessarily on school grounds) can help to heal the relationship that exists betw een so
many humans and the natural w orld (A bram , 1996; Bell, 2001a; Bowers, 1996; N abhan &
Trimble, 1994; Pivnick, 1994).
Some research has been done on green school grounds that supports the idea that restored
and naturalized landscapes can provide a venue for disrupting anthropocentrism by allowing
students to connect w ith the natural world. Bell (2001a) perform ed a 10-month case study in a
selected school board in southern Ontario that had restored a wetland adjacent to the school
property. Through interview s w ith teachers, principals, parents, and students and 72 days o f
direct observations o f students in grades 1,5,6,7, and 8, Bell explored the benefits that emerge
when students w ere allow ed the tim e and space to engage w ith the natural world on an “intimate
and em bodied level” (p. 210). She found that students and adults who were involved with the
restoration project were provided w ith opportunities for reconnecting with the natural world.
These experiences, Bell suggests, “added a depth o f feeling and com m itm ent not accessible
through indoor, print-centred approaches to learning which so often cast relationships within the
m ore-than-hum an w orld in term s o f distance, detachment, abstraction, and control” (2001a, p.
223). B ell’s study provides insight into the experiences o f students, teachers, principals and
parents at one school. G iven the small sam ple size o f this study, it is difficult to determ ine if
B ell’s findings apply at other schools with green yards. In my proposed study, involved and
uninvolved teachers as w ell as adm inistrators will be asked to describe if and how young people
are provided w ith opportunities for connecting with the natural world on green school grounds.

G rounding T eaching and L earning in Students’ Lives
E nvironm ental educators working w ithin a critical fram ew ork assert that teaching and
learning should be grounded in the lives o f students (Bell & Russell, 1999). M ainstream
education system s often separate students from their learning through curriculum standardization,
textbooks, and through pow er structures that exist in school system s (see for example,
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Hargreaves, 2003; H argreaves, Earl, M oore, & M anning, 2001). As Hargreaves (2003) observes,
“Im proving standards in the form o f subject-based targets, or putting excessive em phases on
literacy and num eracy, m arginalizes the attention to personal and social developm ent that is the
foundation o f com m unity, and elim inates interdisciplinary attention to global education that is at
the heart o f cosm opolitan identity.” R esisting this separation, critical environm ental educators
advocate that educational practices and content should reflect the cultures and com m unities o f the
students and they “question the individualistic and universalistic narratives which shape
curriculum and schooling generally” (Faw cett et al., 2002, p. 4).
School grounds appear to be a venue through which teaching and learning could be
grounded in the lives o f students, due to the involvem ent o f students in aspects o f the planning
and m aintenance o f school grounds and the schools are usually in the same neighbourhood has
m ost students’ hom es.

Attention to Place/Bioregionalism
An im portant com ponent o f critical environm ental education is helping students gain an
understanding o f their bioregion or hom eplace (Faw cett et al., 2002; Orr, 1992). In some
traditional environm ental education program s, young people are taken far away from their homes
in the city to ‘w ild nature.’ As a result, m any students can easily end up believing that nature is
som ething that is separate from their everyday lives and certainly not present in the city. They
also m iss the opportunity to learn about the natural spaces that exist near their hom es in the city.
Critical environm ental educators try to reduce the separation betw een city and wild
nature by encouraging students to experience natural spaces within the urban landscape that is
their home (M artil-de Castro, 1999). N um erous urban spaces, such as city parks, backyard
gardens, and green schools, can be used to allow students to learn about their bioregion. These
spaces can be used to help students learn about local flora and fauna that co-exist in their
hom eplace.
School grounds could be a suitable venue for allowing students to learn about their
bioregion on a daily basis through both formal and informal learning. Research conducted by
Bell (2001a) and M oore (1997) suggests that green school grounds can be a venue for helping
students learn about, and in turn care for, their hom eplace.

Action
Many traditional environm ental education program s fail to provide a forum for students
to act upon the know ledge they have gained (H aluza-D elay, 1999). A nd those program s that do
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have an action com ponent often only attem pt to tackle safe and non-controversial issues such as
recycling, without addressing the broader social issues that have led to the current situation
(Lousley, 1999). Lousley (1999) found that “the liberal environm entalism taken up within
schools is an inherently depoliticized environm entalism , claim ing to ‘save the earth’ while
m aintaining the social, political, econom ic status quo” (p. 295).
Environm ental educators w orking w ithin a critical fram ework insist that a key com ponent
o f environm ental education is ensuring that students are able to translate their know ledge o f
environm ental issues into action that addresses the interrelationships betw een social, econom ic,
and ecological issues (Faw cett et al., 2002; Lousley, 1999). This need for action is sim ilarly
recognized in Principle 15 o f the A lternative Treaty on Environm ental Education (W orld NGO
Forum , 1993).
School grounds m ight provide a forum for allow ing students to learn in, with, and for the
environm ent while sim ultaneously encouraging them to recognize the underlying societal values
that cause environm ental degradation. Through the literature on school grounds, I found
exam ples o f ‘student activism ’ that w as occurring on school grounds (Centre for Ecoliteracy,
1999; M artil-de Castro, 1999; R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997). These activities, in my mind,
extended beyond simple and convenient actions, such as recycling, and instead addressed some o f
the system ic causes that are linked to environm ental problem s, such as racism , classism , and
sexism.

D iverse Voices and R esistance
M any critical environm ental educators from around the world contest the early definition
o f environm ental education offered by Stapp and the concepts and theories that have em erged
from the UNESCO and U N CED docum ents because o f the limited num ber o f voices that
contributed to their creation. A ustralian researcher G ough (1999b), for example, has critiqued the
m ainstream ‘universal’ definitions o f environm ental education offered via U N ESCO docum ents,
arguing that the m ajority o f discourse related to environm ental education in these docum ents has
been m ade by W estern E nglish-speaking males. She argues that “by making universal
statem ents, the [UNESCO] International Environm ental Program could be seen as saying there is
only one problem and one solution, thereby m asking any differences that may exist” (A. Gough,
1999b, p. 144). She continues that the “docum ents are based on worldviews, and w ritten in
languages, that are quite alien to non-W estern, non-English-speaking, and non-m ale people” (p.
157). South African researcher Bak (1995) also critiques the ‘universal’ definitions o f
environm ental education and argues that some o f the assum ptions guiding m ainstream
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environm ental education are not applicable or relevant in a country like South Africa, w hich has a
history o f apartheid and num erous other social and political challenges. Canadian researchers
Russell, Bell and Faw cett (2000) also note that “environm ental education needs to come to terms
with the ‘m onoculturalism ’ that pervades it” and to “recognize that different cultures may value
different bodies o f know ledge and different ways o f know ing” (p. 207).
Critical environm ental educators challenge the hom ogenization o f m ainstream
environm ental education and recognize that a diversity o f voices m ust contribute to the theory
and practice o f environm ental education. Furtherm ore, the ingrained power structures that
support inequitable relations that exist am ongst hum ans and between hum ans and the natural
world m ust be challenged.
Could school grounds be a venue for challenging the traditions o f a hom ogenous
environm ental education com m unity? Could school grounds provide a space for addressing the
system atic roots o f social and environm ental problem s, such as racism, sexism, heterosexism , and
classism ? As many have noted, inextricable links exist betw een environm ental m ovem ents and
social justice m ovem ents (Ruffin, 1996; R unning-G rass, 1996; Russell & Bell, 1996; Russell et
al., 2000). In school ground greening projects, opportunities may readily exist to address the
interrelationships betw een these linked oppressions. G iven that school ground restoration
projects often happen in urban settings made up o f diverse populations and are often driven by
com m unity members, issues such as sexism , classism and racism, and their relationships w ith and
to environm ental issues, may be m ore easily identified.
In m y mind, one way in w hich environm ental education becom es critical environm ental
education is when the interrelationships betw een these subjects becom e explicit. Environm ental
education then becom es accessible to people other than the already privileged - nam ely, white,
m iddle-upper class, heterosexual Canadians - w ho are fortunate enough to be able to call
them selves environm ental educators. It seems to m e that school ground greening initiatives
provide a possible venue for critical environm ental educators to explore the full possibilities o f
socially ju st environm ental education.

Environm ental Education in the City
A cadem ics and practitioners have explored w hat kinds o f natural spaces are perceived as
being appropriate venues for delivering environm ental education (M artil-de Castro, 1999;
Simmons, 1996). For example, Sim m ons (1998) investigated what m otivates teachers to use
various settings for teaching environm ental education. She showed 59 urban elem entary school
teachers a set o f black and w hite photographs w ith four different natural settings (deep woods;
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county park; urban nature; aquatic areas such as rivers, ponds and m arshes) and asked them to
judge each setting using questionnaire item s that described the potential benefits and barriers to
taking students to the setting for environm ental education. Simmons found that teachers view ed
the four natural settings quite distinctly. Deep w oods and aquatic system s were seen as being
significantly more appropriate for teaching environm ental education than urban nature. The
teachers also reported that urban nature was a significantly more difficult place to teach
environm ental education than any o f the other settings and that they w ere significantly m ore
w orried about taking their students to urban natural settings as com pared to any o f the other
settings. It thus appears the teachers in Simmons study were not overly enthusiastic about using
urban nature as a venue for delivering environm ental education.
I suspect that Sim m ons’ results are not atypical; m any m ainstream environm ental
educators maintain that environm ental education is best taught in large natural areas aw ay from
hum an influences. These environm ental educators insist that a deep connection with the natural
world can only be gained through direct contact with wild nature in rem ote settings (J. M iles,
1991) and argue that nature experiences lead people to care about nature and becom e com m itted
to and active for conservation.
This contention has been challenged by several writers working w ithin a critical
environm ental education fram ework, including Russell (1999) who doubts that nature
experiences are “some sort o f panacea” w hich will result in a “linear progression o f nature
experience leading to caring leading to com m itm ent leading to action” (p. 124). Indeed, some
studies have found that direct contact w ith wild nature does not necessarily prom ote interest in
the environm ent or action on its b eh alf (see Bogner, 1998; Eagles & Dem are, 1999; HaluzaD elay, 1999).
Despite her critique, Russell (1999) is not arguing ‘against’ the im portance o f nature
experience, but insists that more attention and care needs to be given to the structuring and
‘hidden curriculum ’ o f such experiences. I share this com m itm ent to providing nature
experience, while heeding R ussell’s w arnings, and worry that for m any teachers who w ork in the
public education system in urban settings, having access to wild nature is becom ing less and less
o f a possibility. Resources, in term s o f tim e and m oney, w hich may have previously been
dedicated towards facilitating these experiences, are becom ing less available (see Fisher, 2001).
For exam ple, across O ntario, m any outdoor education centres and program s have been elim inated
as a cost-cutting m easure. Furtherm ore, organizing and m anaging a field trip away from the
school is challenging. A s Sim m ons (1998) notes, teachers “must schedule the trip and m ay need
to arrange transportation, perm issions, and additional supervision. They are responsible for the
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students’ education as well as their sa fe ty .. .Each o f these extra responsibilities could form a
barrier that blocks teachers’ inclinations to provide nature experiences” (p. 23).
G iven this context, critical environm ental educators are exploring alternative w ays that
students can have contact with wild nature. One way that students can readily access natural
environm ents is on restored school grounds where asphalt and manicured grass have been
replaced w ith natural features, such as trees, ponds, and gardens (Bell, 2001a; M artil-de Castro,
1999). School grounds are becom ing an im portant resource for environm ental educators w ho are
interested in facilitating students’ interest in, connections to, and desire to participate in action on
b eh alf o f the natural world. Readily accessible on a daily basis, students are provided w'ith
opportunities to learn, play, and socialize in a natural setting several times during the day (e.g.,
before and after school, recess, lunch hour).
Recognizing the pow er o f the restored urban landscape has required m any environm ental
educators to radically reconsider their definitions o f ‘environm ental education’ and ‘nature.’
Some early environm ental educators believed that environm ental education could only happen in
w ild spaces. Considering offering environm ental education in urban landscapes with small
restored spaces is radically challenging some o f the foundations o f m ainstream environm ental
education theory and practice.

School G round G reening in Canada
A C anadian Perspective
Having review ed the prim ary literature related to school ground greening and
contextualized this topic w ithin a critical environm ental education fram ework, I conclude this
chapter by sum m arizing the current state o f school ground greening in Canada. I begin by
review ing the estim ated num ber o f schools that have been greened in Canada. I then review the
not-for-profit organizations that have been involved in this m ovement. I conclude this section by
review ing the academic research and other publications that have been produced in a Canadian
context in the last few years.
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Estim ated number o f schools.
It is estim ated that approxim ately 1,200 school grounds in Canada have been ‘greened’
(Evergreen, 2000b).12 It is im portant to note that this num ber includes a wide diversity o f
projects (e.g., those w ith a small garden as well as those that have been radically naturalized).

N ot-for-profit organizations.
A n emerging m ovem ent in Canada is recognizing the importance and potential o f school
ground transform ation. A t the centre o f the m ovem ent is a national organization called Evergreen
that is helping schools naturalize their yards. The organization offers a variety o f services to
interested schools including: funding, access to native plants, step-by-step m anuals, and links
with other schools. They also produce a new sletter called “The Outdoor Classroom ” that
provides support to interested teachers and adm inistrators.

F unding agencies.
In terms o f funding, a variety o f corporations are showing their support for school ground
greening as indicated through the creation o f grants and bursaries (e.g., Toronto A tm ospheric
Fund, Tree Canada, Shell Environm ent Fund, TD Canada Trust Friends o f the Environm ent).

Academ ic research.
A lthough limited, a small am ount o f academic research related to school ground greening
is being produced in Canada. A nne Bell recently com pleted her doctorate at York U niversity.
Her dissertation, Storied Experiences o f School-B ased H abitat Restoration (Bell, 2000), has been
discussed in this literature review and makes an im portant contribution to understanding the ecopedagogical potential o f school ground restoration initiatives. She has since published a num ber
o f articles based on her research (Bell, 2001a, 2001c, 2003). Simone (2002) recently com pleted a
m aster’s research thesis that investigating w hether a relationship exists betw een student
achievem ent and school ground greening in public elem entary schools in a small Ontario city,
w hile controlling for differences in socio-econom ic status. These research initiatives add to a
growing body o f academic literature investigating school grounds in Canada.

121 do not know how many of these (if any at all) have been turned back to concrete (Unfortunately, this
does happen. See R.C. Moore & Wong, 1997).
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Publications.
Several other Canadian publications related to school ground greening have been released
recently. G reening School Grounds: Creating H abitats fo r Learning (Grant & Littlejohn, 2001b)
is a com prehensive reference that helps transform the ‘idea’ o f school ground greening into a
‘reality.’ The book, com piled by the Canadian editors o f Green Teacher m agazine, is a
com pilation o f approxim ately 40 articles that guides readers through the phases o f school ground
transform ation. The book is organized into sections that allow readers to focus on the specific
areas they feel are m ost relevant. The first section sum m arizes the numerous benefits associated
w ith school ground greening. In the next section o f the book, the operational steps for beginning
the process o f school ground greening are presented, including how to develop a vision, secure
funding, create plans, as well as involve parents and the community. The subsequent sections
provide exam ples o f specific projects and ideas that can be used in school ground transform ation,
such as ro o f top gardens, native plant restoration, and school ground ponds. The writers conclude
w ith a section describing curricular options that emerge via a green school ground. The m ajority
o f the authors are practitioners and researchers from across North America, m any from Canada,
who are actively involved in school ground greening projects. As such, they are w riting from
experience and their suggestions are very practical.
In terms o f other publications, Evergreen has recently developed a num ber o f resources in
their “Learning G rounds Tool Shed” series. In N ature Nurtures (Evergreen, 2000b), the
historical and current literature related to school ground greening is review ed w ith a view to
describing the positive outcomes that emerge for students, teachers, and the school com m unity
w hen a school ground is transform ed. In Grounds fo r Learning (Bell, 2001b), school ground
greening projects from six schools from across Canada are profiled. In School G round Greening:
A P olicy and Planning Guidebook, the importance o f longterm planning and policy developm ent
is stressed (Evergreen, 2002).
The Toronto District School Board has been involved in creating tw o docum ents related
to school ground greening. The first document, entitled Transform ing the Schoolyard: H ow
L ocal Communities Design and B uild their P layground Learning Environments (2000) reflects
the voices o f the ‘design com m ittee’ that was com posed o f individuals with diverse interests,
disciplines, and areas o f expertise. The book offers a refreshing perspective on play
environm ents and contains specific design recom m endations for meeting the needs o f the w hole
child. M any specific examples o f green school grounds in the Toronto D istrict School Board are
found throughout this book. The Toronto D istrict School Board recently released a second
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docum ent called A B reath o f Fresh A ir (H oughton, 2003) that describes school ground greening
initiatives across the board.
As I have noted elsewhere (D ym ent, 2001), I believe that these Canadian docum ents will
becom e flagship contributions that add to a grow ing body o f international literature related to
school ground greening. It is conceivable they will jo in the ranks o f seminal references (R. C.
M oore, 1986a; R.C. M oore & Wong, 1997; Stine, 1997; Titman, 1994) currently used by
practitioners and researchers interested in school ground greening.

Conclusion o f Literature Review
It is clear to m e that many school grounds in Canada currently fall short o f providing
their prim ary users (i.e., the students) with the optim um experiences. Further, I assume that most
students are so entrenched in believing that the current state o f school grounds is ‘norm al’ that
they probably do not question the existing situation. This does not mean, however, that they are
unable to imagine that alternatives exist. The w orks o f M oore and W ong (1997), Stine (1997)
and Titm an (1994) suggest that young people, w hen given the opportunity, are able to imagine
that alternative structures for their school grounds are possible. They are able to dream about a
school ground with trees, shade, creeks, boulders, and gardens.
In reviewing the literature with a view to understanding the impacts o f school ground
greening, I found m any potential benefits that emerge for the school community. N evertheless,
there are still many gaps in our know ledge o f the impacts o f school ground greening programs.
To begin, m any o f the seminal research publications are written in an anecdotal genre making it
difficult to fully understand the effects o f the school grounds described in these studies (R.C.
M oore & W ong, 1997; Stine, 1997; Titm an, 1994). Furtherm ore, m ost o f the research has been
perform ed in the U nited States (Centre for Ecoliteracy, 1999; Harvey, 1989a; Lieberm an &
H oody, 1998; R.C. M oore & Wong, 1997) and England (Adams, 1990; H unter et al., 1998;
K enny, 1996; Stine, 1997). W hile several docum ents have recently been published in Canada
(e.g., Bell, 2001b; Evergreen, 2000b; G rant & Littlejohn, 2001b; Toronto D istrict School Board,
2000), their focus rem ains broad in scope and practical in nature in that they review the
international literature related to school ground greening and provide a ‘how -to’ manual for
im plem enting a school ground transform ation project (Dym ent, 2001). Some qualitative research
has been conducted in Canada, but the focus has been on individual schools (Bell, 2001a;
Cheskey, 1994). Very little thus is understood about the general trends or overall effects o f
Canadian school grounds.
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C hapter Sum m ary
In C hapter 2 , 1 presented a review o f the literature w ith the intention o f identifying key
concepts that will be relevant for this dissertation and I identified gaps in the literature to justify
the need for my research. Literature on reported impacts, critical environm ental education, and
C anadian school ground greening initiatives has been discussed in this chapter. In the next
chapter, the design o f the research, data collection procedures, and data analysis will be
discussed.
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C H A PTER 3: R E SEAR CH M ETH O D O LO G Y & M ETHODS

Introduction
In Chapter 2, the academic literature related to the topic o f school ground greening was
explored, sum m arized and critiqued. I concluded C hapter 2 with an assertion that m any gaps still
exist in our know ledge o f the impacts o f school ground greening program s and a call for a range
o f existing and em erging genres o f research to be em ployed to better understand school ground
greening from a Canadian context. Several research priorities were identified, and some o f these
are addressed in the present study.
In this chapter, I describe my m ethodological leanings and the actual m ethods used. I
begin w ith my personal reflections in w hich the theoretical and philosophical foundations that
guided and inform ed m y practices are described. Then, the specific elem ents o f the research
project are presented, including the research instrum ents, the research site, and the procedures
that w ere used for the collection and analysis o f the data.

R esearching Change: D oing Transform ative Research
M any doctoral students em bark upon a research journey that has some ‘change’ elem ent
w ithin it. School ground greening is an exam ple o f a change which has occurred in some schools
and it is easy to foresee that a series o f recom m endations will emerge out o f the present research
upon com pletion o f the dissertation. Changes within the educational system are complex,
dynam ic, and m ultivariate and they are occurring at the individual, organizational, and system
level (H all & Hord, 2001). In an educational system that is full o f so much change and
uncertainty, full o f so many ‘reform s,’ ‘m andates,’ and ‘im provem ents,’ how do we ensure that
‘good’ change happens? H ow do we ensure that change is continuous, yet enduring, and is not
overw helm ing? In speaking with m any A m erican educators, Hall and Hord (2001) note that a
com m on concern is that some educators feel as though the educational system “swings back and
forth like a pendulum ” (p. 20) as educational “fads” (p. 20) are presented that are intended to cure
the problem s faced by educators at all levels o f the system.
W hile this is certainly an understandable perspective o f change given the num erous
pressures faced by educators today, it is usually not the intention o f researchers to investigate an
innovation (i.e., school ground greening) and generate recom m endations that will result in
burdening people who w ork in the educational system. The main reason for researching
innovations and suggesting change is to serve the best interests o f the children in the educational
system . Hall and Hord (2001) support this contention by noting that “this never-ending quest to
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improve schools is supported by theoreticians, researchers, policy-m akers, practitioners, parents,
and the business com m unity, all o f whom have a stake in educating our children” (p. 21).
If researchers who study innovations have the interests o f children in mind, it should
come as no surprise then that they bring a considerable am ount o f baggage with them to their
research program s. Inside this baggage are the assumptions, agendas and beliefs that guide their
research program s. This baggage, when explicitly named and considered, ultim ately will m ake
their research programs more interesting, relevant, and m eaningful to the educational system.
Lather (1991) agrees that it is important for researchers to place themselves w ithin their research
and notes that “research approaches inherently reflect our beliefs about the w orld we live in and
w ant to live in” (p. 51). As such, she encourages researchers to investigate subjects that are o f
personal and political interest to them. Indeed, Lather supports researchers who choose to
investigate socially-just change innovations that they believe in, as she convincingly argues for an
“em ancipatory approach to research” and understands “research as praxis” (Lather, 1991, p. 52).
W hile the concept o f emancipatory research is inspiring and w orthwhile, it does not quite
capture the type o f research that was perform ed in the present dissertation, because o f the focus
and design o f this study. Adm inistrator, teacher, and parent perceptions o f school grounds w ere
collected via questionnaires and in-depth interviews. Due to the large num ber o f people
responding to the questionnaires and the short am ount o f personal contact that I had with
interview ees, I was unable to perform ‘em ancipatory’ research in which the participants gain
skills, know ledge, and pow er to contribute to social change, at least based on my research alone.
The participants in the present research benefited from participating in the research in that they
were provided w ith an opportunity to reflect upon their school ground greening project.
W hile the participants in the present study may have rem ained relatively ‘unchanged,’ it
is quite possible that the school ground greening movement might change as a result o f this
research. A s I note later on in this chapter, this research w as indeed political, and I imagine that
some o f findings m ight help the m ovement evolve. As such, I would thus like to use the term
‘transform ative’ research (D eschler & Selener, 1991) for the rem ainder o f this chapter when
referring to the type o f research that I was undertaking. D eschler and Selener (1991) assert that
transform ative research should be (1) ethical—with attention to hum an rights and social justice;
(2) em ancipatory—contributing to reduction o f oppression; (3) em powering—serving m arginalized
and disadvantaged groups; and (4) holistic—identifying relationships betw een parts and the w hole,
micro and macro contexts, local and global issues. I believe that my research methods were
transform ative and did touch, to varying degrees, on the categories identified by D eschler and
Selener (1991).
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Transform ative researchers who study change not only have to com e to terms with the
baggage they bring to their research program s, they also have to determ ine how to research that
change (D eschler & Selener, 1991). W hat part(s) o f the change innovation should they research?
How do they docum ent the influence o f the change innovation? If they really believe in the
change innovation that they are researching, how do they ensure that they are doing ‘valid’ and
‘reliable’ research? A nd, are ‘validity’ and ‘reliability’ even possibilities if one gives up the
notion o f objectivity and adm its a personal interest in the outcome o f the research (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000; G uba & Lincoln, 1994; H eshusius, 1994; Lather, 1991, 1993)? How does one
balance the desire to be a rigorous researcher and a useful activist (i.e., in my case, an
environm entalist)?
O ther researchers in the field o f environm ental education have also struggled to find a
balance betw een being an environm entalist a n d a researcher (M alone, 1999; Russell, 2003). In
her article entitled “Environm ental Education Researchers as Environm ental A ctivists,” M alone
(1999) reflects upon her ow n journey as a doctoral student where she was forced to confront this
issue. D raw ing from critical and feminist research (e.g., Carr & Kemmis, 1983; Lather, 1991),
M alone describes the sim ilarities betw een fem inist education research and environmental
education research and argues for an activist approach to environm ental education research.
M alone (1999) contends that “as researchers in environm ental education we are engaging in a
political a c t...if environm ental education em erges from environm entalism and if
environm entalism is a social movement, we are in essence generating know ledge to advance a
social m ovem ent” ( p. 175). Ultim ately, M alone (1999) describes how she assum ed the dual roles
o f both critical researcher and participant/environm ental activist during her doctoral work.
M alone confronts some o f the basic assum ptions surrounding ‘traditional’ research like it being
neutral, unbiased, and apolitical, and concludes by presenting “a challenge to environmental
education researchers and all critical researchers to move outside the ‘academ y’ and develop
partnerships with schools and communities and become directly involved in environmental
activism ” ( p. 176).
Like M alone (1999), Russell (2003) acknow ledges that finding the balance between
being a researcher and an activist can be challenging for young researchers. In reflecting upon
her own research, she w rites “balancing desires to attend to o n e’s position as a researcher.. .and
produce useful, reliable, and ‘trust-w orthy’ research is a delicate and difficult matter, one which
m any researchers, such as myself, could find paralyzing” (p. 126). My challenge in the present
research w as not to be, as Russell suggests, ‘paralyzed’ but to attempt to balance the dual roles o f
researcher and environm entalist.

54

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

Personal G round: My M ethodological Leanings
Having acknow ledged the challenges and com plications inherent in w orking on research
that involves ‘change’ in the education system, and having reflected upon the ideas about the
environm ental education research o f M alone and Russell, it becom es appropriate at this point to
acknowledge m y m ethodological leanings before describing in detail the specific m ethods o f my
research.

M y Identities
As m any critical theorists and feminists have noted (Harding, 1986; K irby & M cKenna,
1989; Lather, 1991), it is im portant to acknow ledge the role o f the researcher w ithin the research.
Eschew ing the traditional notion that the researcher should be an im partial observer o f events, I
readily acknow ledged the role and influence I had upon the design, analysis, and dissem ination o f
inform ation in this study.
M y assorted identities (e.g., white, m iddle class, able, hum an, female, environm entalist,
activist, resident o f Ontario) influenced all phases o f this research project. For exam ple, they
have influenced w hat I have chosen to study (e.g., school ground greening projects), the design o f
the study (e.g., qualitative and quantitative), where I study (e.g., Ontario vs. other provinces;
Canada vs. United States), as w ell as whom I study (e.g., teachers vs. students vs. community
m em bers vs. non-hum an entities). These identities influenced my analysis o f the data,
interpretation o f the findings, and dissem ination o f results. Throughout the research process, I
strived to explicitly acknow ledge how my various identities m ight influence the study.

R ecognition o f M ultiple T ruths and Lim its o f Generalizing
As a researcher com ing from a background in the natural sciences, 1 have a firm grasp on
the positivist notions o f rationality, objectivity and truth. M y previous research experiences had
been conducted from a rational, scientific perspective and I was forced to detach m yself from the
project in order to m aintain an ‘unbiased’ perspective. W hen I entered the field o f educational
studies, I welcom ed the opportunity to shed these confines.
In shifting research perspectives, I have thus accepted the limits o f objectivity,
recognizing that there are m ultiple constructions o f reality and a variety o f perspectives present
in any study, including this one (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; G uba & Lincoln, 1994; Lather, 1991).
I also have realized that w hile the findings o f my research will be som ew hat ‘generalizable’ to a
broader population beyond the school board used in this study, I also recognize that there will be
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limits to the applicability o f my findings. In recognizing that young researchers can feel pressure
to find the ‘answ er’ to ‘big problem s,’ Russell (2003) urges researchers not to feel discouraged by
this aspect o f their research. She also acknow ledges that “any w ork is always a sm aller part o f a
larger picture and always ‘in progress.’ The pressure to produce one true sto ry .. .is lifted” (p.
126).

The Politics o f School Grounds
1 find trem endous solace in M alone’s (1999) contention that research in environm ental
education can indeed be a political act. In reflecting upon her own research, she notes that “by
exposing my political intentions I was able to realize my potential as a researcher and
environmental activist and utilize these m ultiple roles to support the com m unity I researched”
(M alone, 1999, p. 176). O ther researchers in environm ental education share this philosophy.
Indeed Russell (2003) said,
I cannot be satisfied with knowledge for know ledge’s sa k e .. .when I ask m yself ‘why am
I doing this research,’ I know it is not m erely to fulfill the requirem ents o f a Ph.D. The
impetus o f the research is m y concern for and com m itm ent to biological conservation.
U ltim ately, I hope that my research can be o f practical u s e .. .(p. 128).
I share M alone’s and R ussell’s views: I chose to research this topic because ultimately I
believe in the potential o f school grounds in Canada. I believe that green school grounds do have
positive effects on students, teachers, parents, adm inistrators, and the natural world. I believe that
there should be m ore school grounds (and other public urban spaces) that are greened in Canada.
I hope that my research will provide insights and inform ation that will eventually help to
encourage resources to be allocated towards school ground greening in Canada.
In discussing the politics o f research in environm ental education, it is appropriate to
m ention the struggle that many transform ative researchers m ight feel given that m any researchers
interested in change are also probably more inclined to use postpositivist m ethodologies. How
then m ight they incorporate tools more commonly associated w ith a ‘traditional’ positivist
research paradigm while remaining true to their political positions? I have struggled with this
dilem ma during the design phases o f this study, w ondering if I could possibly be a
‘transform ative’ researcher embracing post-positivist research philosophies and sim ultaneously
adm inister a m ailed quantitative survey and do single interview s? M y choice o f methods was
fairly traditional and certainly contains strong elements o f a positivist tradition. H ow ever, my
political leanings in support o f school grounds have influenced the design o f my study in that I
have strategically chosen a research approach that I hope would generate m eaningful and useful
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information that will help other researchers and practitioners involved in school ground greening
projects in Canada and elsewhere.
That being said, I am not looking for only positive success stories. Quite to the contrary,
1 believe that the study was designed to allow for an exploration o f the m ultiple perspectives
occurring on school grounds in the board selected in this study. Through a m ixed m ethod
approach using both questionnaires and follow-up interviews, I gathered system atic and broad
based inform ation related to a range o f green school grounds: those that are perceived to be
successful as well as those that are unsuccessful; those that are used by all teachers as well as
those that are never used; those that have full support o f teachers and parents as w ell as those that
have no support. Throughout all phases o f this dissertation research - designing m y m ethods,
collecting my data, and analyzing the results - 1 strived to maintain an open perspective to be able
to see the ‘unexpected’ and tried not to be blinded into seeing only w hat I was expecting. A ll
information on school grounds in the school board was important - the expected a n d the
unexpected, the positive and the not-so-positive - because so little is understood about their
effects at present.

M ethods
Research from both quantitative and qualitative traditions was perform ed in this research
to achieve the follow ing objectives:
1.

To describe the status o f the 100 green school grounds in the TDSB by:
a.

G enerating a profile o f the individuals w ho are involved in greening
projects (e.g., age, gender, years o f experience) and a profile o f the
schools where greening projects are taking place (e.g., num ber o f
students, socio-econom ic status o f neighbhourhood (SES)); and,

b.

G enerating a profile o f the actual greening project (e.g., elem ents found
on school ground, sources and amounts o f funding; im portance/adequacy
o f different space types); and,

c.

G enerating an understanding o f the process o f greening (e.g., who
provided leadership and motivation, reasons for greening, w ho was
involved in initial/ongoing planning and m aintenance)

2.

To determ ine if and how adm inistrators, teachers, and parents perceive their green
school ground as providing spaces that influence a) curriculum delivery, b) teaching
practices, c) student learning, d) student behaviour and social developm ent, e) student
play, f) environm ental aw areness and stewardship, g) student health, h) school safety,
and i) inclusivity; and,

3.

To report the factors that have limited or enabled the success o f school ground
greening projects.

The specifics o f the chosen research methods will now be described.
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Case Study: Theoretical Foundations
The case study approach was em ployed as it best fits my m ethodological leanings and
specific research purpose (Creswell, 1998; D enzin & Lincoln, 1994; M erriam, 1998; W alker,
Corcoran, & Wals, 2004; W alker, Corcoran, W als, Scott, & Gough, 2003, April 23-25; Yin,
1989). More specifically, an evaluative m ulti-site case study was com pleted that allow ed for “an
exploration o f a ‘bounded system ’ or case (or m ultiple cases) over time through detailed data
collection involving m ultiple sources o f inform ation rich in context” (Creswell, 1998, p. 61).
The m ulti-site case study in the present research was perform ed in the Toronto D istrict School
Board (TDSB). Individual schools were the ‘sites’ o f investigation.

Description of the Site for the Study
The study site for this case study was the Toronto D istrict School Board (TD SB) located
in southern Ontario, Canada. The Board has 451 elementary schools and 102 high schools. The
school board is located in C anada’s largest city, Toronto, and is diverse in terms o f ethnic
com position and socio-econom ic status o f students attending these schools. The Board has
assigned each school a ‘learning opportunities index’ (a num ber betw een 0 and 1) that reflects the
socio-economic status o f the school com m unity (0 = highest SES; 1 = low est SES). It is
estim ated that 100 schools have begun or have com pleted the process o f greening. The majority
o f the schools that have been greened are elem entary schools.

Rationale for Selection o f Sam ples
The school board, schools, questionnaire respondents, and interview ees in the present
study were purposefully selected with a view to achieving the purposes and objectives o f the
research.

In the following sections o f this Chapter, I discuss why each w ere selected.

Selection o f School Board: R ationale13
This research was perform ed in the Toronto D istrict School Board (TDSB). I
purposefully selected this board as a site to conduct my research because o f the large num ber o f
schools that had begun the process o f greening their schools. Entering into this research, I was

13 In presenting this section of Chapter 3 that describes my rationale for the selection of the school board, I
include several quotes that were gathered during my research. I do recognize that findings are usually not
incorporated into Chapter 3, but they do help to explain my rationale for including the school board.
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aware how TDSB support for school ground greening was in a process o f change: historical
relations betw een individual schools and the school board were often confrontational with both
parties feeling a lack o f support from the other. M ore recently, however, the TDSB has been
seeking to support and endorse greening initiatives. I now present a short history that explains
some o f their renewed involvem ent and provides further justification as to why 1 selected this
Board as the site o f my study.
H istory o f Playground Structure Rem oval
In 1998, under the Progressive Conservative Provincial Governm ent, seven form er legacy
boards were am algam ated to form the Toronto D istrict School Board (TD SB) (form er boards =
Scarborough, N orth York, Etobicoke, York, East York, Toronto and M etro). This new board
currently houses 565 schools. Pre-am algam ation, a small num ber o f schools in the boards had
begun the process o f greening their school grounds. M ost o f these initiatives were, by and large,
bottom -up initiatives, with the individual school providing the large majority o f the m om entum
and energy to facilitate the greening project. In the late 1990’s, an event occurred that
significantly changed the face o f school board involvem ent in school ground greening in the
board.
In the late 1990’s, the Children Services D ivision (o f the City o f Toronto) under the D ay
N urseries A c t m ade full com pliance to the Canadian Standards A ssociation (CSA) a requirem ent
for licensing a child care centre. Given that m any o f the school facilities in the TD SB house child
care centres, the TDSB was faced with a situation in which non-com pliant playground equipm ent
that was off-lim its to children on sites while they were in day care becam e available to those
same children w hen they crossed that daycare line and became school students. Evidently, the
standards were intended to be applied to the purchase o f new equipm ent (existing equipm ent did
not have to m eet the new standards), but nonetheless, there was concern that m uch existing
playground equipm ent on the school grounds w ould not m eet CSA standards.
In 2000, the Facilities Services D epartm ent o f the TDSB decided to act conservatively
and com m issioned an external evaluation o f all equipm ent in light o f the CSA standards. The
results revealed that m uch o f the existing play equipm ent on the TDSB school grounds failed to
m eet the CSA standards.
In light o f these findings, the school board decided to remove all play equipm ent in the
TDSB that failed to m eet the CSA standards. Approxim ately 20% o f all equipm ent in the TDSB
was rem oved during the sum m er with alm ost no consultation with or education o f the public.
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One TD SB employee recalls that it was a “public relations nightmare for the B oard.” He
explains:
Even though the Facilities Services [Department] was legally aware that they w ere not
required to do anything about the old equipm ent, they felt they were being responsible
and they knew it was unsafe com pared to the standards. They thought they were doing
the right thing, but they probably didn’t consult as much as they should have. They
should have consulted and raised the awareness and got people p repared...but they
m oved too quickly and they took the equipm ent out and people were shocked and
stunned. (TDSB Em ployee)
D espite the public relations ‘nightm are,’ the upper level TDSB personnel responded quickly and
evidently well. A board em ployee rem em bers, “the leaders o f the Board really came
through...basically they said that this is like the burning down o f C h ica g o ...it’s a tragedy, it’s a
terrible thing, but let’s use this as an opportunity to create som ething am azing.”
Shortly after the equipm ent was removed, the TDSB assembled a ‘team ’ to com e up with
a strategy for redesigning the school grounds. Their tim eline was short and the task before them
was immense: to develop a plan to get play equipm ent returned to the schools in the Board.
A t the first m eeting o f the ‘team ,’ Richard Christie, the District-wide coordinator o f
Environm ental Education for the TDSB, suggested that James Raffan, lead researcher and author
o f N ature N urtures (Evergreen, 2000b) (a literature review on school ground greening
com m issioned by Evergreen), be invited to make a presentation to the TDSB team. Raffan came
to the second m eeting and spoke about his review o f the literature and m ade a convincing
argum ent for school ground greening to be embraced at by the TDSB. His presentation seemed
to have worked. Cam Collyer, Learning Grounds M anager at Evergreen, recalls that “a m ajor
shift happened when Jim [Raffan] spoke. Everyone w ent into the m eeting asking ‘How do we
replace school g ro u n d p la y equipm ent? ’ and they left the meeting asking ‘how do w e m ake
exem plary school grounds? ’”
Em erging from these discussions was a docum ent called Transform ing the Schoolyard:
How Local Com m unities D esign and B uild their P layground Learning Environm ents (Toronto
D istrict School B oard, 2000). This was an important shift within the TDSB that signalled more
explicit support o f and endorsem ent for school ground greening at a board level.
TDSB Support for School G round Greening
W ithin the TD SB, three departm ents assume im portant roles in facilitating school ground
greening initiatives: the D epartm ent o f Environmental Education (School Services), the Design
and Construction D epartm ent (Facilities Services) as w ell as the Grounds and M aintenance
D epartm ent (Facilities Services).
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The m ost recent addition to this group o f departm ents has been the D epartm ent o f
Environm ental Education, which was initially formed in 1998 at the time o f am algam ation. The
D epartm ent is situated within the School Service’s ‘Central Curriculum G roup,’ w hich houses
departm ents for other traditional subject areas, such as English Literacy and M athem atics. The
decision to place Environm ental Education w ithin the Curriculum G roup is som ew hat
problem atic, in that there is, in fact, no formally recognized curriculum for environm ental
education at the provincial level (Puk & Behm, 2003).
The T D S B ’s com m itm ent to greening school grounds is reflected through the three
departm ents in a variety o f w ays, which 1 will now briefly discuss.14 These initiatives are
particularly notew orthy given that the TDSB has faced significant budget restraints in recent
years. U nsurprisingly, there is fierce com petition w ithin the TDSB for the rem aining funds. The
challenge o f allocating extensive funding to school grounds projects is further com plicated by the
fact that m any school buildings are in need o f retrofitting and repair (e.g. new roofs, new
plum bing system s). Despite these financial constraints, since about 2000, the board has
im plem ented the following program m es and initiatives, sending a clear signal o f its com m itm ent
to environm ental education generally and to school ground greening specifically.
Environm ental Policy
First, the D epartm ent o f Environm ental Education created a short, one-page policy
(Toronto D istrict School Board, 2003b). In brief, the process-oriented policy describes the
T D S B ’s com m itm ent to: 1) im proving the environm ental literacy o f students, and, 2) developing
environm entally sound operational practices. The D istrict-w ide Coordinator o f the
Environm ental Education Departm ent, Richard Christie, describes the rationale for the policy:
The em phasis is on p ro cess...it is not prescriptive. We don’t want to say that ‘w e are
com m itted to recycling paper.’ W e felt that is ju st isn’t acceptable for teachers to be
teaching students about environm ental concerns, what we would call ‘environm ental or
ecological literacy,’ and then doing so w ithin the context o f the school that is not in any
w ay reflecting what the teacher is talking about in the class. So we felt that when that
occurs, and it occurs a lot, it ju st sends the w rong signal to students.. .it underm ines the
teach in g .. .it teaches kids to be cynical really about this w hole area.
A nnual Environm ental R eport
Second, the Environm ental Education D epartm ent is also exploring the possibility o f
undertaking annual environm ental reporting. D raw ing from the experience o f organizations in an

14 Many of these TDSB ‘commitments’ were still under construction at the time of writing this dissertation.
Undoubtedly, they may change slightly (or even significantly) as they grow and evolve.
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array o f private and public sectors that produce annual environm ental and sustainability reports,
the D epartm ent is arguing that an A nnual E nvironm ental Report would help to achieve the
B o ard ’s policy com m itm ent to “achieving continual, m easurable improvements by developing a .
focused, results-oriented framework for setting and review ing environm ental objectives, targets,
and im plem entation effectiveness” (Toronto D istrict School Board, 2003b). The proposed annual
report w ould focus on aspects being targeted through the Ecoschools program (waste, energy,
school design, and ecological literacy) and would help the Board to identify priorities, set
achievable objectives, targets and indicators, develop action plans, and m onitor ongoing efforts to
becom e m ore sustainable. It is anticipated that school ground greening would be part o f the
school environm ent that is ‘audited’ and reported via the proposed Annual Environmental Report.
T he Sustainable B lueprint for Schools
Third, the D epartm ent o f Environm ental Education and Facilities Services are working
together to develop The Sustainable B lueprint fo r Schools. This docum ent outlines how funding
that becom es available for investm ent in school infrastructure should be directed towards creating
and m aintaining ‘sustainable schools.’ This m eans that when funds are reinvested in maintaining
or repairing schools, it should ultim ately help m ake the school more sustaining in term s o f energy
utilization, w aste production, w ater m anagem ent, etc. In other words, instead o f ju st investing in
fixing schools to be the same as they already are, efforts should be directed towards improving
sch o o l’s energy, w aste, and w ater systems. School ground greening assumes an im portant role in
the B lueprint because m any elem ents o f greening initiatives can assume multiple functions, such
as trees creating shade that helps keep buildings cool, com post systems that reduce waste
production, etc.
A dditional Publications
Fourth, the D epartm ent o f Environm ental Education has been involved in the creation o f
tw o key publications that have been utilized both w ithin and outside the board: 1) Transform ing
the Schoolyard: H ow Local Com m unities D esign and B uild their Playground Learning
Environm ents (Toronto District School Board, 2000), and 2) A Breath o f Fresh A ir (Houghton,
2003).
Partnership with Evergreen
Fifth, The TDSB D epartm ent o f Environm ental Education, in conjunction with Facilities
Services, funds a shared TD SB/Evergreen School Ground Design Consultant position. The role
o f the Consultant is to represent Evergreen within the TDSB by assisting schools in designing,
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planning and im plem enting green school grounds. This full time position is currently filled by
H eidi Cam pbell, w hose role is to represent Evergreen within the TDSB by assisting schools in
designing, planning and im plem enting green school grounds. Heidi offers a series o f workshops
to teachers, parents, and principals w ho are interested in learning more about school ground
greening (e.g., Getting Started, Fundraising, Design, Teaching in an O utdoor Classroom,
V olunteer M anagem ent, M aintenance o f your Project, etc.). In her workshops, she emphasizes
the importance o f long- term planning, sustainable designs, and student involvem ent in all aspects
o f greening. She w orks very closely w ith individuals from Evergreen, the D epartm ent o f
Environm ental Education and Facilities Services. These partnerships are unique in that they
bring together people w ith interests in design and curriculum. Too often, it seems, these interests
are considered separately.

Design Support
The TDSB has made significant personnel commitments to support schools in the
planning and design phases o f their projects. The D istrict-w ide Grounds Team Leader, working
in conjunction w ith TD SB /E vergreen School Ground Design Consultant, are involved in creating,
review ing, and im plem enting schools’ M aster Plans for their grounds. They ensure that Plans
incorporate m eaningful, practical and sustainable design elements that require m inimal
m aintenance over the long-term .
E coschools
Finally, w ith a view to m eeting the second part o f the Environm ental Policy (i.e., develop
environm entally sound operational practices), the D epartm ent o f Environm ental Education has
developed a strong and innovative partnership w ith Facilities Services, w hich is responsible for
the m aintenance and upkeep o f school buildings and grounds. This unlikely partnership (until a
few years ago) appears to be m utually beneficial for both Departm ents. Facilities Services has
been struggling w ith increased energy costs (increased over $21 m illion dollars in three years),
and new fees for waste disposal (from zero cost to approxim ately $3 million per year). As a
result, funds norm ally available for custodial staff, school board grounds sta ff as well as building
and ground m aintenance costs w ere spent on utilities and waste. The D epartm ent o f
Environm ental Education capitalized on the Facilities Services struggling financial situation and
offered to work w ith them and support them. Richard Christie explains, “ We said, ‘L e t’s work
together because we w ant to reduce energy and reduce waste for environmental reasons, and you
w ant to do it for econom ic re a so n s.. .so let’s pool our resources and work together.’”
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Em erging from the partnership o f these two D epartm ents is the new board-wide
EcoSchools Program (Toronto D istrict School Board, 2003b). This Program, launched in 2003,
currently has tw o m ain com ponents that address waste m inim ization and energy conservation.
The Ecoschools Program Guides outlines TDSB board-w ide standards for minim izing waste and
conserving energy (Toronto District School Board, 2003a, 2003c). In terms o f school ground
greening, one EcoSchools Guide has been produced by the TDSB in partnership with Evergreen:
School G round Greening: D esigning fo r Shade and Energy Conservation (Toronto District
School B oard, 2004). This guide’s em phasis is on illustrating the ways that green school grounds
can be sites for shade and energy conservation and will be targeted tow ards schools that are just
beginning the process o f greening. There will, however, still be room for those schools that want
to take greening to another level. For those schools that w ant to have ‘exem plary’ designs, they
will be directed to a second guidebook (still under developm ent).

M any individuals w ith whom I spoke at the TDSB are delighted to be a part o f these
exciting changes w ithin the school board. They feel, in a way, that by being involved at the front
end o f planning, they can help to m ake the school ground greening program the best it can
possibility be. For too long, Bruce D ay (Grounds Team L eader for the TDSB) explained, the
TDSB has been at the “back end o f the school ground greening tra in .. .the caboose.” H e’d hear
about the projects when an urgent request came in for a tree planting and it would “be the first I’d
ever heard o f it!” As B ruce Day asserted, “Y ou would never consider going into the boiler room
and start tinkering w ith the boiler room, or making changes or going up on the roof and doing
anything like th a t... but when it com es to grounds everybody is an expert. And they all have
their ow n ideas.” By being at the “front end o f the train,” it is hoped that the proper support can
be in place to ensure a successful greening project.
The emerging and evolving support from the TDSB for school ground greening, as
illustrated by the above examples, m ade this school board an ideal location to conduct my
research.

Selection o f Schools, Q uestionnaire Respondents and Interviewees: Rationale
A com bination o f random sam pling and purposeful sampling was used to select the
schools, questionnaire respondents, and interview ees that were involved in my research. In order
to have statistical relevance and to understand trends across a large num ber o f schools, it was
im portant to have a large sample o f greening initiatives. The 100 schools used in the present
study w ere random ly selected from a list o f schools that had identified them selves as having a
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green school ground in the year previous to my study w hen data was being collected for the book
A Breath o f Fresh A ir (H oughton, 2003). From personal observations, in discussion with
colleagues, and in reviewing the literature, I have found that a large am ount o f variability exists
w ith respect to the state o f the green school grounds: in some schools, a single teacher and her
class o f students m ay have planted a single tree and identify their school as having greened the
school ground; other schools, w ith com m unity support, may have com pletely transform ed their
entire school ground, incorporating m ost o f the design elem ents identified by the Toronto D istrict
School Board (2000). As such, I anticipated that my random selection o f schools would ensure
that a diversify o f greening projects was profiled in m y research.
Purposeful sampling w as used to select questionnaire and interview respondents that
would allow this research project to be as representative as possible. In having the questionnaires
at each school com pleted by a principal, a teacher w ho is taking a leadership role, a teacher who
is not involved in the school ground project, as w ell as a parent, it was hoped that a diversity o f
perspectives related to each school ground greening project would be gathered. W hile tw o o f the
questionnaire respondents and interview ees (involved teacher and parent) were m ostly likely to
have an interest in the greening initiative, it is plausible that the other two respondents (principal
and uninvolved teacher) w ould have varying degrees o f personal and professional interest in the
greening project. This diversity o f perspectives from each school allow ed for a fuller
understanding o f the status and influence o f the school ground and a wide range o f perspectives.
The questionnaires and interview questions w ere not intended to gather only positive and
supportive information. As m entioned earlier, the present study was designed to gather
inform ation about all types o f greening projects in the board: those that are perceived to be
successful, those that are perceived to be unsuccessful; those that are used by every teacher in the
school, those that are never used; those that are w ell m aintained and those that are overgrown.
W hen preparing for this research, I had anticipated that purposeful sam pling w ould also
be used to identify the ‘exem plary’ schools w here follow-up interviews were held. In an effort to
pre-determ ine the qualities o f ‘exem plary’ school grounds in the proposal phase o f this research, I
had identified the following criteria that w ould assist me in selecting the schools that would be
included in the study. ‘E xem plary’ school grounds would:
•

Have been in place for at least 5 years (question 3.1a from questionnaire);
Have been developed and m aintained by a broad spectrum o f stakeholders, including
students, teachers, adm inistrators, and parents (question 3.5)
Be used for teaching a variety o f formal subjects (from section 4);
Be used by a large num ber o f teachers at the school (question 2i);
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Incorporate m any o f the design features identified by the Toronto D istrict School
Board (2000);
Provide num erous services to students and teachers (section 4); and,
•

Be perceived as positively enhancing the school com m unity (question 5a).

In my proposal, I had also anticipated that prelim inary analyses o f the questionnaires
would assist in identifying the schools w here interview s would occur. Cam Collyer, the D irector
o f Learning Grounds at Evergreen, and R ichard C hristie, the District-w ide coordinator o f
Environm ental Education for the TDSB, w ere both w illing to help identify these schools.
M em bers o f my dissertation com m ittee had also agreed to assist in selecting the schools. If
several schools w ithin one inner city rating index w ere possible candidates for interview sites,
then I had decided that one would be random ly selected.
While the above criteria are laudable and the process o f creating them was w orthw hile,
upon com pleting analysis o f the questionnaires, it becam e obvious that the above criteria alone
would not be sufficient in selecting the schools for interview sites. I thus reconsidered and
rew orked the above criteria w ith a view to selecting the follow-up schools. I will now describe
the process that was actually used.
Given that I was still very interested in know ing if and how socio-econom ic status
influenced greening initiatives, I w anted the schools involved in the follow-up case studies to
represent a diversity o f socio-econom ic statuses (upper class/m iddle class/w orking class). I thus
began m y process o f selection by dividing the schools that had responded to the questionnaires
into ‘categories’ o f socio-econom ic status. To do this, I used the school board’s “Learning
Opportunities Index,” w hich assigns each school a num ber from 0 (highest index) to 1 (low est
index) that describes the social and econom ic characteristics o f the school populations. M y five
categories were ‘very h ig h ’ (0 - 0.20); ‘hig h ’ (0.21 - 0.4); ‘m edium ’ (0.41 - 0.6); ‘lo w ’ (0.61 0.80); and ‘very low ’ (0.81 - 1). The Learning O pportunities Index com bines inform ation from
the following factors:
Average and m edian income o f families w ith school aged children;
Parental education;
•

Proportion o f single-parent families;
Recent im migration;
Housing type (apartment, single detached house); and,

•

Student mobility.

The school board recognizes that there is no ideal m easure for determ ining the index, but these
factors w ere selected because they reflect the literature related to ‘at-risk’ students (incom e,
parental education, single-parent fam ilies), or they represent socio-geographical characteristics o f
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Toronto (housing type), or they are thought to be important challenges facing Toronto schools
(recent im m igration, m obility).
There were betw een eight and eleven schools in each o f the five categories o f the
Learning Opportunity Index. For the next round o f selection, I considered the follow ing three
criteria: 1) the num ber o f surveys that were returned (m in im u m = l, m axim um =4); 2) the
principal’s w illingness to participate in the follow-up interview s (yes or no); and 3) the length o f
time that the project had been in place (I chose a m inim um o f 2 years). I identified these criteria
as I felt they would direct m e tow ards schools: 1) where teachers, parents and adm inistrators were
interested in the greening initiative and my research (as indicated by their w illingness to return all
four surveys); 2) where the principal w ould w elcom e a researcher into their school environm ent
(as indicated by a w illingness to adm inister the surveys in their school and show an interest in
being part o f a follow-up study); and 3) w here the greening initiative was som ew hat established
so that impacts could be better ascertained. These additional criteria helped to identify a single
school in three o f the Learning O pportunity Index categories. In the rem aining tw o Index
categories, w here more than one school m et the above criteria, I random ly selected from the
possible schools to determ ine w hich school would participate in the follow -up case studies.
In altering m y selection criteria betw een the proposed and actual research, I was aware
that I would no longer, necessarily, be perform ing interviews at schools with ‘exem plary’ green
grounds. Indeed, a review o f the questionnaires as well as initial site visits told me that I had
selected a range o f school ground greening program s to profile in the follow-up case study. The
revised criteria did, however, direct me tow ards schools that had definite interest in the greening
initiative (as indicated by the return o f four surveys and the principal’s w illingness to be involved
in follow -up research). W hile the greening projects ranged in terms o f their ‘lo oks’ (e.g., a well
m aintained innovative green school ground w ith new elem ents being continuously added vs. a
rarely used, overgrown, unm aintained green school ground), I do believe that this selection
provided m e with richer insights into the real struggles, challenges, and opportunities for schools
across the board. U ndeniably, I gained very different inform ation then I w ould have attained if 1
had m aintained my original criteria that w ould have directed m e tow ards ‘exem plary’ grounds.
In hindsight, though, I am delighted to report that I am pleased with my selection o f follow-up
schools and believe that their varied, rich, and textured stories are far more representative o f
schools across the board than had I chosen to profile only ‘exem plary’ school grounds.
The intention was that follow -up interview s were to be conducted with three respondents
who com pleted the questionnaires: the involved teacher, the principal, and the parent. At each
school, I thus contacted the principal, the involved teacher, as well as the parent that completed
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the questionnaire to invite them to participate in the follow-up interview s. The large m ajority o f
individuals were interested in participating in the follow -up interviews. Some respondents,
however, were no longer involved at the school (e.g., teacher relocated to a different school,
parent no longer involved because child had graduated) and I thus was put into contact with
individuals who had not com pleted the questionnaire.
Snowball sam pling also occurred, whereby interview respondents suggested other
individuals with whom 1 “m ust” be in contact. A lthough I had not originally planned to
investigate the role o f the TDSB in school ground greening as part o f my dissertation, as my
research unfolded over the last several years, I becam e aware that it w ould be prudent to explore
the school board’s evolving role, from board em ployees’ perspectives. Such an investigation
w ould, 1 hoped, allow me to investigate the potential role that the TDSB was (and was not)
assum ing in facilitating and endorsing school ground greening w ithin the school board. To that
end, I interviewed several TDSB em ployees throughout m y research. I also was directed towards
an additional principal (who had completed questionnaires in first part o f the study) with whom I
“m ust” speak because the greening project was very new and had experienced many o f the new
TD SB initiatives. This principal’s school had not been selected to participate in Phase 2 o f the
study but I did decide to interview this principal, as she offered an im portant perspective on the
greening initiatives.
To sum m arize, it was the variation w ithin the school board that was o f interest to me.
This variation allow ed me to gather data on school grounds w ithin the board that have been
greened. This research was not an exhaustive exploration into all the school grounds in the board.
It m erely provided me with perspectives from principals, teachers, and parents who are associated
w ith a green school ground. As such, the research did not seek to determ ine the perceptions o f
teachers, principals, and parents at schools that do not have a green school ground. Such an
investigation, w hile interesting, was beyond the scope o f the present study

A ccess
I was fortunate to gain access to the selected school board through my connections with
Cam Collyer, the D irector o f the Learning G rounds Project at Evergreen. I have worked closely
w ith Cam since I first identified school grounds as a potential research topic. Recently,
E vergreen established a formal working relationship with the school board as indicated by the
new ‘shared’ position (one employee works h alf time for Evergreen and h alf time for TDSB).
H eidi Campbell has assumed this position and has been extrem ely helpful in providing a link
betw een the school board and Evergreen. Richard Christie, the D istrict-w ide coordinator o f
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Environm ental Education for the TDSB, has also been invaluable in providing access to the
board.

Procedures
W ithin the case study, data collection m ethods from w ithin both qualitative and
quantitative traditions w ere employed (Y in, 1989). Each type o f data collection was targeted at
different samples within the school board and gathered different types o f inform ation about
school ground greening. In the first phase o f the research project, quantitative data was collected
via questionnaires that were distributed to adm inistrators, teachers, and parents at schools
(n=100) in the school board that have green school grounds (referred to as ‘Phase 1 ’ in this
dissertation). To support and query the findings that em erged via the questionnaires, follow-up
research w as done using a qualitative genre o f inquiry. This second phase data took the form o f
interviews that were conducted with adm inistrators, teachers, and parents at five schools selected
from the larger sample (referred to as ‘Phase 2 ’ in this dissertation). Each o f these procedures
will now be discussed in detail.

Questionnaires.
W ith a view to achieving the objectives o f the present research, questionnaires were
designed, in consultation with researchers and practitioners involved in school ground greening
(A ppendix A). Input on the content and design o f the questionnaires was sought from a variety o f
individuals, including the following: 1) the D irector o f the Learning G rounds Project at
Evergreen, Cam Collyer; 2) the TDSB Schoolyard G reening Design Facilitator, Heidi Cam pbell;
3) the D istrict-w ide coordinator o f Environm ental Education for the TDSB, Richard Christie; and
4) the D irector o f School G round N aturalization at EcoSuperior, Lucie Lavoie.
T he questionnaires were also review ed by a jury o f 6 professionals with expertise in a
variety o f fields including survey design, experiential education, school ground greening, and
educational studies. The jury was asked to review the questionnaires for clarity o f language.
They w ere also asked to comm ent on the length and layout o f the questionnaires. The
recom m endations o f the pilot jury were incorporated into the revised questionnaires. These
revised questionnaires were piloted two additional times with undergraduate students and in the
School o f O utdoor Recreation, Parks and Tourism (N =16) and the Faculty o f Education (N =18) at
Lakehead University with a view to testing the recom m endations that emerged from the
professional jury. Revisions were again made based on these pilots to ensure face validity.
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Prelim inary statistical analyses w ere perform ed to ensure that the original research objectives
w ere being m et through the questionnaires.
W ith board support, I m ailed the principal o f each o f the 100 schools15 a research
package, w hich contained four questionnaires. In addition to com pleting their own questionnaire,
each principal was asked to distribute the rem aining questionnaires to the follow ing three
respondents: 1) an involved teacher assum ing a leadership role in m aintaining or greening the
school ground, 2) a teacher uninvolved in the process o f greening the school ground; and 3) a
parent involved in the greening project.16 Thus a total o f 400 questionnaires were distributed
(four questionnaires to 100 schools). In order to assist the principal in their selection o f the
additional respondents, I provided descriptive criteria for each. Each respondent returned their
questionnaire in a sealed envelope to the principal who then returned the package o f
questionnaires to me.
It was possible to determ ine who com pleted each questionnaire given the request for the
school name and respondent nam e on the questionnaire. This w as im portant to assist with the
process o f identifying the 5 schools where interview s could occur. However, each respondent
from the school was provided w ith an envelope for returning their questionnaires separately so
that other individuals from the same school never saw their responses. All school nam es and
respondents have been given pseudonym s in the final report.
The questionnaires varied in terms o f length: the involved teacher’s was the longest and
m ost com prehensive whereas the uninvolved teacher’s questionnaire was the shortest. (This is
because involved teachers w ere asked additional questions regarding their project funding, project
elem ents, project history, for exam ple.). It is estim ated that the com pletion tim es for the longest
and the shortest surveys took about 40 minutes and 20 m inutes, respectively.
Since all items found on each o f the four questionnaires are found on the involved
teacher’s survey, I will now describe the involved teacher’s questionnaire.
The involved teacher’s questionnaire consisted o f both open and closed questions and had
five main sections:

15 This list of schools was generated when the Environmental Education Department was preparing A
Breath o f Fresh Air (Houghton, 2003). At that time, they asked all schools in the board to indicate if they
had a greening project.
16 1 am, of course, aware that there are other possible respondents who could have completed the
questionnaires. For example, I could have sought perceptions of uninvolved parents, or I could have
explicitly delineated between uninvolved and involved principals. For the purposes of this study, and in the
interest of project scale, I chose the selected respondents.
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1.

Respondent profile (O bjective 1 a)

2.

School profile (O bjective 1 a)

3. G reening project profile (O bjective 1 b and c)
4. Im pacts/effects on key stakeholders (Objective 2)
5.

Enabling/lim iting factors (O bjectives 3)

The questionnaire began by asking participants for inform ation related to their
dem ographics (e.g., age, gender, education level, position, etc.) (Objective 1 a). N ext, a profile o f
the school was generated (e.g., num ber o f students, num ber o f teachers, am ount o f tim e students
spend on the school ground) (O bjective 1 a).
In the next section o f the questionnaire, I posed a series o f questions to create a profile o f
the green school ground initiative (O bjective 1 b and c). The questions addressed a variety o f
them es related to the green school ground, including the following:history; sources o f funding;
and involvem ent/support o f parents, teachers, and adm inistrators in various phases o f the
transform ation; etc.
Next, I asked respondents a series o f questions related to the effects o f the green school
ground on the teachers and students at the school (O bjective 2). The specific them es in this
section were: teaching practices; student learning and academic achievement; student behaviour
and social developm ent; environm ental awareness and stewardship; safety; play; health; and
inclusivity. The questionnaire concluded with a series o f questions that investigated the
respondent’s overall perceptions o f the school ground, as well as an exam ination o f the factors
that enabled and lim ited the project (O bjective 3).
M any questions on the survey w ere closed-ended and participants were provided with
directive options for their answers (e.g., ‘Please select the top 2 individuals/groups that provided
the initial m otivation to start the process o f school ground greening at your school’). In
recognizing that respondents may have answers that are not found on the options provided in the
questionnaire, several questions had an ‘other’ option in order to encourage respondents to write
answers that may not appear on the standard list provided. Several other questions had
accom panying Likert Scales for participants to rank their answers (e.g., strongly agree, agree,
neutral, disagree, strongly disagree). W ith a view to encouraging additional ideas and inputs
from the respondents, I included open-ended questions throughout the questionnaire (e.g.,
‘Briefly describe how you have been involved in the school ground greening project at your
school’). It was hoped that the diversity o f types o f questions and responses would allow
participants to respond in m eaningful ways that would allow me to gain access to the desired
inform ation, while allow ing them a sense o f ‘freedom ’ to describe their school ground initiative.
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Additional Q uestionnaire Inform ation: Selection o f Space Categories and Types
W ith a view to achieving objective 1 b (school ground greening profile), on one section
o f questionnaire, respondents w ere asked to evaluate the importance and adequacy o f 14 space
types on school grounds (Table 1). The space types used in this portion o f the questionnaire w ere
identified by consulting the literature, as well as researchers and practitioners involved in school
ground greening, notably M oore and W ong (1997), Adams (1993), Titman (1994), Stine (1997),
as well as the work o f the T oronto D istrict School Board (2000). A prelim inary list was review ed
by a variety o f practitioners involved in school ground greening to confirm the choices. The 14
space types were then review ed by a jury o f six professionals with expertise in a variety o f fields
including leisure studies, experiential education, environmental education, and educational
studies.
The 14 space types are grouped into four categories and reflect the key findings in the
literature related to school ground greening and diversification (Table 1). The first category,
‘Traditional A ctive Play S paces,’ reflects the spaces that are usually found on school grounds
(R.C. M oore, 1996). These include open asphalt (Space #1) and tu rf spaces (Space #2) as w ell as
m anufactured equipm ent (Space #3). These spaces support m ostly games with rules and active
play, as w ell as games w ith understood rules and with little individualization (e.g., basketball, tag,
hockey).
T he second category o f space, ‘Specific Elements to Support Learning and Play,’
contains four types o f spaces that encourage different types o f play than can occur in ‘Traditional
A ctive Play Spaces’ (R.C. M oore, 1996). Loose elements (Space #4), such as balls and portable
equipm ent, encourage object centred pretend play by allowing children to explore pretend them es
by m oving an object through actions and speaking through it. Loose elem ents also support
constructive play, in w hich children m anipulate objects to create something (e.g., building
som ething w ith blocks). Spaces that support creative play (Space #5), such as theatrical stages,
encourage fantasy pretend play (e.g., m aking a play) as well as dramatic pretend play (e.g.,
playing house). B uilt elem ents (Space #6), such as a weather station, as well as natural elements,
such as a food garden (Space #7), are also im portant to diversifying the space on a school ground.
The third category o f space reflects the contention that a school ground m ust
accom m odate different num bers o f people, w hich in turn will allow for a variety o f activities.
Kylin (2003), Evergreen (2003), Sobel (1993), Olds (1989) and H art (1987) contend that young
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Table 1 Categories and Spaces Types on Green School Grounds

o fsX I

Space Types

Example

Traditional active play spaces
Open green space

Grass field/yard/pitch

Hard surface play spaces for sports and games

Court/Rink

M anufactured equipm ent and play structures

Jungle Gyms
Tether Ball

Specific elem ents to support learning and play
Loose elem ents to support active play

Balls
Portable equipm ent

B uilt elem ents that support creative play

M usical installations
Theatrical stages

B uilt elem ents to support learning

W eather station
C om poster

N atural elem ents to support learning

Food gardens
H abitat areas

D ifferent size spaces
Places for individuals/pairs to find refuge

Forts/D ens
B ush houses

Small group gathering spaces

2-10 students

Class size gathering spaces

30 students

Larger than one class group gathering areas

>30 students

Spaces that consider the w eather
A reas that are shaded

Grove o f trees
Built shade shelters

A reas that are sheltered from wind

Grove o f trees
O utdoor structure

A reas that are sheltered from rain and snow

O utdoor structure
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people should be able to find a place to be alone or with one other person in a private space
(Space #8). In order to facilitate a variety o f educational and play opportunities, a variety o f other
size spaces should also be included in a diverse school ground, including small groups (Space
#9), class size groups (Space #10), as well as larger spaces that can accom m odate m ore than a
class (Space #11).
The final category considers how environm ental factors influence opportunities on a
school ground. M any traditional asphalt and tu rf school grounds offer little protection from the
sun, w ind, rain, and snow (Evergreen, 2003). The detrim ental effects o f exposure to the midday
sun during (10:00 - 14:00, w hen m ost morning recess, lunch and afternoon recesses occur) are
well understood (E vergreen, 2003). The final category thus includes spaces that are sheltered
from the sun (Space #12), wind (Space #13), as well as the rain and snow (Space #14), to both
protect users as w ell as prolong use during inclem ent weather.

Interviews.
W ith a view to com plem enting the inform ation gained in the questionnaires, follow-up
interview s were conducted w ith teachers, adm inistrators and parents involved in five o f the
school ground program s in the school board. Interview s were also conducted with TDSB
adm inistrators and an E vergreen em ployee.
Individual interview s w ere conducted with three o f the respondents who com pleted the
questionnaires: the involved teacher, the principal, and the parent. Interviews were not conducted
with the uninvolved teacher because I was prim arily interested in know ing the experiences and
stories o f individuals that had some know ledge o f the greening process. W hereas the
questionnaires w ere designed to be com pleted by individuals who had a range o f involvem ent
w ith the greening project, the in-depth follow-up case studies were targeted towards those who
did have more experience with the projects. The interview s were taped and lasted betw een 30
and 60 m inutes depending on how m uch inform ation the participant had to offer. The interviews
occurred at the school, in the hom e o f the respondent, or over the telephone.
The sem i-structured interview consisted o f a series o f open and closed questions
(A ppendix B). Each interview began with a brief synopsis o f the research project. W ith a view
to considering ethical issues involved in this kind o f data collection, participants were reminded
that their participation in the interview was purely voluntary, that their responses would remain
confidential, that they could refuse to answer any question, and that they could w ithdraw from the
study at any point in time.
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Analysis
Questionnaires.
The questionnaire responses were analyzed using S P S S .l 1. A summary o f the analyses
is found in Table 2.
D escriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, frequencies, mode, median, variance,
skewness, maximum, minimum, standard error) related to each o f the five sections o f the
questionnaire w ere perform ed w ith a view to gaining an understanding o f the individuals (e.g.,
who is involved in transform ing these school grounds?), schools (e.g., what kinds o f schools are
having these projects? How m any teachers are the grounds for formal teaching?), site profile
(e.g., what do they look like?), effects on stakeholders (e.g., w hat are the perceived effects o f
teaching and learning in a transform ed school ground?), and overall perceptions (e.g., what are
the lim iting/enabling factors?) o f school ground greening program s in the school board. Certain
trends em erged through analysis o f each section o f the questionnaire that w ere interesting and
relevant to understanding key issues related to the school ground greening m ovem ent in the
school board.
In addition to describing the basic trends w ithin each section o f the questionnaire, I was
also interested in perform ing statistics to analyze and com pare the responses betw een sections o f
the questionnaire and betw een num erous independent variables (e.g., respondent’s role, age,
gender, length o f greening program , etc.). These com parative investigations allow ed me to
explore the relationships that exist between particular aspects o f the school ground and
respondents. In the follow ing paragraphs, the statistical tests that were perform ed are presented
as well as some examples o f how the tests were im plem ented.
W ith a view to understanding if differences exist betw een samples, independent t-test
samples and p a ired sam ples t-tests (for 2 sam ples) and one-w ay A N O V A ’s (for 3 samples) were
perform ed. As an example, independent t-test sam ples were done to explore if there was a
difference betw een the perceptions o f involved and uninvolved teachers. O ne-w ay A N O V A ’s
were perform ed to assess if differences in perception exist betw een the principals, involved
teachers, uninvolved teachers, and parents. I f significance w as found in the one-w ay ANOVA,
post-hoc analyses (Tukey, Scheffe, Bonferroni) w ere perform ed to investigate where the
differences were.
In analyzing the perception data (Section 4), I perform ed reliability analyses to m easure
internal consistency o f the them es that were been used in this section (e.g., effects on teaching
practices, effects on student behaviour). I also collapsed the questions into them es and perform ed
additional reliability analyses.
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Table 2 A Sum mary o f Statistical Analysis by Objective Statement
O bjective
#
Objective
1

O bjective Statem ent
a) G enerate a profile o f the
individuals who are involved in
greening projects (e.g., age,
gender, years o f experience)
a nd a profile o f the schools
w here greening projects are
taking place (e.g., num ber o f
students, socio-econom ic status
o f neighbhourhood)

Section o f
Questionnaire
1 ,2

Analysis
•
•
•
.
•
•
•
•
.
•

•
•

b) G enerate a profile o f the
actual greening project (e.g.,
what they look like, elements
found on school ground,
sources and am ounts o f
funding; im portance/adequacy
o f different space types)

n

c) G enerate an understanding
o f the process o f greening (e.g.,
who provided leadership and
m otivation, reasons for
greening, who was involved in
initial/ongoing planning and
m aintenance)

o

J

•
•
•
•
•

•
•

A verage age (mean, SD)
G ender (frequencies)
Level o f education (frequencies)
A rea o f studies (frequencies)
Ethnic background (frequency)
N um ber o f years in education system (m ean, SD)
N um ber o f years at present school (mean, SD)
Level o f involvem ent/interest (mean, SD)
Size o f school staff and student populations (m ean, frequency)
Ethnic profile o f student populations at schools (frequency)
A m ount o f tim e students are spending on the school ground
throughout the day (mean, SD)
Am ount o f time that students are spending in formal classes on the
naturalized school ground (mean, SD)
A verage num ber o f teachers that teach on the naturalized school
ground (mean, SD)
Com parisons o f selected factors above and independent variables (ttests, ANOVA )
History o f naturalization projects (mean, SD)
Elem ents found on naturalized schools (frequency)
D escription o f perception o f im portance o f space types on exemplary
ground (mean, SD)
Description o f perceptions o f adequacy o f space types on hom e school
ground (mean, SD)
Com parison between im portance and adequacy (t-test)
Com parison o f perceptions as a function o f independent variables (ttests, ANOVA)
Prim ary individuals involved in initial m otivation (frequency)
Reasons that individuals are m otivated to transform (frequency)
D escription o f roles and responsibilities during the different phases o f
naturalization (means, SD)
Com parisons o f selected questions w ith independent variables (t-tests,
ANOVA with post hoc)
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O bjective
2

O bjective
->

Explore if and how
adm inistrators, teachers, and
parents perceive their green
school ground as providing
spaces that influence a)
curriculum delivery, b) teaching
practices, c) student learning
and academ ic achievem ent, d)
student behaviour and social
developm ent; e) environm ental
aw areness and stew ardship, f)
student health and school
safety, e) student play, and g)
inclusivity; and,
Report the factors that have
lim ited or enabled the success
o f school ground greening
projects.

•

D escription o f perceptions o f respondents (means, SD)
Com parisons o f perceptions am ong independent variables (t-test,
ANO VA w ith post hoc)
Reliability analysis o f perception themes

•

D escription o f perceptions o f respondents (means, SD)

4
♦

5
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Interviews.
I hired a transcriber to fully record all data from the interviews.

I read through the

transcriptions with a view to identifying potential themes and topics that were relevant to the
research questions. 1 then coded the interview transcriptions and developed conceptual them es
that allow ed me to fully understand the experiences and perceptions o f teachers, adm inistrators,
and parent. A fter each interview had been coded on paper, I then imported each interview into the
program ATLAS.ti 4.1., Visual Qualitative D ata Analysis, M anagem ent and Theory Building. I
then recoded each interview (w ithout looking at my paper codes) and then com pared my coding
efforts for internal consistency. A list o f them atic codes is found in Appendix C.

C o m p a rin g D ata
In summary, data for the present research initiative was gathered through two prim ary
methods: questionnaires and interviews. It is important to recognize that each method provided
distinct types o f information. W hereas the questionnaires provided a large am ount o f broadbased em pirical inform ation from a large sample o f schools, the interviews generated a large
amount o f specific information from a small sample o f schools. W hereas the questionnaires were
analyzed with descriptive and inferential statistics (described above) allowing limited
generalizations to be made, the interviews provided rich descriptive insights into the experiences
o f the teachers and adm inistrators at the specific schools included in this study. D uring my
analysis and w riting stages o f m y dissertation, I was continually comparing the findings betw een
the two types o f data.

Ethical Considerations
This research did undergo an ethical review by my home university (Lakehead
U niversity) as well as the school board’s ethical review process. With a view to ensuring
informed consent, all participants in this research understood the intent, scope and potential
im plications o f this study. All participants were made aware that their participation was
voluntary, that their responses would rem ain anonymous and confidential, that there were no
benefits or risks associated with their participation and that the option for withdraw al from the
study w as possible at any point. I obtained a signed inform ed consent form. Participants who
indicated that they would like to receive inform ation related to the results o f this study will
receive a final copy o f the report.
I am the only person w ho had access to the inform ation on the questionnaires. It is
important to recognize that it was possible for me to determ ine who completed each questionnaire
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given the request for the school name on the questionnaire (this was im portant to identify the 5
schools whose teachers would be interviewed). All information from the questionnaires did,
however, rem ain anonymous when the final report was written.
In hiring m y transcriber for the interviews, I ensured that our professional agreem ent
m ade certain that all tapes and transcriptions were returned to me and that they respected the
confidentiality o f participants.
The raw questionnaires, tapes and transcriptions will be stored for seven years in a locked
file at Lakehead University. All docum ents em erging from this research (e.g., dissertation and
refereed publications) will m aintain the confidentiality o f participants unless they agree
otherwise.

C hapter Sum m ary
In summary, this chapter focused on my research m ethodology and m ethods. Through
questionnaires and interviews adm inistered in the TDSB in southern Ontario, this research
allow ed me to begin to understand the scope, im plications, and potential o f school ground
learning. This board-w ide project generated em pirical data and descriptive observations that
illustrate the current state o f transform ed school grounds in the school board. This research also
generated detailed accounts o f five school grounds in this school board. The findings will,
hopefully, be o f both scholarly and practical interest, particularly to those researchers and
practitioners who are interested in creating more effective school environm ents. Having
presented the significance o f this study (Chapter 1), the literature relevant to this topic (Chapter
2), as well as the m ethods (Chapter 3), I now turn to a presentation and discussion o f the findings
in the following chapter.
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CH A PTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Introduction
In Chapter 4 , 1 present and discuss the findings from the questionnaire respondents and
interview ees. With a view to organizing this chapter, it is divided into five chapter ‘sections’ that
reflect the original research objectives (see Chapter 1):
SECTION 1 : School, Respondent, Interview ee and Project Profile
(O bjective 1A and IB)
SECTION 2: Profile o f Space Types (O bjective IB)
SECTION 3: Process o f G reening School G rounds (Objective 1C)
SECTION 4: Impacts o f G reen School Grounds (O bjective 2)
SECTIO N 5: Lim iting and E nabling Factors (Objective 3)
Throughout each section o f Chapter 4 , 1 have merged the results and discussion with a view to
creating more o f a ‘flow ’ with my w riting. I recognize that this is not the traditional format for
w riting a dissertation but do hope that my readers will understand the value o f this alternative
approach.

80

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

SC H O O L , R E SPO N D EN T , INTERV IEW EE AND PROJECT PRO FILES
(O bjective 1A)

Questionnaires
Response Rates
Out o f the 100 schools that were invited to participate in the research initiative, 45
returned at least one questionnaire (45% response rate at the school level). Just over h alf o f these
schools (51.1% ) returned all four questionnaires, whereas 31.1% , 11.1%, and 6.7% o f these
returned three, tw o and one questionnaire(s) respectively (Table 3).
A t the individual questionnaire level, 149 out o f a possible 400 questionnaires were
returned (37% response rate at the questionnaire level). Forty-one principals, 39 involved
teachers, 36 uninvolved teachers, and 33 parents completed questionnaires.

School D em ographics
As indicated in Table 4, 45 schools participated in this study and the m ajority were
elem entary (K indergarten to Grade 6) (n=32). H owever, a moderate num ber o f middle schools
(Grade 6-8, n=6) and high schools (Grade 9-12, n=7) also participated. The m ajority o f the
schools had betw een 200 and 500 students (57% ) and less than 40 staff m em bers (66%). The
schools w ere evenly distributed among the socioeconom ic zones assigned by the school board.
The school ground greening projects had been in place at the schools for a wide number
o f years: 13% had been in place for less than 3 years; 62% had been in place betw een 3 and 10
years; and 13% had been in place more than 11 years. At 5 o f the schools, respondents were
unaware o f the history o f the school ground project.

R espondent D em ographics
The m ajority o f respondents were w om en (83%) (Table 3). A lm ost all respondents
indicated that their first language was English (89% ). M ost o f the respondents had com pleted an
undergraduate degree (49% ) or college diplom a (15% ), and an additional 25% had com pleted a
post-graduate degree. The m ajority o f respondents had studied social sciences (75% ), with the
rem aining studying in the natural sciences.
The respondents w orking in the education field (i.e., administrators, involved teachers,
uninvolved teachers) who took part in this study were, for the most part, quite experienced.
Eighty-seven percent had taught for m ore than 5 years; 48% had taught for m ore than 20 years.
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Table 3 Profile o f Q uestionnaire R espondents (Phase 1)
Characteristic and Variable
Role
Principal
Involved teacher
U ninvolved teacher
Parent
Gender
M ale
Female
Age
20-29
30-39
40-49
50-65
H ighest level o f education com pleted
College diplom a
U ndergraduate
M asters
Doctorate
O ther
A rea o f study during post-secondary education
N atural science
Social science
O ther
First language
English
M andarin/C antonese
O ther
Years w orking in public/private education system
0-2
3-5
6-10
11-20
M ore than 20
Y ears w orking at present s c h o o lb
0-2
3-5
6-10
11-20
M ore than 20
N um ber o f years involved with school ground greening
projects
0
1-2
3-5
6-10
11-20
M ore than 20

Frequency

%a

41
39
36
33

27.5
26.2
24.2
22.1

26
123

17.4
82.6

7
40
56
46

4.7
26.8
37.6
30.9

23
73
36
2
15

15.4
49.0
24.2
1.3
10.1

20
112
17

13.4
75.2
11.4

133
4
12

89.3
2.7
8.0

4
8
12
36
56

3.4
6.9
10.3
31.1
48.3

17
42
36
16
5

14.7
36.2
31.0
13.8
4.3

31
20
54
32
11
1

20.8
13.4
36.2
21.5
7.4
0.7
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Level o f involvem ent w ith school ground greening
projects
N ot at all involved
N ot very involved
Fairly involved
V ery involved
Level o f interest w ith school ground greening projects
N o t at all interested
N ot very interested
Fairly interested
Very interested

24
27
39
59

16.1
18.1
26.2
39.6

3
9
49
88

2.0
6.0
32.9
59.1

Note. N =149 respondents.
a I do not know how these percentages com pare to the broader population (e.g., general Toronto
dem ographics or TDSB em ployee dem ographics).
b R esponses from adm inistrators, involved teachers and uninvolved teachers only (n=l 16).
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Table 4 Profile o f Schools from Q uestionnaires (Phase 1)
Characteristic and Variable
Level o f school
Elem entary (K indergarten to Grade 5/6)
M iddle (G rade 5/6 - G rade 8)
Secondary (Grade 9 - G rade 12)
Socioeconom ic status o f school catchm ent area3
Very high
High
M edium
Low
Very low
Length o f school ground greening project (y e a rs)b
<2
3-5
6-10
>11
Unknow n
N um ber o f students
<200
201-500
501-1000
>1000
N um ber o f staff
<20
21-40
41-60
>60
Note. N=45 schools.

Frequency

%

32
6
7

71.1
13.3
15.6

9
11
8
9
8

20.0
24.4
17.8
20.0
17.8

6
14
14
6
5

13.3
31.1
31.1
13.3
11.2

1
26
11
7

2.2
57.8
24.4
15.6

11
20
7
7

24.4
44.4
15.6
15.6

a The socio-econom ic status o f the catchm ent area w as provided by the school board. It is
determ ined by evaluating com m unities as a function of: 1) average and median income o f
families with school aged children; 2) parental education; 3) proportion o f lone-parent families;
4) recent im migration; 5) housing type (apartm ent, single detached house); and, 6) student
mobility. For m ore inform ation, see Chapter 3.
b D ata for this response were sought from the involved teacher. I f the involved teacher did not
respond, data were used from the parent questionnaire. If neither respondent indicated a
response, ‘unknow n’ was recorded.
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H a lf o f these respondents had been w orking at their current school for less than 5 years; the
rem aining h alf had been w orking there for more than 5 years.
The respondents had been involved in greening projects for a varying num ber o f years:
20% had never been involved in a project; 50% had been involved betw een 1 and 5 years; and
30% had been involved for more than 5 years.
Respondents w ere asked to rank both their level o f interest and involvem ent in their
school’s greening initiative on a four point Likert scale (l= n o t at all, 2=not very, 3=fairly, and
4=very). In terms o f interest level in school ground greening initiatives, the m ajority o f
respondents indicated that they were ‘fairly’ or ‘very interested’ (93%). Levels o f involvem ent
were more varied: 66% o f respondents indicated that they were ‘fairly’ or ‘very involved,’ the
rem aining 34% o f respondents w ere ‘not at all’ or ‘not very involved.’

F ollow -U p Case Studies

Interview ee Profiles
I interview ed a total o f 27 individuals during Phase 2 o f the research project. M ore
specifically, I interview ed 4 principals, 7 teachers, and 10 parents associated with the 5 greening
projects profiled in the case studies (Table 5). I also interview ed 4 individuals from the TD SB, 1
individual from Evergreen, and 1 additional principal w ho completed the questionnaire during
Phase 1, but who was not originally selected to participate in Phase 2 o f the research (Table 6).
This principal was contacted because several interview respondents from the TDSB and
Evergreen indicated that she could provide insight on the potential role that the school board
could play in facilitating greening initiatives.
A large m ajority o f interview respondents w ere women (81%). The teachers and
principals involved in the follow-up case study had been involved in the educational system for a
m inim um o f 8 years and a m axim um o f 34 years. Teachers and principals that I interview ed had
been working at their current schools betw een 2 and 15 years. The interview ees associated with
the 5 schools had been involved in greening projects for a varied am ount o f time: 1 respondent
had only been involved 1 year, w hile another had been involved for 12 years.
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Table 5 Profile o f Case Study Interview ees from Five Schools (Phase 2)

Years Involved in
Nam e o f School
Greening
Role
Age
School A
2
Teacher*
40-50
3
P arent
40-50
40-50
3
Parent*
School B
Principal*
>50
5
2
Teacher*
40-50
5
Parent*
40-50
5
Parent
40-50
40-50
2
Parent
Parent
40-50
5
>50
5
G randparent
School C
3
Principal*
40-50
Teacher*
30-40
8
4
40-50
Parent*
School D
Principal*
>50
7
12
Teacher*
>50
2
Parent*
40-50
15
Landscape A rchitect
40-50
involved in project 1992
12
Teacher
>50
School E
1
Principal*
>50
7
Teacher*
40-50
Parent*
30-40
2
Note. * denotes involvem ent in Phase 1 o f research

Years in Education
System (A t Present
School)
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1 2 (4 )
n/a
n/a
29 (5)
1 9 (2 )
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
3 0 (3 )
8 (8 )
n/a
34 (4)
22 (14)
n/a
n/a
n/a
30(4)
11(9)
n/a

Table 6 Profile o f A dditional Interview ees (non school case study specific) (Phase 2)

N am e o f School
Respondent
Bruce Day
Heidi Cam pbell
Richard Christie

Cam Collyer
Sheila Penny

Principal

Role
Grounds Team
Leader (TDSB)
Joint Evergreen/
TDSB position
District-w ide
coordinator o f
Environm ental
Education for the
TDSB
Director o f Learning
G rounds (Evergreen)
Executive
Superintendent o f
Facilities Services
(TDSB)
School F

Age
>50

Years
Involved
in
Greening
n/a

Years in
Education
System (At
Present
School)
n/a

30-40

n/a

n/a

40-50

n/a

n/a

30-40

n/a

n/a

>50

n/a

n/a

>50

n/a

n/a
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Case Study School and School Ground G reening Profiles
Five elem entary schools were involved in the case studies, each representing a range o f
socio-econom ic statuses (1 school in each ‘category o f status’: very high, high, medium, low,
very low) (Table 7 ).17 The schools ranged notably in term s o f the size o f their student body (280
- 950 students) as well as their staff team (13-48 staff).
In order to have a deeper understanding o f the context o f the school as well as the school
ground greening projects studied in Phase 2 o f the research, I asked case study interviewees a
num ber o f questions about their particular greening project. I gathered not only detailed
descriptions o f each school, but was also able to physically experience (through site tours) and
take pictures o f each school ground.181 asked interview ees questions related to both the process
(e.g., m otivation for greening, dates o f greening, who was involved, sources o f funding) and
product (e.g., elem ents, program spaces) o f their greening projects. In the following section o f
the chapter, I briefly describe the 5 school ground greening initiatives.19

17 For description of how the categories of socioeconomic status were assigned, see Chapter 3, section
entitled “Selection of Schools, Questionnaire Respondent and Interviewees: Rationale.”
18 Unfortunately, for ethical reasons related to confidentiality, no pictures can be included in this
dissertation. This is regretful - as they would certainly contribute to helping the reader develop an intimacy
with these spaces.
19 Interestingly, respondents described the same greening project in very different ways. For example, in
comparing the interview transcriptions of a principal, involved teacher, and parent associated with the same
greening project, it was not uncommon for each to describe the greening initiative somewhat differently.
This diversity made it difficult for me to ascertain the ‘true’ story of school ground greening for the schools
in the case studies. The responsibility thus fell on me, as the researcher and writer, to ‘piece together’ the
summaries of greening at each case study project. I did this by reading transcripts from the schools on
several occasions to capture the multiple perspectives. I do recognize the limitations of such an endeavour
and realize that if someone else were to review the transcripts, they might possibly come up with a different
story. I also realize that if I were to write the stories again at a different time and in a different space
(figuratively and metaphorically), I might well generate a slightly different story. To complicate matters
even more, I realize that if I were to conduct the interviews again, I might well get very different answers.

88

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

Table 7 Profile o f Case Study Schools (Phase 2)
School

Socio-economic S ta tu s a

N um ber o f Students

School A
School B
School C
S ch o o lD
S ch o o lE

Very high (0.00)
High (0.32)
M edium (0.41)
Low (0.70)
Very low (0.88)

540
691
420
280
950

N um ber o f S taff (Teachers and
Adm inistration)
27
35
25
13
48

“ The socio-economic status of the catchment area was provided by the school board. It is determined by
evaluating communities as a function of: 1) average and median income of families with school aged
children; 2) parental education; 3) proportion of lone-parent families; 4) recent immigration; 5) housing
type (apartment, single detached house); and, 6) student mobility. See Chapter 3.
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School A 20
A parent w atched them tear down the playground and asked if she could have parts o f it
to try to take to other schools that might not have had the sa m e ... because it was
beau tifu l... it w asn't an old piece o f equipm ent. And she was told ‘n o ’... that everything
was going to be destroyed. And she was really angry that they weren’t going to try and
retrofit or do som ething to make use o f this stuff. And so she went on to m ake it her
project, and I think it was based on that sum m er afternoon w hen she passed through the
yard. So she took it on to head it up. A nd I guess w ent for every grant and every single
thing she could possibly g e t... and that's where she found the Evergreen people. She ju st
w ent nuts looking through all kinds o f m agazines and ended up with a lot o f extra
financial support, ju st by getting kids to fill out things. It was a huge effort on her part
and it w orked w onderfully. (Parent)
School A is located in a upper-m iddle class community in north Toronto (SES index =
0.00). The school is fairly small, w ith only 540 students and 27 staff. The project is best known
for its extremely active parent com m ittee and its successful fundraising efforts.
The greening project at School A was initiated 2 years ago by a parent w ho saw the play
ground equipm ent being rem oved.21 C oncerned about the play environm ent for her ow n children,
she decided to becom e actively involved in recreating a better school ground. She had seen
exam ples o f other green school grounds in the U nited States and set about raising funds and
gathering support.
Support eventually came; although there was a bit o f resistance at the beginning, the
principal, teachers, parents and students became keen to be involved in planning, designing,
fundraising and creating a new green school ground. Fundraising (e.g., grant applications, school
council fundraisers, donations from parents and com m unity) was extremely successful and over
$250,000 was raised for the project. The grade 5 class, in particular, became heavily involved by
giving presentations to corporations around the city. The class alone raised $30,000!
There are tw o main phases to the project: Phase 1, which has been com pleted, included
new playground equipm ent, a learning classroom in front o f the school, and trees/rocks
com pilation near the playground equipment; Phase 2, w hich has not been com pleted, w ill include
the creation o f a com m unity gathering spot and a new track. Support for Phase 2 o f the project is
not as strong as it was for Phase 1 as teachers, parents, and adm inistrators struggle to balance
their interest in and support o f greening with the other school priorities (e.g.,

20 The names of the schools and interviewees have been changed to protect their anonymity.
21 The full story of the TDSB and CSA playground equipment removal is described in Chapter 3,
“Selection of School Board: Rationale.”
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purchasing com puter facilities, com pleting repairs on a very old school building, purchasing
curriculum m aterials, reducing class size, etc.).
One parent has essentially driven this entire initiative. She is, how ever, supported by an
active parent com m ittee. The parent body at School A is a reliably dedicated group: according to
one parent “We actually have to draw lotteries for parents to go on school trips.” There is also an
active School Council that has been very involved in the process o f greening the school ground.
The principal has been very supportive o f the initiative as well. H e can often be found
early in the m ornings w orking in the garden in front o f the school. He is, however, trying to
balance the initiative w ith the other extra and co-curricular programs at the school, including
music, swim m ing, theatre and sports.
Evidently, the m ajority o f teachers have been involved in a m inor way in the greening
process (e.g., attending fundraisers, bringing classes to planting days) but none assum ed a
leadership role due to the active parent committee. N ow that the first phase has been com pleted,
teachers are som ew hat less involved (it is entirely parent driven right now). In terms o f teaching,
a small num ber o f teachers use the outdoor classroom, but it could certainly be used more. There
is general agreem ent that as the space becom es more shaded, more teachers will be increasingly
w illing to use it.
The students w ere involved in the design, fundraising and planting o f the green spaces.
All students w ere asked to draw a m ap o f their ‘ideal’ playground and these maps were used by
the landscape architect to design the final plans. As m entioned earlier, som e students w ere also
involved in fundraising. O n the planting days, the students w ere actively involved and each
student was responsible for planting their ow n tree. Currently, there is little student involvem ent
at School A. The m aintenance appears to be done by the parents and there is no Garden Club to
keep students actively involved at present.
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School B
It was com pletely asp h alt... really ugly, absolutely nothing. It was com plete desolation.
The new space has gone a long way to providing alternatives for kids, so they don't ju st
have to play soccer or sw eat to death on the asphalt in Ju n e ... there are places to sit
down, there are places to go that are quiet, where they can eat a snack w ith a friend.
There are a variety o f places to be now, whereas before you had two choices - on the
asphalt or on the grass. And usually on the grass is football and soccer, and it's not
everybody's cup o f tea. They can hide behind the bush now when they're playing with a
friend or seek som e shade from some o f our trees. (Involved parent)

School B is located in a m iddle-upper class neighbourhood in east Toronto (SES Index =
0.32). The school has 691 students and 35 staff. The School B greening project is perceived as
being a model school ground greening initiative in the TDSB. They are best know n for their very
active parent com m unity, their supportive principal, and their positive relationship with the
school board.
The School B M illennium Learning G arden com m ittee initiated the greening initiative at
the school in 1999. The com m ittee developed a w ell-defined four-part vision for their project that
still guides them today. T hey wanted to transform part o f their school grounds into a garden that
featured: 1) a bio-diverse native species habitat and learning garden for the study and appreciation
o f their local ecosystem; 2) a school-wide com posting program ; 3) a m eeting circle where classes
and groups could m eet and sit together; and, 4) an outdoor classroom setting that could support
student learning across all curriculum areas.
The Com m ittee capitalized on the playground equipm ent being rem oved for safety
reasons. W hen the bulldozers arrived in Fall 2000 to remove the equipm ent and the surrounding
asphalt, the com m ittee requested that an additional section o f asphalt be rem oved to break ground
for the M illennium Garden.
Since the ground w as broken 3 years ago, the com m ittee has overseen the creation o f
several garden spaces: N ative Garden; Learning Garden; W inter Garden; M oon Garden; Peace
Garden; and, K inderG arden. School B also has a new outdoor classroom and an active
com posting program . C urrently, the school is rem oving more pavement to create a tall grass
prairie m aze. Future plans include the developm ent o f ‘green ro o f project that will help to cool
the school, assist storm w ater management issues, and provide another site for environmental
education.
Funding was sought through TD /Canada Trust, Leam ex, Evergreen and corporate
organizations. D onations have come from C anada B loom ’s (a horticultural organization),
com m unity m em bers, a num ber o f City Councillors, as well as local businesses. Committee
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m em bers estim ate that approxim ately $30,000 has been spent on the greening initiatives at School
B.
The green school ground has helped to create an environm ental philosophy that
perm eates the entire school. Since the school ground has been transform ed, num erous other
environm ental initiatives have begun in the school. For example, garbage has been reduced by
tw o-thirds as a result o f a strong recycling and com posting program. The importance o f
environm ental education is reflected in School B ’s new ly revised School M ission statem ent that
now includes reference to environm ental leadership.
School B has a very active parent com m unity that has been integral in facilitating the
greening, with approxim ately 15 adults part o f the ‘G arden C om m ittee.’ There is an elected
position on the School Council called the O utdoor Environm ental Representative, w ho is
responsible for liaising betw een the parents and school community. Parents and students are part
o f an active ‘G arden C lub’ that meets w eekly for sessions in the garden (e.g., plantings,
m aintenance, designing). Parents also assum e a vital role in m aintaining the garden during the
sum m er (e.g., w eeding, watering, etc.)
Students have been involved in a variety o f ways throughout the process. The ideas,
opinions and concerns o f students w ere sought form ally through the Class Council (2
representatives per class for all grades above G rade 2). The representatives surveyed their own
classes for ideas/draw ings and reported back to the Council. Ultim ately, these ideas w ere used to
help m ake design decisions. All students at the school are encouraged to com post and they have
been involved in various planting days. Students can also elect to join the Garden Club.
Teachers have not been overly involved in the planning, creating or m aintaining o f the
green school ground at School B. The principal encourages the teachers to use the school ground
for teaching on a regular basis and w ould like to see more teaching happening out there.
Teachers currently use the spaces for instructing a variety o f subjects, including art, science,
language arts and gym, but m uch could be done. Some teachers at the school contribute in other
w ays to an environm ental ethic that exists in the school: one teacher runs the in-school hours
G arden Club (that operates during the school day), another teacher is in charge o f indoor plants,
w hile another teacher m anages the compost.
The principal at School B has been extrem ely supportive o f the greening initiative.
W hile the principal is rarely outside ‘digging in the garden,’ she has assumed num erous key roles,
including: facilitating a smooth, productive relationship with the TDSB; supporting the parent
com m ittee; encouraging teachers to use the space for teaching; honouring the educational value
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o f student participation in the greening process; and in endorsing an environm ental philosophy
that extends beyond the greening project into energy use, waste management, and learning.
N um erous.aw ards and accolades have been received by School B. For exam ple, the
school was recognized as a M illennium Star (environm ental category) by the Toronto M illennium
Office, received the Toronto A tm ospheric Fund “Cool Schools” award, received “A nother Yard
for the Don Ecological G arden A w ard” from Friends o f the D on (an organization that is devoted
to im proving the w atershed quality o f the Don), was featured in a film for Earth Day, and was
profiled in A Breath o f F resh A ir (Floughton, 2003).

School C
Kids were not happy. They w ere discontent, running around, doing nothing, w ith no
focus. M ost o f our schoolyard was asphalt or terribly hard packed ground. We did have
a soccer field, but then they fought about w ho is going to play in the soccer field. There
w ere always fights at recess. W e thought w e had to give them som ething to do. I love
nature and gardening and it ju st seem ed a good thing to start. (Involved teacher)

School C Public School is a Junior K indergarten to Grade six French im m ersion school
located in N orth Toronto in a m iddle class neighbourhood (SES index = 0.41). The school
serves approxim ately 420 students and em ploys 19 teachers. The project at School C is not
know n around the school board for any specific reason. U nlike School A, it has not raised large
amounts o f money. U nlike School B, it does not have a tremendously active parent comm ittee.
Instead, it represents an ‘average’ greening initiative in the TDSB. It has a m odest design. The
comm ittee struggles w ith lim ited and changing staff involvem ent. These are very real challenges
for many other greening projects around the board.
The greening initiative was started in 1998 by a principal and a group o f teachers and
parents. A ccording to the involved teacher who participated in this study and w ho was one o f the
original teachers that got the project o ff the ground, the m otivation for transform ing the school
ground was to respond to challenges that were em erging in the school ground during recess. The
principal at the tim e approached the teachers and parents to let them know that funding was
available to support school ground greening initiatives. A “Greening C om m ittee,” com prised o f
the principal, teachers and parents, was form ed and they raised $17,000 from a variety o f
organizations, including Evergreen, Shell Canada, Consum er Gas, and C anada Trust.
The garden has two m ain parts: a native garden and a non-native garden. The green
school ground at School C is currently in a ‘m aintenance phase,’ which means that no new
plantings are occurring.
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The impacts o f the ephem eral nature o f school com m unities are very evident at School C:
the most involved parent has a child in grade 4 that will move to a new school soon; there is a
high teacher turnover at School C which m eans that many o f the teachers who were once
involved have been m oved to new schools; the involved teacher w ho participated in this study is
currently on maternity leave; and, the new principal is feeling som ew hat overw helm ed at the
prospect o f this “ fairly unw ieldy” garden.
Students were m odestly involved during the planning stages o f the greening initiative
(e.g., visioning, fundraising). They w ere asked to complete surveys with their fam ilies that asked
them to describe their ‘w ishes’ for the new garden. Once the actual planting began, the students
were very involved. U ntil this year (when they entered the m aintenance phase), the students had
been involved in yearly plantings and helping out with weeding. A t various points in the
project’s history, the school has had a G arden Club for students, teachers, and parents who help
with the maintenance o f the garden.
Throughout the past 6 years, there have been a small num ber o f com m itted parents at
School C that have helped w ith the greening project. Today, there are really only three parents
who assist on a regular basis. They are w illing to come to m eetings, volunteer for w atering, and
perform specific tasks, but none o f them assum es a real leadership position.
Throughout the years, m any teachers have shown an interest in the greening project, but
currently, the one involved teacher is on m aternity leave. She has a trem endous am ount o f
dedication to the garden, noting that “basically it is me that runs the g ard en ...th e school has
changed so much in the last 3 years. We have lost a lot o f people and new people have come. It
is pretty much all up to m e.”
The principal is very supportive o f the greening initiative but struggles to balance it w ith
m any other initiatives that are occurring in the school. Challenges such as w ork-to-rule, school
board cut-backs, teacher turnover, increasing num bers o f ESL students, and no vice-principal
make it difficult for the principal to devote as m uch time to the garden as she w ould like. She is
often helping with m aintenance (she’s often w eeding the garden), organizing m eetings, liaising
w ith the school board about the project, and encouraging teachers to use the garden as a teaching
tool if they feel comfortable.
In terms o f teaching on the school ground, it appears that it is used “occasionally”
(Principal) and that there is “less and less teaching happening in the garden” (Involved teacher).
The parent agrees, noting that “I d on’t think it is used nearly as m uch as it could be for an outdoor
classroom .” When it is used, the teachers at School C instruct prim arily science and art lessons.
Efforts are made to incorporate the m aintenance (e.g., weeding) into teaching opportunities. The
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interviewees generally agreed that m uch room exists to increase the am ount and type o f teaching
that happens in the garden.

School D
Parents initiated it about 10 years ago. And the parents w ere landscape architects who
had businesses on the side, who did landscape architecture as a business... and they got
together with a bunch o f parents and they decided that the school ground w as terrible. It
was paved over from one end to the next and they wanted to transform it. B ut o f course
they were idealists and v isionaries... I'm not sure about this, but I think the initial budget
for the transform ation o f the school grounds was $750,000. That was their initial plan...
because they decided they would do a plan o f all the things that they really w anted. They
had an upland orchard with a path that w andered through the forest, upland forest. They
had an apple orchard at the back, they would have butterfly bushes and trees all along
down one side. They w ould have a prairie, they would have terrace g ard e n s... and they
would have an outdoor classroom with vines. And they had a huge p lan ... and they
proceeded to have the principal behind them. And they were really excited about it.
(Teacher)
School D is located in a mixed community o f middle and w orking class individuals (SES
Index = 0.70). The school is w ell know n around Toronto for its excellent arts program s and
garden. Some parents outside the catchm ent o f the school request that their children attend the
school. There are 280 students and 13 staff associated w ith the school. The project is well known
because it was one o f the earliest greening projects in the school board.
The garden project began in 1992 and is the oldest project profiled in this research.
Given the socio-econom ic profile o f this community, the project’s history is quite fascinating and
according to some, really unexpected. In the early 1990’s, a group o f dedicated parents worked
together to transform the school ground at School D. The parents had principal endorsem ent,
backgrounds in landscape architecture and the arts, and a com m itm ent to political activism, and
they w ere very successful. O ver the course o f a few years, the asphalt at School D w as replaced
w ith an upland forest, an apple orchard, a terrace garden, a m eadow, and an aviary.
It is estim ated that approxim ately $300,000 was raised by the parents for the initiative. A
large am ount o f m oney was donated by the Eaton and W eston families (approxim ately $50,000 in
total).
The initial relationship betw een the parent com m ittee and the former Toronto Board was
very confrontational. It appears that school board officials were extrem ely reluctant to help with
the initiative and indirectly made efforts to block the project. (M ore details o f this relationship
will be described later).
Despite the lack o f board involvem ent or support, the parents persisted; the project at
School D flourished for m any years and became a model project. A ‘teaching assistant’ was
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hired for 9 hours per week for approxim ately 5 years to deliver lessons on the green school
ground. This individual also assisted with the m aintenance and upkeep o f the garden space.
The garden at School D suffered trem endously, how ever, when the original group o f
parents moved on and the supportive principal was transferred to another school. The new
principal was, apparently, not very supportive o f the greening initiative and new parents were
uninterested in working with som eone they considered difficult. New parents who arrived were
also interested in different aspects o f their children’s education, and the arts becam e a new focus
at School D. A s a result, the greening project became less o f a focus for parents, teacher, and the
principal. The garden became som ew hat overgrow n and was used less and less for teaching. One
o f the teachers who assisted the original parent committee has been at the school since the project
began and, by default, has become the resident expert on all aspects o f the garden. She openly
admits though that in the absence o f an active parent com m ittee and supportive principal, it is
difficult to make the garden a priority.
There are, however, exciting prospects for the future o f the School D garden. A new
principal has recently arrived who has a strong com m itm ent to reaw akening the garden. Several
parents o f kindergarden students are showing an interest in becom ing involved. It appears that
this m ight be a shifting point for the garden space at School D.

S c h o o lE
This is the most diverse neighbourhood com m unity anywhere in Canada. W e have 73
different languages that are spoken here at the school. I couldn't begin to say how m any
cultures exactly but well in excess o f 73. We have children from Sri Lanka, m ainland
China, India, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Eastern Europe, Rum ania, Bulgaria, Russia, the
form er Y ugoslavia...A nd we're increasingly getting children from A frica places like
Zaire, and Somalia. One thing that's neat about this project that we were talking a b o u t...
we feel that it's a bit o f an introduction to the Canadian way o f life. These kids are so
keen, so enthusiastic, and so excited about having these opportunities. W e're planting
bulbs and for the kids once again that's an experience they don't h a v e ... it's probably not
one that they would have done in their hom elands, I'm not sure but I don't think so. So to
actually get down on your hands and knees and turn the soil over and smell the soil, to
see the worms and the bugs and not freak out, to pick them up. (Principal)

School E has 950 students from grades K-5 and is located in a very diverse community.
There are 50 teachers. It is exciting to visit School E and see the diversity o f students, staff and
languages. The home country o f the largest num ber o f students is Sri Lanka, followed by
m ainland China. It is truly an ephemeral student population that ebbs and flows: some students
are on a “pilgrim age” or “journey” and stay at the school for as briefly as one week. The socio
econom ic status o f the school community is described as low er to middle class (SES Index =
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0.88), but m any assert that it would be higher if the new Canadian parents could get work in their
traditional areas o f expertise.
The greening project in the enclosed courtyard at School E has been a work in progress
for the last 10 years, but a more directed effort has been in place for the last 2 years. The small
courtyard space has several components: 1) forest edge (trees, shrubs, bird feeders, mulch); 2)
butterfly garden; and 3) m eteorological station. Future plans include the creation o f an actual
forest (two m aple trees, native forest bed, two teaching areas with seating and shade) as well as a
mural on the biggest wall within the courtyard. Several years ago there was a functioning pond,
but it is no longer in existence. Interestingly, there are im portant sections o f community
greenspace near School E (e.g., bike paths, ravines, O ntario Science Centre grounds, etc.) and the
greening project is trying to situate itself within these larger community greenspaces.
The courtyard project has been transform ed with an extrem ely m odest budget:
approxim ately $2,000 has been spent to date and an additional $1,500 has been raised for
additional projects. Funding has been sought through Cool Schools/Clean Air Fund in Toronto,
Evergreen, TD Canada Trust, and the school bookfair.
A few dedicated teachers at School E are alm ost solely responsible for facilitating the
greening project. They have been in charge o f fundraising, visioning, planning, planting and
m aintaining the space. One o f the m ost involved teachers is the librarian whose w orkspace (the
library) has large windows that face the courtyard. He feels very responsible for and attached to
the courtyard given his daily physical connections to the space.
The principal at School E is extrem ely supportive o f the courtyard project and makes
every effort to support it. He has helped with the plantings, m ulch spreading and will help to
w ater the space in the summer. He stresses the importance o f contextualizing the project within
the school’s ultim ate academic goals o f literacy and numeracy. Despite his support, he is a very
‘hands o f f leader and has trem endous trust in the teachers at the School E who are involved in
the courtyard project. He does not need to “know everything that is going on” and very much
assum es that “no news is good new s.”
Parental support for the courtyard greening project at School E is very lim ited (although 1
did speak to one parent who has helped out w ith plantings). M any reasons were offered from the
principal and teacher with whom I spoke about why parental support was so limited. They
postulated that language might be a barrier and that many parents are working m ultiple jobs to
support their transition into Canadian life. They also suggested that many new Canadian parents
believe that they shouldn’t “get involved in the school unless there's a problem .” Efforts have
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been m ade to invite m ore parents to participate, but due to the small size o f the courtyard and the
enthusiasm o f teachers, there appears to be not a great need for additional parental support.
In terms o f student involvem ent, some o f the grade 3 and 4 classes were involved in map
making where they contributed their ideas for courtyard design. There is an Environm ent Club
that students can join if they are interested in helping with the planting and maintenance in the
courtyard. There are also Biking and Hiking Clubs at the school w hich go on excursions tw ice a
w eek after school during the fall and spring. A lthough this is not directly tied to the courtyard,
the presence o f these clubs does show support for ‘environm ental’ issues at School E.
Teachers are encouraged to use the courtyard as an outdoor classroom but current use is
som ew hat limited. It is anticipated that when the actual outdoor classroom elements (e.g., rocks
for seating, shade structure) are present, many more teachers will use the space. The principal is
very supportive o f using the outdoors (i.e. courtyard, ravines, trails, etc.) as a m edium for
teaching a range o f subjects including m athem atics, language arts, w eather, as well as science.

Section Sum m ary
The diversity found w ithin and among the schools, school ground greening profiles,
questionnaire respondents and interviewees provided me with different perspectives on school
ground greening in the TDSB.
The schools that com pleted the questionnaires (N=45) and that were involved in the case
study (N=5) represent a range o f different student populations, com m unities and physical
locations. Socio-econom ically, the schools are on a continuum, ranging from low to high SES.
The sizes o f the schools vary. The ethnic com position o f the schools is different: while some are
com posed o f alm ost entirely Caucasian, A nglo-Saxon, English-speaking students, other schools
have a large m ajority o f new Canadian students w ith more than 73 countries represented and 98
languages spoken.
Given how different the schools are, it should be no surprise that the green school
grounds profiled in this study are also very different. Physically, the school ground greening
initiatives are very diverse: while some schools have planted a few trees, others have complex
m ulti-phase greening projects w ith gardens, ponds, composters, weather stations, and murals. The
story o f creating and m aintaining the school ground differs among the projects profiled as well:
w hile some schools have ju st begun the process o f greening, others have been w orking on their
project for over 12 years. The budgets for the projects vary considerably: some schools have
spent $2,000 w hile other schools have spent more than $250,000.
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The 149 questionnaire respondents and 27 interviewees also represent a diversity o f
perspectives. M ost obviously, the individuals differ in term s o f their age, gender, teaching
experience, ethnic background, position, and experience in greening. W hile accessing and
nam ing these differences is relatively easy (much o f this dem ographic inform ation was requested
on the questionnaire), other differences am ong the respondents are m uch more difficult to
identify, label, and understand. For example, individual differences in terms o f personal
background, educational philosophy, and environmental viewpoints are difficult to ascertain via a
questionnaire, y et these factors necessarily influenced the respondents’ perspectives.
While recognition o f the diversity o f voices that is represented in this sam ple is
im portant, it is equally im portant to recognize the voices that are missing from this study. W hile
1 will never have a full understanding o f all the voices that are not represented herein, I am aware
o f the following m issing perspectives: the students attending these schools; the individuals
associated with greening program s at schools that were not selected to participate in Phase 1; the
voices o f the principals, teachers and parents who received a questionnaire in Phase 1 o f the
research but did not com plete it; the schools who were not selected to participate in Phase 2 o f the
research; as well as, the voices o f individuals who were invited but unable to participate in the
interviews.
Before concluding this section that summarizes the research ‘subjects,’ I must, o f course,
acknow ledge as the principal investigator that I was a research ‘subject’ and that my own voice
appears strongly throughout both Phase 1 and 2 o f this study. Even though I am not listed in
Table 3 or Table 5 as having com pleted a questionnaire or participated in an interview, I did
assum e m ultiple roles throughout this study and thus my voice will appear strongly in the
follow ing sections o f the dissertation. M y own social identity and values influenced all aspects o f
this research project from the problem identification stage, questionnaire construction, interview
schedule, and dissertation w riting. I am aware that as I formed relationships with schools and
individuals, I necessarily was in a position both to influence others and to be influenced. I
believe that I too am an integral ‘subject’ in this study.
I thus support Stanley and W ise’s (1993) assertion that “who a researcher is, in terms o f
their sex, race, class and sexuality, affects what they ‘find’ in their research” (p. 228). Informed
by the data, the literature, m y own experience, and m yself as a research tool, I created this
dissertation. It goes w ithout saying then, that someone with different know ledge(s) than I have,
or som eone from a different ‘location,’ would undoubtedly interpret the data in a different way:
they w ould be draw n to different stories, see different patterns, connect more personally with
aspects o f the data.
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H aving introduced the questionnaire respondents, interview ees, schools, and greening
projects, in the follow ing section o f my dissertation, I explore the design o f the greening
initiatives more fully.
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PR O FILE O F SPACE TYPES
(O bjective IB)

Q uestionnaires
W ith a view to having a greater understanding o f aspects o f design related to school
ground greening projects, questionnaire respondents were asked to com plete two questions about
the specific design elem ents on their green school ground. First, they w ere asked to indicate what
elements were found on their green school ground (e.g., coniferous trees, rocks, sand, etc.).
Second, they were asked to evaluate a num ber o f ‘spaces types’ (e.g., spaces that support creative
play) in term s o f their im portance on an exem plary yard and their adequacy on their own school
ground.

The Project Elem ents
Involved teachers w ere asked to indicate, from a list provided on the questionnaire, the
elem ents that w ere found on their green school ground (e.g., presence/absence) (Table 8). The
large m ajority o f green school grounds had deciduous trees and coniferous trees. Approxim ately
h alf o f the green schools had rocks, butterfly gardens, w ildflow er meadows, seating for classes.
Some o f the schools have com posting program s, with 44% having com posting stations and 18%
having verm icom posters. A very small percentage o f schools had public art and none o f the
schools had green houses.

Im portance and A dequacy o f Elem ents
R espondents w ere asked to evaluate the importance and adequacy o f 14 space types on a
school green school ground (Table l) .22 In analyzing this section o f the questionnaire, I was able
to:
1.

Investigate respondent perceptions o f the im portance o f 14 space types on an ideal or
exem plary school ground;

2.

Investigate respondent perceptions o f the adequacy o f 14 space types on their school ground;
and,

22 Rationale for selection of these ‘space types’ is found in Chapter 3, in the section called “Additional
Questionnaire Information: Selection of Space Categories and Types.”
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3.

Explore if and how the perceptions differed as a function o f independent variables related to
the school (e.g., socio-econom ic status, length o f greening projects) as well as the individual
respondent (e.g., gender, role, level o f involvem ent, as well as level o f interest in the project).

Results o f Im portance/Adequacy
To understand basic trends in respondents’ rankings, the means and standard deviations
for the adequacy and im portance o f each o f the space types were generated (Table 9). The
respondents ranked all o f spaces as being ‘fairly’ or ‘very im portant’ on an exemplary school
ground. The mean ranking for the 14 space types w as 3.49 (SD - 0.39), suggesting that all
spaces are perceived as being ‘fairly’ to ‘very im portant.’ Respondents indicated that the m ost
im portant spaces were open green spaces (Space #1) ( M — 3.88), hard surface play spaces (Space
#2) (M = 3.76), as w ell as shaded spaces (Space #12) (M = 3.89). The space that received the
low est ranking in terms o f importance was elem ents to support creative play (Space #5) (M =
2.79).
In terms o f adequacy o f spaces on their own school ground, the mean ranking for the 14
space types was 2.28 (SD = 0.49), suggesting respondents perceived some inadequacies on their
own school grounds. N evertheless, the respondents did report that some spaces were more
adequate than others on their own school grounds. The m ost adequately represented spaces were
open green space (Space #1) (M = 3.32) as w ell as hard surface play spaces (Space #2) (M =
3.17). The four spaces that respondents indicated were the least adequate were as follows: a)
elem ents that support creative play (Space #5) (M = 1.32); b) areas sheltered from the rain and
snow (Space #14) (M = 1.48); c) built elem ents to support learning (Space #6) (M = 1.73); as
w ell as, d) areas sheltered from the wind (Space #13) (M = 1.87).
Paired samples t-tests were conducted to evaluate if the mean for importance differed
from the mean for adequacy for each space. The results indicated a significant difference between
the importance and adequacy for all spaces, p<.01 (two-tailed). In all 14 pairs, the mean rankings
w ere significantly higher for im portance than adequacy (Table 9). In other words, respondents
indicated that even though they felt that a specific space type was important, it was often not
adequately represented in their own schools grounds.

The Effect o f Independent Variables
W ith a view to understanding if perceptions o f the importance and adequacy o f spaces
differed as a function o f independent variables, such as respondent’s role (e.g., principal, involved
teacher, uninvolved teacher, parent), level o f involvem ent, level o f interest, and gender, a series
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T able 8 P ercen tag e o f G reen S chool G ro u n d s C o n tain in g E lem en ts

Element

% Present

% Absent

D eciduous trees

93

7

Coniferous trees

80

20

R ocks/boulders

56

44

Butterfly garden

53

47

W ildflow er m eadow

49

51

Seating for class (e.g., log circle, am phitheatre)

47

53

C om posting stations

44

56

Sand

40

60

Nesting structures for birds

30

70

V egetable garden

29

71

Bird feeders

27

73

Pond/w etland/w ater

22

78

Berm

22

78

H edgerow s

20

80

V erm icom poster

18

82

W oodland

18

82

N ature trail

13

87

Signage/Interpretive displays

11

89

Sand and w ater combined

4

96

Public art (e.g., murals, painting on w alls/ground)

4

96

Greenhouse

0

to o

N ote. N =45 schools. T hese data are gathered from the involved teachers’ questionnaires. I f no
involved teacher had returned the questionnaire, data from the principal were used.
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T able 9 Im p o rtan ce and A d eq u a cy o f Space T y p es

Im portance

Adequacy

N
139

M
3.88

SD
0.389

N
136

M
3.32

SD
0.767

t
7.819*

df
134

0.000

138

3.76

0.520

135

3.17

0.778

8.322*

133

0.000

136

3.41

0.890

133

2.66

1.058

8.393*

130

0.000

138

3.65

0.669

136

2.67

0.844

13.185*

133

0.000

135

2.79

0.925

133

1.32

0.667

17.650*

128

0.000

138

3.43

0.683

135

1.73

0.874

11.725*

132

0.000

138

3.60

0.677

135

2.26

1.007

13.633*

133

0.000

139

3.35

0.824

135

2.09

0.934

13.256*

132

0.000

138

3.43

0.786

135

2.27

1.047

9.680*

131

0.000

138

3.62

0.686

134

2.37

1.015

20.143*

132

0.000

137

3.36

0.839

133

2.45

1.069

14.566*

133

0.000

139

3.89

0.394

135

2.16

0.935

19.942*

133

0.000

13. A reas that are sheltered
139 3.52 0.776 135 1.87 0.926 16.611* 132
from wind
14. A reas that are sheltered
138 3.24 0.892 135 1.48 0.700 18.870* 132
from rain and snow
N ote. Levels o f importance and adequacy were based on a 4-point scale (1 =not at all
im portant/adequate, 2=not very im portant/adequate, 3=fairly im portant/adequate, 4=very
im portant/adequate).

0.000

Space Type
1. Open green space
2.

Hard surface play spaces
for sports and games
3. M anufactured equipm ent
and play structures
4.
Loose elem ents to
support active play
5. Elem ents that support
creative play
6. Build elem ents to
support learning
7. N atural elem ents to
support learning
8. Places for
individuals/pairs to find
refuge
Small group gathering
9.
spaces
10. Class size gathering
spaces
11. Larger than one class
group gathering areas
12. Areas that are shaded

P

0.000

* £ < 0.01
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o f statistical tests w ere performed. Tests were also conducted to explore if and how perceptions
differed among projects that had been in existence for differing am ounts o f tim e (i.e., <5 yrs vs.
>5 yrs) as well as the socio-econom ic status o f the com m unity. For all o f the independent
variables except SES, few effects were found.
To determ ine if there were differences betw een how the four types o f respondents
perceived the im portance and adequacy o f the spaces, I calculated one-w ay A N O VAs.
D ifferences in perception as a function o f role were found in only one case. Significant
differences in the m eans were found betw een perceptions o f the adequacy o f areas sheltered from
the rain and snow (Space #14), F (3 ,131) = 3.614, p = 0.015. Follow -up tests w ere conducted to
evaluate pairwise differences among the means o f the four groups, controlling for Type 1 error
across tests using the T ukey’s test. The results o f these tests indicated that the involved teacher
(M = 1.20, SD = 0.473) ranked the adequacy o f Space #14 significantly lower than the uninvolved
teacher (M = 1.67, SD = 0.736) and parent (M = 1.67, SD = 0.802).
One-way A N O V A ’s were also perform ed to evaluate differences betw een respondents
with varying levels o f involvem ent and interest. W hen no differences were evident, the data for
level o f involvem ent and level o f interest was recoded from four levels to two levels (not
involved/involved and not interested/interested).23 Independent sam ples t-tests to evaluate if
differences between level o f interest/involvem ent and perceptions o f im portance and adequacy
revealed that no differences existed in term s o f level o f involvem ent. Four significant differences
related to levels o f interest were found however. Interested respondents ranked the importance o f
natural spaces to support learning (Space #7), the im portance o f areas sheltered from the wind
(Space #13), the im portance o f the average o f the 14 space types, as well as the adequacy o f
natural spaces to support learning (Space #7) significantly higher than uninterested respondents
(Table 10).
In exploring the influence o f gender, an independent samples t-test revealed that no
differences existed betw een how men and wom en described the im portance and adequacy o f the
14 space types. In exam ining if the duration o f the project would influence respondent
perceptions o f the importance and adequacy o f the spaces, the analysis revealed no statistical

21 The reorganization of data from four levels (very involved, fairly involved, not very involved, not at all
involved) into two levels (involved, not involved) is entirely acceptable. This allows me to explore
relationships using different statistical procedures. For example, with four levels of independent variables,
I would use a one-way ANOVA; with two levels of independent variables, I would use an independent
samples t-test (Green & Salkind, 2003).
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T able 10 Im p o rtan ce and A d eq u acy by In terest L evel

Interested
U ninterested
Source
M
SD
M
SD
t
df
Im portance o f natural spaces
3.67 0.592
2.82
1.079
-2.583*
to support learning
10.527
Im portance o f areas sheltered
from the wind
3.59 0.707
3.00
1.000
-2.548*
135
Average o f the importance o f
the 14 spaces
3.52 0.035
3.27
0.042
-2.275*
136
A dequacy o f natural spaces to
1.64
support learning
2.31 0.999
0.924
-2.170*
133
N ote. D egrees o f freedom vary as assum ptions o f hom ogeneity o f variance were not met.

P
0.026
0.012
0.024
0.032

*g < 0.05
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differences between perceptions o f respondents associated with new er (<5 years) and older
projects (>5 years).
For my final analysis, the socio-econom ic status (SES) o f the school com m unity was
investigated to see if it might influence respondent perceptions o f the im portance and adequacy o f
the spaces. Independent sample t-tests exploring this relationship between schools in the
extremes o f the index (0 - 0.33 com pared with 0.66 - 1) were performed. Several interesting
patterns emerged and while not all o f the findings are significant, they are w orth noting.
In term s o f importance, the analysis revealed that respondents associated with schools in
the lower socio-econom ic ranked all spaces except one (Space #4: Loose elem ents to support
active play) as being more im portant than their counterparts from higher socio-econom ic
com m unities (Table 11). W hile only one o f these differences is significant (Space #14: Areas
sheltered from the rain and snow ), there seems to be a trend given that individuals from lower
SES schools felt that 13 o f the 14 spaces were m odestly more im portant than respondents from
higher SES schools.
The relationship betw een the different space types and SES persisted w hen further
analyses were perform ed to explore respondents’ perceptions o f the adequacy o f the spaces.
Respondents from higher SES schools reported higher means for adequacy for all but one (Space
#2: Hard surface play spaces for sports and gam es) o f the spaces than their counterparts from
lower SES schools (Table 12). In other words, the respondents from higher SES schools felt as
though the elements on their school ground were more adequate than the respondents from lower
SES schools. Six o f these differences are significant (Table 12).

Discussion
Researchers who have investigated the design o f school grounds assert that a diversity o f
spaces m ust be found on school grounds if their play and learning potential is to be realized (R. C.
M oore, 1989a; R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997; Stine, 1997; Titman, 1994). Further, they contend
that no one type o f space is m ore im portant than another. In order for a school ground to be fully
effective, they suggest that all types o f spaces m ust be found. D o adults associated with greening
projects agree with the researchers?
When asked to evaluate the im portance o f the spaces on an exem plary green school
ground, the respondents ranked the all o f the spaces as being ‘fairly’ to ‘very im portant’ (Table
9). The perceptions o f importance were only m oderately influenced by the respondents’ level o f
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interest (Table 10). Principals, teachers and parents felt that a diversity o f spaces is im portant24
and this belief was held not only by those who are actively involved with and invested in the
greening project. Irrespective o f their role, level o f interest, level o f involvem ent or gender,
respondents agreed w ith researchers’ suggestions that a diversity o f spaces was important.
Respondents reported that many spaces on their own school grounds were inadequate
(Table 9); indeed the only tw o spaces that were deemed adequate were open green space (Space
#1) and hard surface play spaces (Space #2). It should not, upon reflection, come as a surprise
that the one space that respondents from lower SES schools did rank slightly higher than their
counterparts was Space #2 (hard surface play spaces for sports and games). These spaces are the
conventional spaces that make up the m ajority o f school grounds (regardless o f SES) that were
built w ith an emphasis on containm ent and security. These spaces are well represented in the
m ajority o f schools, and w hile they are im portant venues for facilitating certain activities, they
fail to m eet other needs, such as the need to be alone or in small groups, or the ability to m ake
m eaning w ith moveable objects (R.C. M oore, 1996). This perception did not really vary as a
function o f respondents’ role, involvem ent, interest, or gender, or the length o f the greening
project.
These findings suggest that m any o f the TDSB school grounds, while having initiated
greening initiatives, have not reached their potential. Irrespective o f the length o f tim e since the
greening project began, respondents indicated that the m ajority o f space types were still
inadequate. This is interesting in that one might expect respondents to paint their ow n schools in
an overly positive light because o f their com m itm ent to greening, yet m ost indicated there
rem ained much room for improvement.
Perceptions o f school grounds did differ in significant and arguably troubling ways
betw een schools in different socio-econom ic regions. Consistently, respondents from low er SES
schools ranked the importance o f various spaces on an exem plary yard higher (Table 11) and the

24 In asserting that the respondents in this study are aware of a diversity of spaces on green school grounds,
I am aware of a potential flaw inherent in the design of this study. Given that all respondents answered all
14 questions positively, I am tentatively extrapolating that they are saying they want a diversity of spaces.
But, if the questionnaire had only included, for example, 3 spaces, and the respondents had answered just
these three questions positively, would that then mean they did not like a diversity of spaces? And,
suppose the questionnaire had contained 100 space types, one could argue that they prefer even greater
diversity. The value of such questions is certainly realized, but for the purpose of the present research, the
findings are interpreted to mean that their positive responses indicate a support for diverse environments,
particularly for the 14 space types profiled herein.
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T able 11 Im p o rtan ce o f S pace T ypes by S o cio -eco n o m ic Status

SES Extreme
High
N
M
Importance o f Space Type
61 3.90
1. O pen green spaces
2. Hard surface play spaces for sports and games 60 3.70
60 3.30
3. M anufactured equipm ent and play structures
61 3.66
4. Loose elem ents to support active play
60 2.75
5. Elem ents that support creative play
60 3.38
6. Build elem ents to support learning
61 3.52
7. N atural elem ents to support learning
61 3.31
8. Places for individuals/pairs to find refuge
60 3.40
9. Small group gathering spaces
60 3.55
10. Class size gathering spaces
59 3.27
11. Larger than one class group gathering areas
61 3.88
12. A reas that are shaded
61 3.44
13. Areas that are sheltered from wind
61 3.134*
14. A reas that are sheltered from rain and snow
Note. Levels o f im portance w ere based on a 4-point scale (l= n o t at all
important, 3=fairly im portant, 4=very im portant).

a
Low

M
SD
SD
N
0.351 49 3.91
0.389
0.441
0.591 49 3.82
0.944 48 3.56
0.769
0.680 49 3.61
0.731
1.052 48 2.79
0.798
0.707
0.739 49 3.43
0.766 49 3.63
0.636
0.807 49 3.55
0.679
0.807 49 3.49
0.767
0.723 49 3.76
0.596
0.925 49 3.43
0.791
0.370 49 3.89
0.484
0.807 49 3.63
0.636
0.922 49 3.45* 0.709
im portant, 2=not very

a The socio-econom ic ranges (0 = highest; 1 = lowest) included in these analyses are the extrem e
‘thirds’: H igh (0 - 0.33) and Low (0.66 - 1).
*t(108) = -1.98, p = 0.049
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T ab le 12 A d eq u a cy o f S pace T ypes by S o cio -eco n o m ic Status

SES Extreme*
High
A dequacy o f Space Types
1. Open green space

Low

N
60

M
3.52

SD
0.567

N
49

M
2.96

SD
0.975

t
3.776**

df
107

P
0.000

59

3.12

0.811

49

3.14

0.736

-0.161

106

0.872

58

2.69

1.188

48

2.58

0.919

0.507

104

0.613

59

2.93

0.763

49

2.41

0.840

3.396**

106

0.001

57

1.40

0.704

49

1.27

0.700

1.010

104

0.315

59

1.90

0.941

49

1.57

0.791

1.930

106

0.056

59

2.54

0.988

49

1.88

0.881

3.654**

106

0.000

59

2.36

0.905

49

1.92

0.909

2.496*

106

0.014

59

2.56

1.038

49

2.06

0.966

2.561*

106

0.012

59

2.60

1.025

49

2.27

0.995

1.723

105

0.088

57

2.60

1.163

49

2.41

0.998

0.887

104

0.377

58

2.33

0.998

49

2.10

0.941

1.195

105

0.235

13. Areas that are sheltered
58 2.09 0.978 49 1.73 0.785 2.024*
105
from wind
14. Areas that are sheltered
59 1.56 0.726 49 1.45 0.647 0.826
106
from rain and snow
N ote. Levels o f adequacy were based on a 4-point scale (l= n o t at all adequate, 2=not very
adequate, 3=fairly adequate, 4=very adequate).

0.046

2.

Hard surface play spaces
for sports and games
3. M anufactured equipm ent
and play structures
4. Loose elem ents to
support active play
5. Elem ents that support
creative play
6. Build elem ents to
support learning
7. N atural elem ents to
support learning
8. Places for
individuals/pairs to find
refuge
9. Small group gathering
spaces
10. Class size gathering
spaces
11. Larger than one class
group gathering areas
12. Areas that are shaded

0.411

a The socio-econom ic ranges (0 = highest; 1 = lowest) included in these analyses are the extreme
‘th ird s’: High (0 - 0.33) and Low (0.66 - 1).
*g < 0.05 **p < 0.01
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adequacy o f various spaces on their own yard consistently low er than their counterparts (Table
12).

Perhaps the difference in perceptions o f importance are related to the fact the school

ground may be one o f the few places w here young people are provided with opportunities to play
freely, to experience nature, and to have quiet tim e outdoors. It is plausible that in lower SES
com m unities, w here having a variety o f spaces is valued more than in higher SES communities,
the potential for green school grounds to assum e vital roles in children’s developm ent is even
greater than in higher SES com munities (see for exam ple, Chawla, 2002b; J. L. Thom son &
Philo, 2004). In these low er SES schools, perhaps im plem enting even small changes would make
a world o f difference to an otherwise im poverished natural environment. O ther researchers have
conjectured that small changes in already disadvantaged com m unities can make notable
differences (e.g., Coley et al., 1997; Kuo, Sullivan et al., 1998). Coley, Kuo, and Sullivan (1997),
for exam ple, explored the im pacts o f natural elem ents on social relations in low income housing
developm ents and found that m inor changes to the landscape had significant impacts on the
residents. They attest that “for people who live in often barren inner-city neighbourhoods,
planting a few trees may m ake a world o f difference” (p. 492). Perhaps the same holds true for
school ground design.25
The finding related to the difference in adequacy o f school grounds betw een schools with
differing SE S’s should not be overly surprising. Even if respondents indicated they valued a
schoolyard replete with diverse spaces, if a school com m unity is facing other challenges, school
ground design may not necessarily be a top priority. Further, given that greening initiatives are
financially supported through fundraisers, grants and donations, schools in more advantaged
com m unities are likely better situated (W yzga, 2001).
Some innovative educators have learned to capitalize on the troubling relationship found
in my study between the adequacy o f a school ground and SES. M artil-de Castro (1999), for
exam ple, reflected upon her experiences as a teacher w orking within a lower SES school in the
TDSB. Despite the fact that a m odest greening project had been initiated (tree and garden),
M artil-de Castro found that the inadequacies o f the rem aining part o f the school ground and the
surrounding landscape provided an ideal venue for learning about the environm ent, class, and
race. She writes,

251 am moderately troubled by some of these claims (Coley, Kuo & Sullivan, 1997) and wish to clarify that
I am not arguing that it is acceptable that schools in lower SES communities should only have meager
changes. They should not be satisfied with only slight changes. Such an assertion would, of course, on my
part, feel somewhat patronizing. Ideally, issues of class would not assume a role in greening initiatives.
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A t first, I thought that the lack o f visible biological diversity in our school’s urban
enviro n m en t.. .would greatly lim it my efforts to integrate environm ental education into
the curriculum . Ironically, the lack o f visible species in our community actually helped
m y students and m y self create a trem endous am ount o f knowledge. I was provided with
opportunities to introduce issues o f equity and environm ental justice as I revealed there
are m any comm unities in our city that are not located near major roadways and factories.
We explored class and race issues in relation to environm ental degradation and health
concerns, (p. 15-16)
School ground greening needs to be considered and evaluated through m ultiple lenses
w ithin a critical environm ental education fram ework (e.g., race, class, gender) and the important
issue o f class has ju st been discussed here.

Section Sum m ary
To sum, in this section o f my dissertation, I explored the specific design elem ents o f
greening initiatives. Im portant findings em erged that point to a relationship betw een school
ground design and SES. This w as a theme that em erged on several other occasions throughout
my research. H aving described the school ground greening projects, I now turn to a more indepth exploration o f the process o f greening.
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PRO CESS OF G REENING SC H O O L G ROUNDS
(O bjective 1C)

Q uestionnaires
With a view to having an understanding o f w ho was involved in various phases in the
process o f school ground greening in the TDSB, questionnaire respondents were asked to reflect
on the process o f greening at their school. They w ere asked to indicate the original m otivators,
levels o f involvem ent o f various individuals throughout the greening process, as well as who
donated the most volunteer time. I begin by presenting the results from the questionnaire
follow ed by the results o f the interview s, after w hich I will discuss both together.

W ho Provided the Initial Im petus?
R espondents w ere asked to indicate the individual who, in their estim ation, had provided
the initial m otivation to start the process o f greening at their school. G iven that each option was
selected by at least one respondent, it appears that a wide array o f individuals have been involved
in initiating greening projects (See Table 13 for list o f options and percentages). Teachers
(41.8% ), individual parents (22.6% ) and principals (18.5% ) were m entioned m ost often. A small
percentage o f respondents indicated that the parent teacher committee (8.2% ), com m unity
m em bers (2%), school board staff (2% ), and students (1.4% ) had provided the initial motivation.
A small percentage o f respondents (3.4% ) reported that ‘other’ individuals (not listed on the
questionnaire) had provided the initial m otivation for the greening project; these included a local
com m unity restoration group (e.g., Friends o f X W atershed), a graduate student, as well as the
director o f a daycare centre who w orks in the school.

W ho was Involved?
All questionnaire respondents, except the uninvolved teachers, were asked to indicate
levels o f involvem ent in early and ongoing phases o f greening o f a variety o f individuals on a 4point Likert scale (l= n o t at all involved, 4=very involved) (See Table 14 for a list o f possible
individuals/groups). For the purposes o f this question, examples w ere provided to illustrate
‘initial phases’ (e.g., designing, fundraising, initial planting) and ‘ongoing m aintenance’ (e.g.,
w eeding, watering in summer, harvesting).
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T able 13 In d iv id u als that P rovided Initial M o tiv atio n

Individuals/G roups
T eachers

%
41.8

Individual parents

22.6

Principal

18.5

Parent teacher com m ittee

8.2

Other

3.4

C om m unity mem bers

2.0

School board sta ff or trustees

2.0

Students

1.4

Note. N =146 respondents.
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T able 14 In volvem ent o f In d iv id u als D u rin g In itial and O n g o in g M a in ten an ce P h ases

Initial

O ngoing

Individual
Students

N
97

M
3.27

SD 0.822

M
3.04

SD
0.910

t
1.957

df
96

P
.053

Teachers

98

3.37

0.831

2.96

0.924

4.768**

97

.000

Individual parents

96

3.20

1.094

2.75

1.217

4.121**

95

.000

Parent teacher com mittee

97

2.84

1.098

2.25

1.058

5.370**

96

.000

C om m unity members

97

2.48

1.034

1.93

0.992

6.616**

96

.000

Principals

97

3.39

0.755

2.72

1.067

7.445**

96

.000

Custodial staff

97

2.87

0.896

2.62

0.973

2.738**

96

.007

School board ground m aintenance staff

95

2.67

1.006

1.99

0.965

6.872**

94

.000

O ther school board staff or trustees

83

1.98

1.023

1.39

0.682

5.584**

82

.000

Note. Level o f involvem ent was based on a 4-point scale (l= n o t at all involved, 2=not very
involved, 3=som ew hat involved, 4=very involved).
* * P < 0.01
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Initial Phases
R espondents indicated that all individuals, except school board sta ff and trustees, were
involved, to some degree, in the initial phases o f greening projects. The individuals receiving the
highest ranking for involvem ent included principals (M = 3.39), teachers (M = 3.37), students (M
= 3.27) as well as individual parents (M = 3.20).

School board staff/trustees were reported as

being less involved in the initial phases o f greening projects (M = 1.98).

O n-G oing M aintenance
R espondents were then asked to indicate the level o f involvem ent for individuals during
ongoing maintenance. Respondents indicated that students (M = 3.04), teachers (M = 2.96),
individual parents (M - 2.75), principals (M = 2.72) and custodial staff (M = 2.62) were the most
involved.

Several individuals were reported as being not involved in the ongoing projects,

including school board ground m aintenance staff (M = 1.99), com m unity members (M = 1.93), as
well as school board staff/trustees ( M = 1.39).
When com paring levels o f involvem ent betw een initial and ongoing phases, paired
samples t-tests indicate that all rankings for ongoing phases are significantly lower than initial
phases (Table 14). In other words, the respondents reported that individuals were significantly
less involved during the ongoing phases than during the initial phases.

W ho Provided the M ost Volunteer Tim e?
Involved teachers and parents w ere asked to indicate the three individuals that had
donated the m ost volunteer tim e throughout the entire greening project. Teachers (25.8% o f
responses), students (22.3% ), and individual parents (21.8% ) were listed as key volunteers (Table
15). Respondents indicated that the individuals that donated the least am ount o f time included
school board staff/trustees (1.5%), school board ground m aintenance staff (1.5%), com m unity
m em bers (3.9%), as well as parent teacher committee m em bers (4.4%).

Involvem ent and Independent Variables
I was interested in knowing if respondents’ perceptions o f involvem ent were influenced
by a num ber of independent variables, such as the respondent’s role (e.g., principal, involved
teacher, uninvolved teacher, parent), level o f involvem ent, level o f interest, and gender. I was
also interested in know ing if perceptions o f involvem ent varied among projects that had been in
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T able 15 V olunteer T im e D onated by In d iv id u a ls/G ro u p s

Individuals

%

T eachers

25.8

Students

22.3

Individual parents

21.8

Principal

12.2

Custodial staff

6.4

Parent teacher committee

4.4

Com m unity members

3.9

School board ground m aintenance staff

1.5

O ther school board staff or trustees

1.5

Note. N =72 respondents (only involved teachers and parents responded to this question).

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

existence for different amounts o f tim e (i.e., new projects vs. old projects) as well as the socio
economic status o f the com m unity.
The independent variables o f role, level o f involvement or level o f interest did not
influence perceptions o f involvem ent during initial and ongoing phases o f the project. In other
words, there were no significant differences betw een how the principal/involved teacher/
uninvolved teacher/parent (role), how those were involved/not involved (level o f involvem ent), or
how those were interested/not interested (level o f interest) reported the involvem ent o f
individuals.
Slight differences w ere detected for perceptions o f involvem ent during initial and
ongoing phases as a function o f gender. On four occasions, significant differences were found:
women reported that the involvem ent o f the principal (during initial and ongoing) and custodial
staff (during initial and ongoing) was significantly higher than the men reported (Table 16).
W hen I explored the effects o f length o f program (more than 5 years vs. less than 5 years), two
significant differences emerged: individuals who had been involved with program s that had been
running for m ore than 5 years reported significantly more custodial staff involvem ent (initial
phase) and significantly less parental involvem ent (ongoing phase) than those respondents from
programs running less than 5 years (Table 16).
I was also interested in know ing if perceptions o f involvem ent would be influenced by
the independent variable o f socio-econom ic status. I thus performed a series o f independent
samples t-tests to evaluate the difference in perceptions o f involvem ent betw een respondents from
high (0 - 0.33) and low (0.66 - 1) SES school com m unities. Significant differences related to
perceptions o f the involvem ent o f parents and com m unity members, during initial and ongoing
phases o f greening, w ere found: respondents from higher SES schools reported their involvem ent
to be higher than respondents from lower SES schools (Table 17). This relationship persisted,
although not significantly, for students during initial and ongoing phases, as w ell as for principals
and teachers during ongoing phases.
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T able 16 Initial and O n -G o in g In v o lv em en t o f In d iv id u als by G en d er and L en g th o f P ro g ram

G ender
Fem ale

M ale

Individual

N

M

SD

N

M

SD

t

df

P

Principal (Initial)

83

3.49

0.687

16

2.94

0.929

2.792**

97

0.006

Principal (O ngoing)

86

2.83

0.867

16

2.21

0.964

2.323*

104

0.022

Custodial (Initial)

87

2.92

1.059

19

2.44

0.976

1.990*

98

0.049

Custodial (O ngoing)

86

2.78

0.963

19

1.95

0.705

3.555**

103

0.001

L eneth o f Program

Custodial (Initial)

57

< 5 yrs
2.72 0.901

32

> 5 yrs
3.19 0.821

1.990*

98

0.049

Parent (O ngoing)

57

3.00

35

2.49

2.034*

90

0.045

1.134

1.245

Note. Level o f involvem ent was based on a 4-point scale (l= n o t at all involved, 2=not very
involved, 3=som ew hat involved, 4=very involved).
*p < 0.05 **j> < 0.01
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T able 17 Initial an d O n -G o in g In v o lv em en t o f In d iv id u als by S o cio -eco n o m ic S tatus

SESa
Individual

N

H igh
M
SD

Students

40

3.33

Initial Phases
0.888 36 3.06

0.791

Teachers

41

3.34

0.794

36

3.36

Individual parents

40

3.58

0.844

35

Com m unity mem bers

40

2.78

1.000

Principal

40

3.43

0.712

Students

44

3.07

Teachers

44

2.98

0.762

38

Individual parents

43

3.19

1.139

C om m unity m em bers

44

2.30

Principal

44

2.89

N

Low
M
SD

t

df

P

1.390

74

0.169

0.931

-0.100

75

0.921

2.74

1.197

3.614**

73

0.001

36

2.28

1.085

2.079*

74

0.041

36

3.47

0.696

-2.920

74

0.771

O neoina Phases
0.873 38 2.82

0.865

1.310

80

0.194

2.89

0.981

0.428

80

0.670

37

2.43

1.168

2.916**

78

0.005

1.091

38

1.74

0.891

2.552*

79

0.013

1.017

38

2.61

1.028

1.242

80

0.218

N ote. Level o f involvem ent was based on a 4-point scale (l= n o t at all involved, 2=not very
involved, 3=som ew hat involved, 4=very involved).
a The socio-econom ic ranges included in these analyses are based on the Learning Opportunities
Index (0 = highest; 1 = low est). The extrem e ‘thirds’ w ere analyzed in this question: High (0 0.33) and Low (0.66 - 1).
*P_<

0.05 **£_< 0.01
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Follow -U p C ase Studies
W hen I perform ed the follow -up case study interviews at the five schools, I was able to
gather a m uch m ore rich, textured, and com plex ‘sto ry ’ o f the process o f school ground greening
at each o f the five schools. These findings helped to expand my understanding o f not only who
was involved in greening initiatives, but how they w ere involved. In the following section, I
discuss the involvem ent o f students, parents, teachers, principals, and the Toronto D istrict School
Board (TDSB).

Student Involvem ent
Q uestionnaire respondents had indicated that students w ere assum ing im portant roles in
selected aspects o f the greening initiatives in this study. They reported that while students were
almost never responsible for providing the initial m otivation for the greening projects (Table 13),
they were quite involved in the initial and ongoing phases o f the project (Table 14) and they did
provide a large am ount o f volunteer tim e (Table 15). Case study interviewees support aspects o f
these findings, but I also found some discrepancies betw een the two data sets. The interviewees
reported that students were involved to varying degrees throughout the stages o f school ground
greening: problem identification, visioning and design, fundraising, planting, and m aintenance. I
will use these stages as a fram ew ork for discussing student involvem ent.
A t all five case study schools, all interview ees indicated that students were not involved
in the problem identification phase o f greening at any o f the five schools (i.e., “Is there a problem
w ith the school ground being all asphalt and m anicured grass?”) and claim ed that this was done
by adults at the school (e.g., teachers, parents, principals). This finding is consistent with the
questionnaire in w hich respondents indicated that students were almost never involved in
providing the initial m otivation for the project (Table 13). W hen I probed interviewees as to why
the students were not involved in this phase, m any reasons w ere offered. Several suggested that
they were too young to realize that “things could be different” (Parent, School A). A nother
parent contended that “at that age, you ju st accept w hat you h av e...y o u never question things”
(Parent, School B). One principal w ho was concerned about time and curriculum demands
indicated “it would take too long to get them to do that” (Principal, School D). Tim e pressures, in
term s o f funding application deadlines, also seem ed to constrict the am ount o f student
involvem ent in the early phases. An involved teacher indicated that her students w eren’t
involved in the early phases o f the process o f greening because “we found out about a proposal at
the beginning o f February and we had to have it in by February 19th. So we ju st rushed through
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the visioning process... 1 thought that w e’d ju st apply for this, we'll ask for this and this and go
from there...get the students involved once we have m ore m oney" (Teacher, School C).
A t all o f the schools, students were involved in contributing design ideas. Schools used a
num ber o f different techniques for gathering student ideas. A t one school, students were asked to
com plete surveys with their parents. A t another school, student representatives elected to a
Student Council sought design ideas from their own classes and then worked to generate a vision
for a new school ground. A t three o f the schools, students w ere asked to create maps and
draw ings o f their ideal school ground. It appears that student ideas were thus sought out and
seriously considered during the design phase o f the projects. A gain, this finding is consistent
with the questionnaire data (Table 14). Once the design ideas were solicited, however,
com m ittees comprised o f adults always m ade the final design decisions.
Adults did the large m ajority o f fundraising and planning for the projects in the case
study schools. It appeared as though many o f the interview ees shared the following principal’s
perspective on children’s interest and ability to be involved in such activities: “ W hen you
consider that they are young children and they don't really care to know about a lot that goes into
w riting grants, organization or ideas...T hat, for them , m ight be a little boring” (Principal, School
B). One involved parent, who had very little experience in organizing such an initiative, also
indicated that when “adults are in over their heads” w ith fundraising and planning, “it is difficult
to know how to include students” (Parent, School C). A notable exception is the grade 5 class at
School A that were actively involved in raising funds through a partnership program with a
Financial Institution’s “Business E ntrepreneur Program .” This class made presentations about the
greening project to approxim ately 25 corporations in the city. They were extrem ely successful
and raised $30,000!
Students were involved in the actual plantings at all five o f the case study schools. At
some schools, the planting occurred over a very short period and the entire student body was
involved. A parent from School A rem inisced how the plantings occurred over the course o f one
week: “The students planted all the trees throughout the w e e k .. .they went out and took each
class at a tim e and picked the tree that they w anted and planted them and then watered them for
the rest o f the year.” A t other schools, the planting occurred over a longer tim e period and small
groups o f students were involved throughout the process. D espite the reported active student
involvem ent in planting, it appears as though som etim es student involvement in the planting was
actually quite regulated and overshadowed by adults’ interests. During the interviews, a parent
recalled “ Sometimes, I get particularly bad tem pered with all these children around, because they
w o n ’t do what I wanted them to do” (Parent, School B). A nother teacher recalled her frustrations
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in having the students involved in the plantings, “I’ve gone back on the w eekends a few times,
and m oved their plants a ro u n d .. .1 ju st didn’t have the heart to tell them at the time, but I really
couldn’t ju st leave them that w ay” (Teacher, School C).
In terms o f m aintenance o f the greening projects, it appears that students are involved to
varying degrees. At tw o o f the schools, students can join clubs that help to m aintain the garden
(e.g., Garden Club, Environm ental Club). A t two other schools, students are less involved with
the m aintenance and this responsibility is assum ed by adults (e.g., teachers / parents / principal).
A t these schools, students can help the adults if they like, but there is no formal club. At one o f
the schools, a principal expressed concern about that the m aintenance o f the garden could get in
the w ay o f formal teaching that should be done in the school, noting that “There's too m uch for
children to weed. There is ju st the tim e th a t... if one were to devote the time in the curriculum to
doing w hat needs to be done, it's a saw -off from other things that are needed to be done”
(Principal, School C). This contradicts the inform ation gathered through the questionnaire that
indicates that students w ere quite involved in m aintenance (Table 14).
In reflecting on student involvem ent in the greening initiatives, some interview ees noted
that students who were involved in the greening project took trem endous ow nership over their
work. The principal from School B stressed the im portance o f including her students in the
process o f greening:
W e’re continually involving the students; it’s part o f our culture. A nd we ask the kids for
their opinion, we ask for their ideas, then they bring them back to the class council
meeting and they discuss them , and come up with a proposal or their preferences. And
we try to act on that as m uch as we can, because it's only w ith ow nership that they'll take
responsibility. (Principal, School B)
In addition to gaining ow nership for and em pow erm ent from the projects, some interview ees also
noted that when students are involved in the greening project, they learn about the pow er o f
collective action. The principal from School E suggested that:
It shows them that w hen they put their m inds together and lean shoulder to shoulder into
the task, that they can accom plish ju st about anything... that they can take som ething that
looks like a wasteland and turn it into som ething that's not ju s t som ething aesthetically
attractive but som ething that actually has a purpose and return it to a useful state.
(Principal, School E)
All o f the upper level adm inistrators w ithin the TDSB with whom I spoke w ere aware o f
the important role students could assume in the process o f greening. In my analysis o f the
interviews, I found that they often had more understanding o f the im portance o f including
students throughout the process o f greening as illustrated by their expressed concern about the
limited amount o f authentic student involvem ent. Bruce Day, G rounds Team Leader for the
TDSB, for example, notes:

124

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

W hen you're talking about outdoor classroom s or outdoor environm ents, the kids need to
be involved from day 1. W hat is it that the kids are looking for? W hat features would
they like to have? But that doesn't mean that that's what they're going to get, but you
need to brainstorm that. And if you can help them to get some o f the features that they're
looking for, they should be involved in that. B ut the kids need to be involved in it. If
they have a bit o f a say as to what's going on in their school grounds, then I'll think you'll
have less vandalism , less garbage throw n around, less clutter and w aste, so I think that's
an important piece o f this pu zzle... that in a lot o f cases parents or teachers may m iss...
because this is the Board o f Education, this is not som ebody's back y a rd ... and w e're all
here ultimately for the children. It's a learning location. And if the kids are not involved
in it, why are we doing it? W hat is the reason for this pretty garden? Does it serve any
purpose?
Heidi Campbell, who shares the jo in t TD SB-Evergreen position, also recognized the im portance
o f authentic student participation and was concerned about the current am ount o f student
involvement:
I'd like to see a higher level o f student participation in all areas actually. To start, they
should be involved with the idea generation, the brainstorm ing. I see them involved a
little bit with the designs, I'd like to see them more involved w ith the designing, and at
the comm ittee level I'd like to see more o f their ideas and them actually at the committee
m eetings... or their student reps at the com m ittee m eetings for these projects. I also think
there's difficulty w ith the tim elines that people get because o f the grants, e tc ... they get
kind o f into this thought pattern o f "I've got to get his done this year". So it becom es this
race to get the ideas. B ut this frame o f mind often leaves out students. (Heidi Campbell,
Joint TD SB-Evergreen Position)
One TDSB adm inistrator, however, was not so convinced about the im portance o f student
involvem ent, raising an issue that m ay explain some o f the limited student involvem ent. He
expressed concern over the fact that if students are involved in the process o f greening and the
initiative is not successful, then the ram ifications o f their ‘m ess up’ are not easy to fix. H e
explains:
For a lot o f teachers and educators, it's the process that counts. B ut then there's also the
product, the design. And that's partly where we get into trouble in School G round
Greening. It occurred to me a while ago that when kids do a play or w hen they do art at
their school or when they do w hatever, process is k e y ... you don’t care as a teacher about
the product so much. Kids can make a huge m ess as long as they learn a lot and that's
w hat counts. But those things, w hen it's over you clean it up and it's over. And w hat you
have left over is the memory o f the great process and what the kids learned. The problem
w ith School Grounds G reening is you can have a fabulous process but if the design is
lousy and it's a mess, everybody sees it as a m ess... and people didn't see it, like the
parents, the neighbours didn't see the process and they don't appreciate it, or 2 years later
nobody remembers the great things that happened, it ju st looks like a m e ss... so there's
som ething inherent about physically changing the grounds and it’s concrete, it works
against the whole greening thing, because with kids, how are you going to com pete with
a beautifully landscaped public park or som ething? (TDSB Em ployee)
Based on the results o f both the questionnaires and case study interview s, it is appears
that w hile students in this school board contribute a considerable am ount o f time and labour to the
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actual project, they are not overly involved w ith problem identification, visioning, or planning
phases o f greening. I would thus argue, as others have, that much room exists for students to
becom e more involved in earlier phases o f the greening projects. W hile it is laudable and
im portant to include them in the designs, actual plantings and m aintenance, m uch is being lost
when they are not involved in earlier phases, particularly the problem identification phase
(Dym ent, 2004; R. Hart, 1997; M annion, 2003).
In R. H art’s (1997) “Ladder o f Participation,” he describes 8 ‘levels’ o f participation,
ranging from ‘M anipulation or D eception’ (the lowest ‘R ung # 1 ’ on the ladder) to ‘Child
Initiated, Shared D ecisions with A dults’ (the highest ‘Rung # 8 ’ on the ladder) (Figure 1). In
reflecting upon the questionnaires and interviews, it seem s as though there are a range o f ‘rungs’
represented. A t some schools I found elem ents o f ‘M anipulation or D eception’ (Rung #1)
whereby, as R. H art (1997) describes, “an adult designs a garden, has children carry out simple
planting, and then tells journalists and photographers that the children designed and built the
garden” (p. 40). For example, at School A, I found that the project was alm ost entirely adult
driven (this will be described in m uch more detail in the next section). A t other schools, I found
elem ents o f ‘Tokenism ’ (Rung #3), w hereby adults are interested in giving children a voice, but
have not “begun to think carefully and self-critically about doing so” (R. Hart, 1997, p. 41). This
level o f participation em erged at School E, w hereby the teachers utilized the ‘language’ o f
authentic student inclusion, but lacked the skills to m eaningfully facilitate their involvem ent.
The highest level o f participation that I found to be occurring in the five schools profiled in the
follow-up case studies was ‘Consulted and Inform ed’ (R ung #5). For exam ple, at School B,
students evidently understood the nature o f the project, their opinions w ere seriously considered,
and they were kept abreast o f developments.
It thus appears that while students in this selected board are involved, to a degree, in
school ground greening initiatives, room exists to broaden the scope o f their involvem ent.
A dditional ‘rungs’ on R. H art’s ladder include ‘Adult Initiated, Shared D ecisions w ith C hildren,’
‘Child-Initiated and Child-D irected,’ as well as “C hild-Initiated, Shared D ecisions with A d u lts’
(Rungs #6 - #8 respectively). The Toronto D istrict School B oard and Evergreen have a vital role
(and a unique opportunity) to assume in enhancing young people’s involvem ent in school ground
greening. As it currently stands, m uch o f w hat was reported is quite discouraging in light o f the
possibilities that exist to include young people (e.g., see H art, 1997 for an inspiring read on youth
participation).
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Figure 1. Ladder o f Participation
(adapted from R. Hart, 1997)

Roger Hart's Ladder of Young P eople's Participation
Young people & adults share decision-making
7:Young people iead &initiate action
Adult-initiated, shared decisions
with young people
i: Young people consulted and informed
Young people assigned and informed
Rung 3: Young people takenized*
Rung 2: Young people are decoration*
Rung 1: Young people are
manipulated*
Note: Hart explain s that the last
three rungs are nort-participation
A d a p te d from H art, R. {1992). Chitdmit's Participation from Tokan itm to Citiz&rtshfc.

Florence: UMC£F Innocenti Research Centre.
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Student participation in greening initiatives in the TDSB can also be analyzed and explored
by using frameworks other than H art’s L adder o f Participation (1997). For exam ple, em erging
out o f Jensen and Schnack’s (1997) action com petence work, Jensen (2000) has developed a
m atrix o f participation that is slightly more sophisticated than the Ladder framework, in that it
highlights how the level o f student participation may vary at different stages o f a project. It is
also a helpful tool for discussion and evaluation that makes m any implicit assum ptions about
participation more visible. Jensen acknow ledges, for exam ple, that it may not be appropriate or
possible for students to be involved in some phases o f initiatives, while in other phases, they may
be the prim ary drivers and decision makers. W hen the student involvem ent reported in this study
is analyzed in light o f Jensen’s m atrix, once again, it becom es clear that students in this school
board are not involved nearly as m uch as they could or should be throughout the greening
initiatives (Table 18).
There are num erous reasons why students are not involved in more authentic w ays in the
greening projects profiled in this study. C haw la (2002a) summarized some o f the challenges that
she found limited young people’s involvem ent in authentic planning processes, noting the
following perceived barriers: tim e constraints; a poor understanding o f child’s capabilities; a
b elief that adults can adequately represent the perspectives o f children; a b elief that children are
unskilled and unreliable; a lack o f understanding as to how to facilitate participation; as w ell as a
fear o f politicising children, etc. It appears that m any o f these barriers were also present for the
questionnaire respondents and interview ees in my research.
Additionally, one needs to look at the culture o f schooling. W eston (1996), discussing the
potential implications o f the deschooling m ovem ent for environm ental education, notes how
schools have little room for anything beyond pre-ordained, teacher-directed activities (see also
H argreaves, 2003). It should be no surprise, then, that more participatory approaches face
challenges. As Robottom and Sauve (2003) assert, a com m on problem for participatory research
(and environm ental education generally) is the instrum entalist framework o f schooling; how does
one foster greater participation w ithin the context o f the status quo o f technocratic rationality?
L ousley’s (1999) study o f E nvironm ent Clubs in the Toronto District School Board dem onstrated
this well. Schools were wary o f controversy, and teachers and adm inistrators in her study desired
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Table 18 Student Participation in Various Phases o f Greening Initiatives
(adapted from Jensen, 2000, forthcom ing)
Involved
or N ot

Problem
Identification

V isioning
and
D esigning

Fundraising

Planting

M aintenance

Students
suggest /
Comm on
decisions
Students
suggest /
Students
decide
Teacher
suggests /
X
X
Common
decisions
Teacher
informs /
X
X
X
Students
accept or
reject
Teacher
decides /
X
No room for
student
influence
Note. Som e o f the phases o f greening contain m ore than one ‘X ’, to reflect the range o f
responses across the schools profiled.
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X

X

to “depoliticize” the activities o f any o f clubs which dared stray too far from banal efforts such as
recycling paper in the school. (See also W hitehouse (2001) for a description o f the w ays in which
a group o f students, too, w ere w ary o f being seen as overly political).
W hile school ground greening, at first glance, hardly seems radical, it’s potential to
disrupt anthropocentrism (Bell & R ussell, 1999) and to encourage greater participation o f
students suggests that, as w ith L ousley’s Environm ent Clubs, there are likely to be efforts to
depoliticize the m ovem ent. Planting trees in a preordained location is one thing; students
identifying for them selves their unhappiness with various aspects o f schooling, such as being
imprisoned indoors for large periods o f time, is quite another. Fem inist poststructuralism may
offer interesting insights here (B arrett, forthcom ing; M cKenzie, in press). Rather than envisioning
hordes o f conservative teachers zealously squelching any sign o f “real” participation by students,
or conspiratorially allow ing students “token” participation w hilst m aintaining control, it is
perhaps more helpful to look at the way the very discourses o f schooling constrain certain
possibilities (see also D ym ent & Reid, forthcoming). How m ight understanding o f w hat
constitutes “authentic” and “dem ocratic” participation, “agency” and “em pow erm ent” differ in
the discourses o f schools and the discourses o f participatory forms o f environm ental education?
In sum, the w ork o f H art (1997), H unter et al. (1998), M oore and W ong (1997), as well
as Titm an (1994), provide com pelling evidence that increased student involvem ent in all aspects
o f a greening initiative will generate num erous benefits for the students, the school com m unity, as
well as the greening project. Future research on the nature o f student involvem ent in community
and environm ental issues is clearly w arranted. Research m ust continue to explore the factors that
limit and enable student participation, to exam ine the skills needed by educators who w ant to
adopt participatory approaches, and to appraise the role that could be assumed by a school board
in creating a board-wide culture that endorses authentic student involvement.

Teacher Involvem ent
A nalysis o f the questionnaires revealed that teachers are heavily involved in m any o f the
greening projects featured in this study and they emerged as a dom inant player in every processrelated question on the survey. First, 41.8% o f respondents indicated that teachers had provided
the initial m otivation for their greening projects (Table 13). Second, teachers were reported to be
actively involved in both initial and ongoing phases o f the greening initiatives (Table 14). Third,
respondents reported that teachers donated the most volunteer time (Table 15). W hen tested for a
possible relationship betw een SES and teacher involvement, no trend emerged: respondents from
all SES groupings reported sim ilar levels o f involvem ent by the teachers (Table 17). Based solely
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on the questionnaires then, it appears that teachers are playing a vital role in school ground
greening initiatives. T eachers have been noted in the literature as being key players in ensuring
successful greening initiatives (G rant & Littlejohn, 2001a; Kenny, 1996; Stowell, 2001). Grant
and Littlejohn (2001a), in introducing their book on green school grounds, even go as far to assert
that “pedagogical theories come and go, but everyw here and always it is innovative and energetic
teachers who are the real ground breakers in education” (p.vi).
In my analysis o f the case study interview transcripts, the pattern o f teacher involvem ent
was not nearly so consistent. In contrast to the questionnaires that indicated teachers were
heavily involved in the greening project, the case studies revealed that teacher involvem ent varied
considerably am ong the five schools. It appeared that SES was, in fact, linked with teacher
involvem ent: at schools w ith higher SES, teachers w ere noticeably less involved than teachers at
schools w ith low er SES.
A t two o f the schools (School E and School C), teachers assum ed absolutely vital roles in
the process o f greening and it would be fair to say that w ithout their involvem ent, the projects
would not be in the state that they are in right now . These schools w ere at the lower end o f the
SES spectrum . A t School E, for example, teachers have been solely responsible for the project
vision, planning, designing, fundraising and execution. A n involved teacher there recalled how
m uch w ork it has been: “This is a huge undertaking... ju st listing w hat we have done here and
w hat we have p la n n e d ... and this has been going on for 2 or 3 y e a rs... it is a huge undertaking”
(Teacher, School E). A nother teacher noted that “I started the com m ittee; I wrote the funding
applications; I planted the garden w ith parents and students; I organize weekend maintenance
days; I am still looking for m ore m oney” (Teacher, School E). A t School C, the situation is much
the sam e w ith teachers assum ing a vital role in the project. A ccording to the teacher there with
w hom I spoke, several teachers used to be involved, but three have retired and another was
m oved to a new school. W hen I spoke w ith the rem aining teacher w ho had an interest in
greening, she was on m aternity leave, and the project was very m uch suffering due to her
absence.
A t the opposite end o f the spectrum o f teacher involvem ent, at two o f the other schools
(School A and School B), teacher involvem ent has been very limited. These schools are also at
the opposite end o f the spectrum o f SES: they are the schools from the highest tw o SES rankings.
It is im portant to note that a lack o f teacher involvem ent does not imply a lack o f teacher support;
quite the contrary, m any felt that even where teacher involvem ent was limited, there was still
support for the initiative.
Janet\ H ow m any teachers are involved in the project?
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Parent, School B: None.
Janet. Is that a problem or is that okay?
Parent: I think it is a problem .. .1 think they're philosophically or em otionally supportive
o f it. F or ex am p le... pretty m uch all the teachers come to the Fall Festival and the Spring
F air and they donate money som etim es.
Janet: They're supportive o f it but they don't play a leadership role?
Parent: They don't really help, no. In fact, not one bit.
A t schools w here teachers were not involved but w ere supportive, interviewees
acknow ledged that it did take considerable tim e to acquire their support. A parent at School A
(where there has been little teacher involvem ent) described how teacher support took some time
to generate: “A t the very beginning obviously people [teachers] thought w e were com pletely
insane.” She rem inisced about the day that the students were brought to the gym nasium to help
map the ideal school ground:
B ut ju st to show you the lack o f support we were getting at that point from the sta ff... I'd
asked the staff to provide their ow n w riting m aterials for the m apping exercise, because it
w ould have been really expensive for us to go out separately and purchase them, plus
they were in the building. They show ed up w ith nothing!!! Luckily, I arranged to have
som e entertainm ent that was great. I had an environm ental singer come. I would have
been dead in the w ater w ithout this guy, because I had a sea o f teachers looking at me
w ith zero enthusiasm and a lot o f antipathy. So that was round 1 with the staff. (Parent,
School A)
A t the final school (School D), w here greening has been in place for the longest time,
teacher involvem ent has varied considerably over time. D uring the initial phases in the early
1990’s, w hen there was a very active parent com m unity, teachers were quite uninvolved. Some
teachers at the beginning were even resistant: “A lot o f the teachers didn't like it. There was a lot
o f grum bling - ‘W hat a w aste o f m oney - $50,000 to plant trees, w hat a w aste.’ A nd the teachers
were annoyed that they had to participate” (Teacher, School D). As the initial parent group that
was responsible for the greening project m oved on, teacher involvem ent has increased. Today,
one teacher has really assum ed, by default and necessity, a leadership role in the greening project.
Very few parents are involved and the principal, while supportive, is brand new to the school.
The involved teacher describes how her burgeoning role evolved:
I stuck it out w ith the garden. As the parents kept disappearing, nobody w ould do the
G arden Com mittee. And I ended up saying ‘I'll do this and I'll do that.’ So there was
nobody to take over the Garden Com m ittee. So I felt so badly about it that I said I'd do it.
So I became C hair o f the Garden Com m ittee. A nd initially we had envisioned it being
parent-driven, but we couldn't get the parents. A nd then the parents all graduated... they
did so much, they got it launched, it was well on its w ay, we did really well with that part
o f it, but the parents started drifting off. So when the parents all le ft... I rem em ber
coming on Sundays to w ater the p la n ts....S o I bungled along... we had Flarvest Festivals.
I rem em ber com ing out trying to do garden clean-ups, I'd be all by myself. A few people
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would com e out and then I'd end up there all by m yself, putting the rakes away and
thinking ‘W hy am I doing this?’ There was always a few people who hung in but it was
pretty hard. N ow I ’m seen as the expert on gardens., .but really I’ve ju st stuck it out. It
ju s t takes one person to keep it going so that's why I've stayed around. It takes that one
person that's still interested. A nd I guess th at’s me. (Teacher, School D)
W hy are teachers assum ing a vital role in facilitating the greening initiatives at some
schools and not at others? A t schools where few or no teachers are involved, many reasons were
offered to explain their lack o f involvem ent. Some individuals suggested that the new ly revised
provincial curriculum and the provincial standardized tests provided challenges (“I think the
teachers are ju st in that overburdened place with the curriculum and the testing” Parent, School
B). Others proposed that early career teachers were overw helm ed with their new responsibilities
and couldn’t possibly take on any new initiatives (“I've had young, brand new teachers come and
volunteer and then within a m onth or two kind o f fall to pieces and say ‘I can't do it, I can only
think o f my classroom, I can't think o f anything e lse’” Teacher, School D). Still others suggested
that unrest in the work place (e.g., strikes, w ork-to-rule) has unsettled the teachers, m aking it
difficult for them to get involved in extracurricular activities (“Last year, w e had labour unrest
and had restrictions... w ork-to-rule... so we had restrictions on what w e could and couldn't do
during the day” (Teacher, School E) and “There's been a w ar betw een the teachers and the Board
o f Education and the H arris governm ent. And w hen you're in a state o f w ar there isn't room for
extras” (Teacher, School D)). O ther respondents and interview ees speculated that school ground
greening w as another educational reform /fad (“Like m any teachers, I have reached my saturation
point for new initiatives!” Q uestionnaire respondent). Some suggested that teachers do not get
involved because others are taking the lead (“I think that lots o f teachers ju st take a step back
because they can see there's so m any other folks [parents] taking the lead” Principal, School B).
Some also ju st felt overw helm ed with the increasing num ber o f roles and responsibilities that
teachers are expected to assum e:
They keep piling more responsibilities on to us. Every time we turn around, they say that
we have to do this and w e have to do that. The teachers are sitting in the staff room
saying “Don't ask m e to do a single thing m ore.” So w hen you say things [like] “Can we
go clean up the garden?” Like, “W hat! N ow I have to do the garden on top o f everything
else?” So before it was a fun thing to do and now it's “Oh my God, more w ork.”
(Teacher, School D)
A review o f the literature suggests that the barriers cited by the teachers in my study are
not unique to school ground greening initiatives; in H art and N olan’s (1999) review o f
environm ental education research between 1992-1999, they exam ine many studies that identify
barriers to environm ental education, including lack o f support in terms o f “funding, inservice,
preparation time, and outdoor facilities ands sites” (p. 24). Scott, Reid, and Jones (2003), in their
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external evaluation o f greening initiatives in the UK, also explore barriers that em erged for
educators. They found that a key barrier to teacher involvem ent is lack o f know ledge and
expertise. Indeed, getting involved in the process o f school ground greening does require a certain
am ount o f know ledge - particularly if a teacher is expected to facilitate students successfully
through the greening process. Scott et al. (2003) assert that “there is a requirem ent for some type
o f professional developm ent training” (p .4 1) to provide teachers with the skills necessary to
facilitate a greening initiative. W hilst there are professional developm ent opportunities provided
w ithin the TDSB for teachers to gain skills about greening, teachers m ust seek out these
opportunities outside o f their work hours (i.e., the professional developm ent is offered after
school hours, not during professional developm ent days).
It is interesting to ponder w hy teachers who are actively involved in the greening projects
rarely mentioned these lim iting factors. H art and N olan (1999) ponder sim ilar issues related to
teacher involvem ent in environm ental education initiatives, noting from their ow n experience that
“teachers choose to incorporate environm ental education into their education program m e based
on internal perceptions rather than external constraints” (p. 25, see also Shuman & Ham, 1997). I
suspect that this may be the case for the teachers who are actively involved in greening initiatives
in my study. Som ehow, the involved teachers find a way to negotiate the difficult terrain o f
curriculum demands, testing, and labour unrest to find time and energy for the greening initiative.
A nd they manage to do this at a school already dealing with the challenges inherent in w orking in
a com m unity with a lower SES. It w ould be interesting to know if and how these teachers would
be involved if they attended a school where there w as som eone else who would take the
leadership role (or a higher SES school com m unity?). W ould they still be involved? Or would
they direct their energies to some other program in the school that currently need som eone to get
involved? Are they sim ply the teachers that will help out with som ething - and if it w eren’t the
green school ground, it would be the band, the sport team, or some other extracurricular activity?
Or, as Scott et al’s (2003) research m ight indicate, are these teachers w ith already significant
know ledge o f and com m itm ent to greening initiatives?
While it is consoling to realize that at some schools, at least one teacher was involved,
some researchers w arn against relying only on an individual teacher to keep the project alive
(K enny, 1996; Russell et al., 2000). Reflecting on school ground greening initiatives in Scotland,
K enny (1996) notes that the large m ajority o f projects are initiated by teachers. She cautions,
how ever, not to rely solely on one teacher:
Experience has shown that it is extrem ely im portant to involve all teachers, or as m any as
possible in the project to ensure its longevity. Too many projects have floundered or
failed because only one m em ber o f staff was involved and they subsequently m oved on
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or lost enthusiasm. I f a project is to be sustained year after year, then a sufficient
proportion o f the staff m ust be both enthusiastic and committed to the idea right from the
onset, (p. 7)
Furtherm ore, when only a handful o f teacher is involved, the opportunity for m any teachers to
develop a sense o f ownership is limited. And as Stowell (2001) asserts, “the m ore ow nership
they feel, the m ore they will use the site as a teaching tool” (p. 17). I f few teachers are involved
in the actual process o f greening the ground, then it is plausible that few teachers will actually
have an interest in using the space as an outdoor classroom (see also Russell et al., 2000).
In the school board involved in my study, no com pensation is offered to teachers who
facilitate greening projects. They do not have reduced teaching loads or extra help in the
classroom to compensate for their generous allocation o f time to facilitating greening projects.
N ot surprisingly, then, despite their active involvem ent and apparent passion for greening
initiatives, m any involved teachers w ith whom I spoke reported difficulty in balancing their
teaching and adm inistrative responsibilities w ith the school ground greening initiatives. This
balancing act is com plicated by significant curriculum changes m andated by the Provincial
governm ent that have required teachers to m odify their teaching approach and content.
The high level o f teacher involvem ent at some schools should be a concern for
adm inistrators and the school board. Furtherm ore, the relationship that I found betw een teacher
involvem ent and SES should also be a concern. Burnout is a real possibility for educators trying
to balance their involvem ent in a greening program (and other extracurricular activities) w ith
their teaching and adm inistrative responsibilities (see Com ishan, Dyment, Potter, & Russell,
2004; H orw ood, 1995; Russell & Burton, 2000). Ifb u rn o u t is to be avoided, explicit efforts
should be m ade to support teachers, particularly those teachers w orking in schools in lower SES
communities.

Parental Involvem ent
The important and unique role that parents can assume in greening projects has been
noted in the literature (H unter et al., 1998; Stowell, 2001). Stowell (2001) argues that parents can
make special and varied contributions to the greening process, such as stim ulating their own
children’s enthusiasm as well as bringing specific expertise in areas such as fundraising or design.
My questionnaire respondents also reported that parents assume im portant roles in greening
initiatives in the TDSB. First, 22.6% o f respondents indicated that parents had provided the
initial m otivation for their greening projects (Table 13). Second, parents were reported to be
actively involved in both initial and ongoing phases o f the greening initiatives (Table 14). Third,
respondents ranked parents third in term s o f their volunteer time (Table 15). Fourth, when I
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explored if and how SES influenced perceptions o f parental involvement, respondents from
higher SES schools reported significantly more parental involvem ent than their counterparts from
low er SES schools (Table 17). Finally, while they were reported to be heavily involved in early
phases o f greening, respondents also indicated that they were significant less involved in both
initial and ongoing phases o f greening for projects older than 5 years as compared to projects less
than 5 years old (Table 16). Based solely on the questionnaires, then, it appears that parents are
playing a vital role in school ground greening initiatives around the school board. They also
seem to be assum ing a larger role at schools in upper-m iddle class neighbourhoods.
I was able to gather, through my case study analysis, a clearer understanding o f the role
o f parental involvem ent and how it varied among the five schools. N ot surprisingly, parental
involvem ent looked very different at each o f the five schools and SES continued to relate to
levels o f parental involvem ent: at higher SES schools, parents appeared to be m uch more
involved.
A t two o f the schools with the highest SES (School A and School B), parents were
extrem ely involved and there was a general consensus that “Y ou need a leadership person outside
o f the school adm inistration to run this thing because they're [teachers and administrators] too
busy” (Parent, School A). A t one o f these schools (School A), the initiative was driven almost
entirely by one parent. W hile she does have a very active parent com m ittee that supports her, she
is very m uch the leader o f the project. I asked her to describe her involvement:
It is intense, a lot o f work, almost on a daily basis I'm w orking for that garden, it seems.
It seems that way because if you're not actually gardening you're doing things like this,
like talking about the project or planning for the future or doing research... you hear
about som ething on a radio show and that takes you to the internet or to look up things,
searching out funders. (School A, Parent)
At a second school (School B), there was a very com m itted group o f parents that worked
together on the greening project (no single parent assum ed the leadership role). It seems that
som eone from this group o f parents gives time alm ost on a daily basis to the garden project. One
parent described that “N ot a day goes by when w e’re not thinking about the garden and dealing
w ith the garden in some w ay.” A t School B, one o f the parents, fondly know n as Captain
Com post, helps w ith the com post program every day on his way to work. He stops, turns the
com post and often gives m ini-lessons to the children in the winter.
A t the schools with such active parent involvem ent, the dedication extends into summer
(“W e w ould be over there w eeding all through the summer, and no children around, and
w henever any o f us had a minute we would go over there and w eed” (Parent, School B)) and
w eekends (“I was actually driving by on Sunday and I saw both these dads out with their shovels
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in the rain and they w ere m ulching” (Parent, School A)). Dedication even appeared to persist
once the children o f the parents graduate from the school.
Ja n et: Will you stay involved when your last child moves on?
Parent, School A: I probably will but I'm extrem ely unusual in lots o f ways.
Janet: W hy will you stay involved?
Parent: Because I'm in the com m unity. I'll stay involved weeding what I've done and I'll
stay involved making sure m ulch gets there, m aking sure it gets spread o u t... trying to
keep the areas that we were responsible for tidy. But I'm very unusual for that.
I got the sense that at one o f the schools (School A) with a very active parental
com m unity, there w ere aspects o f com petition am ongst the parents and that an interest in
greening the school ground extended beyond wanting to make a better and healthier space for
young people. This em erged in the form o f fundraising ‘com petitions’ where the parents ended up
“com peting to see who could donate the m ost m oney” (Parent, School A). Here is a parent
description:
The teacher had the kids phone their parents for interviews, so they went dow n to about
15 companies. The first one they w ent to w as my dentist, and he gave $1,000 bucks and
that was great, we were thrilled, because it was one o f the biggest donations we had. So
then they w ent to my husband's com pany and he gave $1,500. And my father-in-law
m atched it. So then when the kids w ent to subsequent businesses they k n ew ... so we
didn't get anything smaller than $500.00 out o f those parents. (Parent, School A)
I also sensed that one o f the parent com m unities felt pressure to impress the other parents. For
exam ple, when I asked one parent why she had spent so m uch time on a certain task, she replied
that “I'd ju st done it because I don't w ant the parents to see it looking a sham bles” and that “if I
don't get that done the parents are going to shoot m e” (Parent, School A).
A t another o f the schools (School D), parent involvem ent has shifted considerably over
tim e. In the early 1990’s, when the project was ju st beginning, it was entirely parent driven. But
then the parents m oved on because “the cycles in the school are 6-year cycles. A nd the parents
are involved for 6 or 7 years while the children are at the school. And then they leave” (Teacher,
School D). Today, none o f those original parents are involved and the project is alm ost entirely
run by one teacher who has been there for the duration o f the project. A teacher at School D
recalls: “And then the parents all g rad u ated ... they did so much, they got it launched, it w as well
on its way, we did really well with that part o f it, but the parents started drifting off. A nd there
was no one left to do the w ork” (Teacher, School D). This assertion correlates with the findings
in Table 16 whereby questionnaire respondents reported that parents were significantly less
involved in ongoing m aintenance o f projects older than 5 years old as compared w ith projects less
than 5 years old.
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A t the opposite end o f the spectrum o f parental involvement, there is little to no parental
involvem ent in the greening courtyard program at School E. Interestingly, this is the school with
the lowest SES as well. M any reasons w ere offered as to why parents were not involved. One
teacher suspected that the cultural makeup o f the student and community body explained w hy so
few parents w ere involved. In a school w here m ore than 73 countries are represented, it was
postulated that language barriers might lim it parental involvement. It was also thought that in
m any o f the hom e countries o f the students, it is common for parents to stay very rem oved from
their child’s education and only becom e involved if there is a problem. Furtherm ore, for m any o f
these new Canadian families, “a lot o f these parents are working 2 and 3 jo b s ... so it’s very hard
in this area to get parents to go above and beyond the call for extracurricular stuff. We don't put
that pressure on them , we don't feel that's fair” (Teacher, School E). The small size o f the
courtyard was also given as a reason: “by the tim e you get a class or two into the courtyard quite
fran k ly ... it's not a big courtyard, there's not a lot o f room for parents” (Principal, School E).
Even at schools w ith active parent groups, interviewees noted the challenges o f parents
working together. Time appears to be a barrier for m ost parents, so even at schools with an active
parent group, active parents would like to see m ore involvem ent by other parents (“ We have
probably 25-30 families that are actively involved. And then, at most events, the participation
rate is usually betw een 25 and 50% depending on the event. So it's always the same old people
pulling the rope. So you get to a point o f exhaustion” (Parent, School A)). M aintaining longterm
com m itm ent is also a challenge in w orking w ith parents (“One family in particular that w as very
active has a child here in grade 6 and has been extrem ely supportive all through, but is getting to
direct their interests in other w a y s... older children going to other schools. One family that was
particularly involved is no longer interested” (Principal, School C)). Another challenge
m entioned is that some parents don’t understand the value o f having students involved (e.g., “I
was particularly bad tem pered with all these children around because they w eren't doing w hat I
w anted them to do” (Parent, School B)). Finally, it appears that some parents do not value the
greening program and would rather see m oney directed towards other more academic initiatives
(“I think a lot o f people w ere sort o f staggered by the idea that we had this m oney and w eren't
going to put in a com puter lab or som ething else academ ic” (Parent, School E)).
It thus appears that the nature o f parental involvement varies considerably among the five
schools. The relationship that emerged in my research between SES and teacher/parent
involvem ent is an im portant one to note, and one that, to my knowledge, has not been elucidated
in the literature on greening initiatives. Put m ost simply, at schools with higher SES, parents are
taking the lead and teachers are less involved. Conversely, at schools with low er SES, teachers
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are taking the lead and parents are m uch less involved. Such findings beg me to consider the
works o f researchers w ho study issues related to social capital. G lover (2004), for exam ple,
explored if and how com m unity gardens are “a social context in w hich social capital is produced,
accessed, and used by a social netw ork o f com m unity gardeners” (p. 143). Perhaps such an
exploration is w arranted in term s o f school ground greening initiatives? Are school ground
greening initiatives sites w here social capital is produced, accessed and used? If so, is there equal
access to and distribution o f the capital? Or is there inequality in the social capital as a result o f
its distribution? In his own research, G lover (2004) found that there was inequity in the
distribution o f social capital am ongst the m em bers o f the community garden as a result o f their
advantaged or disadvantaged structural positions. The very fact that higher SES schools in my
study had active parent bodies involved suggests that these projects w ould necessarily have more
access to the social capital (and other forms o f capital) necessary to develop a successful project.
For parents to have tim e to donate such a large am ount o f volunteer tim e, during school hours, it
is likely that m any o f them are not w orking full tim e which leads me to suspect that they are
financially secure. C onversely, in low er SES schools where teachers are assum ing the leadership
role in the greening initiatives, it seem s to me that these projects w ould be able to access less
social capital (and other forms o f capital) because these teachers are juggling the project with
their own teacher and other responsibilities.

Principal Involvem ent
The absolutely vital role that principals assume in the process o f greening has been noted
by many researchers (Elunter et al., 1998; K enny, 1996; R.C. M oore & Wong, 1997; Stowell,
2001; Wyzga, 2001). W yzga (2001) notes that principals are an “essential com ponent o f the
[greening] team ” and that they will often bring different perspectives and concerns to the
planning table, such as “m oney, tim e, liability, parent participation, vandalism , and student
behaviour” (p. 20). The questionnaire respondents and interviewees also noted these important
roles. In the questionnaires, principals w ere identified as being one o f the top three individuals
that provided the initial m otivation for the project (Table 13) and they also received the highest
ranking in term s o f involvem ent during the initial phases o f the greening process (Table 14).
Respondents did indicate that principals donated a m odest amount o f volunteer tim e relative to
other individuals (Table 15) and that they w ere less involved in the ongoing m aintenance stage o f
greening (Table 14). In my follow -up case study interviews, I was able to gain a deeper
understanding o f how principals were involved in the process o f greening the school grounds.
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Through my interview s, I realized that while principals’ involvem ent varied considerably
among the five schools, their involvem ent could essentially be categorized as either principals
who had been involved in the project from the beginning, were know ledgeable, and were
confident or principals w ho w ere transferred to the school during or after the greening process,
were not necessarily know ledgeable, and lacked confidence about their ow n role in the space.
A t three o f the case study schools (School A, School B, School E), the principals had
been w orking at the school for the entire duration o f the greening process. A t these schools, the
vital role that the principals assum ed in facilitating the process o f greening was acknow ledged by
both the principal and the other interview ees (e.g., teachers, parents). To illustrate, the principal at
School B acknow ledged that:
It has to be som ething that the principal in the school believes in. A nd you can have lots
o f w onderful parents who are w illing to do lots o f work or lots o f w onderful teachers
w illing to do lots o f w ork, but if the principal isn't on board, then it's not going to work.
(Principal, School B)
Parents and teachers were also aware o f the im portant role that the principal plays. A parent from
School B com m ented that h er principal “w as there right from the beginning w hich made a
dramatic difference, to ju st m aking the process flow. So that's great. 1 have a feeling she's very
unusual, that she gets the w hole thing and has the time and the patience.”
Interview ees with supportive principals described the num erous roles that principals
assumed before, during and after the greening process. They stated how principals:
•

Incorporate the greening p ro je ct into the w hole school philosophy (“From when I
started, I think the environm ental part o f the w hole school has increased. I t’s
every w here... the curriculum , the philosophy...the principal has really m ade it a
priority for our w hole school” Parent, School B);

•

Balance the greening initiative w ith other school projects (“The greening project also
has to m aintain the proper balance w ithin the context o f the rest o f the school. It's
im portant, but it's not everything. It is one aspect o f the things that we do here. A nd as
with any initiative, people w ho are really into it som etim es can't see that there other
things that are as or more im portant in some cases. So part o f my jo b is to make sure
that the balance is m aintained” Principal, School B);
Liaise with school board officials (“He's there facilitating relationships with the
Toronto D istrict School board, m aking sure they know w hat is going on” Parent,
School A);

•

Negotiate w ith the school board grounds departm ent and the union issues (“I had to
rem ind the com m ittee to follow all o f the rules that the Toronto D istrict School Board
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has in place for w ork that is done here at our schools and on our grounds. 1 learned I
have to keep a little closer eye on things. W hen you're dealing with a large
organization, there are also sidebar issues related to safety, etc., and delivery tim e s...”
Principal, School B);
•

B ring a com m ittee together to achieve a common goal (“And any good leader,
w hether it's a com m ittee head or the principal o f the school or teacher, has to be able to
draw people together and help them focus on w hatever the agenda is. A nd it's drawing
a lot o f different types o f people together, to show them that they have the same values
and beliefs, and to acknow ledge and recognize their contribution. A nd it's part o f my
jo b in many different w ays” Principal, School B);

•

P hysically help the greening com m ittee (“You w ould com e in to drop your kids o ff
and there the principal would be, w orking in the g a rd e n ...” Parent, School A);

•

Provide m aintenance to the garden in the sum m er (“In the summer, during the times
that he's here, he checks on the courtyard and m akes sure everything’s o k ay ...h e waters
it too” Teacher, School E);
Provide support f o r budgeting (“She's been really supportive too w hen we've had
plans to do things and when she has m oney from one budget left over, like a
m aintenance budget, she'll use it to pay for som ething... and the reserve for the green
dollars can go tow ards ongoing other initiatives” Parent, School B).
P rovide a longterm vision fo r design a n d sustainability (“And while w e're marching
along I'm constantly saying ‘sustainability... I don't want this to die. It can't ju st end
w hen you as parents leave this school and I as a principal leave this s c h o o l...’”
Principal, School B);

•

M ediate the interests o f students, parents, teachers and the com m unity (“And
som etim es I think some committee m em bers have thought she's not so supportive, but
alw ays think she's speaking for 700 kids, 40 staff, a whole sector o f adm inistration on
top o f h e r... there's a lot o f people that she's heard w hat they have to say along the
way. So she has to say no sometimes. A nd then you think she's so blunt, but 1 think
it's ju st from her vast experience - she know s that this w on't fly because o f this reason”
Parent, School B);
H elp with tim ing (“ Som etimes I have to say guys ‘I want to slow dow n a little bit’ or
‘W ho's going to actually pay for th a t? ’ ‘W here are w e going to get the m oney from ?” ’
Principal, School B);
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•

Encourage teachers to use the space as an outdoor classroom (“ Sometimes I
sugg est... ‘W hat do you think o f doing your structured activity outside?’ And those
teachers w ho are solid in their control o f their children and com fortable and excited
w ith those kinds o f opportunities say, ‘W hat a great id ea... didn't think about th a t!’”
Principal, School B); and,

•

Hire teachers who are interested in being involved in the greening initiative (“W hen
principals are hiring they need to look at people who have an interest in the
environm ent, so that the new teachers com ing on board, they know that that's part o f
the expectation to take care o f the garden” Principal, School D).

A t two o f the schools (School C and School D), the principals’ role was much less
defined and perhaps the biggest reason for this is that both principals arrived in the middle o f the
greening project or after the project had been m ostly im plem ented. A t both the schools, m any o f
the original teachers and parents who were involved are no longer at the school, and thus the
responsibility has fallen m ostly on the shoulders o f the new principals. For example, at School C,
the new principal found herself at the helm o f the greening initiative:
Janet. So at this point with those previously involved teachers who have been m oved to
a new school, and the one rem aining teacher is on m aternity leave, are there any teachers
or parents right now that are interested in the initiative or is it left m ostly on your
shoulders?
Principal, School C: Left m ostly on my shoulders. There's some peripheral interest but
not anyone that would be a driving force, they w ouldn't really be able to carry the ball, to
org an ize... naturalization com m ittee m eetings and chair th o s e ... and phone to get
parental su pport...that's falling on me.
The new principals at both o f these schools expressed a sincere desire to be more
involved in the greening project. In fact the principal at School D felt obliged to reaw aken the
garden: “F or me it fe lt... because so m uch m oney and tim e w ent into this garden and it w as at the
forefront o f the environm ental m ovem ent for T oronto... I was asham ed to ju st leave som ething
already there.” Despite this interest and desire, the principals also indicated that time constraints,
lack o f know ledge, and other priorities inhibited their involvem ent. To illustrate, I contacted a
teacher from School D who used to be involved in the greening initiative and she com m ented that
“the new principal is interested in doing things and im proving i t .. .the principal even asked me
about grants. I think she needs some help. She doesn't know where to start. It's her first year.”
N ot surprisingly, then, at both schools, m aintenance o f the gardens has become a real challenge
for the principals, with few teachers using the spaces for teaching, and almost no parents
involved.
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I sensed that these tw o principals felt a considerable am ount o f guilt at the state o f the
green initiatives at their schools. One o f the principals said “I don't want to sound down about
it. ..I would be happy to shoulder the blam e that it isn't our prime focus right now ” (Principal,
School C). The feelings o f these two principals point to the challenges o f sustaining these projects
over the longterm: given the ephem eral nature o f the school com m unities, it is a reality that the
student, parent, teacher and principal com m unity will change in a predictable m anner. Therefore,
w hatever legacy is created through a greening project will, at some point in the future, become
the responsibility o f a new set o f students, parents, teachers and principals. The challenges o f this
transfer are clearly illustrated in the experiences o f these tw o principals who expressed feelings o f
being overw helm ed and, at times, burdened by the greening project that “cam e along with the
school” (Principal, School C).
In the schools profiled in the case studies, all the principals were, to a degree, supportive
o f the greening initiatives. Even if they w ere new to the school, and unsure o f how to best make
use o f the green school ground, I did sense th at they were interested in and positive towards the
initiative. In my research, I also became aw are that there were principals who w ere not at all
supportive o f greening initiatives. In fact, it appears that some principals are very m uch against
such initiatives and have used their position to essentially block the initiative. As an example,
interview ees at School D described how one principal, w ho w as moved to the school after the
space had been greened, had a very negative effect on the initiative:
O ur first principal that w as totally su p p o rtiv e.. .but then the Board m oved him. The
parents were really upset, we were upset. W e pleaded that he should stay because he was
so into the garden and into the sc h o o l... and he was going to retire in 3 years anyway. So
we couldn't see why he couldn’t stay here for 3 more years? They refused to let him stay.
So he said that as a prerequisite it absolutely had to be that the next principal we got had
to like the garden and had to be in agreem ent w ith the garden. So supposedly they
interviewed all these different people, and we were supposed to get a principal that was
pro-garden, that was our demand. A nyw ay we didn't get one. We got a principal that
hated the garden, openly hated the garden - felt it was too m uch work, too m uch time
(her time), and w ithin 4 years she pretty m uch chased all the parents out o f the school
who were pro-garden. They quit com ing to the m eetings, the teachers quit coming to the
m eetings. We started o ff w ith 20 people in our garden committees that used to m eet
regularly once a month. By the end o f it, we could hardly get 2 people to come. She w as
awful. She'd go to the m eetings and tap on the table like this, look at her w atch - ‘W hen
is this meeting going to be over and w hy are we w asting our tim e?’ She was horrible.
(Teacher, School D)

Ephem eral School Com m unities
O ne theme that em erged throughout the interviews was that the school com m unities w ere
constantly changing. Principals and teachers are m oved from one school to another (“The initial
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m em bers o f staff who were behind the push for the garden no longer is on the staff. One is on
m aternity leave and the others have gone to different schools” (Principal, School C)). In addition,
students graduate and their parents becom e involved in another school (“Like with m ost parents,
it's transitional, you bring your support to the school that your kids are” (Parent, School C)).
Thus securing involvem ent over the longterm is difficult. Heidi Cam pbell, who shares the jo in t
TD SB -Evergreen position, is no stranger to the ephem eral nature o f school communities and its
im pact on greening projects. She has noticed that:
W hat's interesting is that beginner schools or schools that are ju st starting can often make
great strides and put out a lot o f energy to create a bigger project. W hat I've seen happen
anyway is that you get a bit o f burnout after that really initial big thrust to get a project
going, and they don't consider in the process all that's going to happen as far as
stewardship and m aintenance. W ho will do the work after the burnout period? (Heidi
Campbell)
Q uestionnaire respondents indirectly alluded to this ephem eral nature o f school com m unities:
w hen they were asked to describe level o f involvem ent for initial and ongoing phases o f the
greening project for a num ber o f individuals, including teachers, students, parents, etc., they
reported a significant decrease in involvem ent betw een initial and ongoing phases o f the greening
project (Table 14).
The consequences o f an ephem eral school com m unity have been felt especially at the
School D project, w here a very active parent group initiated the project and then m oved on as
their children graduated. The current principal described how “once their children graduated, the
parents all left and the next group o f parents w ere interested in other things.” W hen this active
founding parent group m oved on, the project suffered considerably for a num ber o f years.
Interestingly though, the ephem eral ‘cycle’ o f interest and involvement seems to be m aking a full
circle at School D: w ith the arrival o f the new principal, there is renewed involvem ent in the
greening project. A teacher at School D describes this fresh interest and enthusiasm : “W e have a
w hole bunch o f new parents and kindergarten seem s really excited about the garden. So there
seem s to be a whole new rush o f enthusiasm for the garden” (Teacher, School D).
The impacts o f reduced involvem ent over tim e are potentially detrim ental to school
ground greening initiatives, for a variety o f reasons. First, the project m ight be perceived as
another education ‘reform ’ initiative, w hich fails to be maintained over the longterm . H all and
H ord (2001) discuss the problems that emerge w hen “the never ending quest to im prove schools”
is seen to lead to “fads” that “swing back and forth like a pendulum ” (p. 20). It appears that some
respondents in this study did indeed perceive green school grounds as a ‘fad,’ as illustrated by a
teacher who said in her questionnaire, “Like m any teachers, I have reached my saturation point
for new initiatives.” A principal also appears to perceive greening projects as fads, as illustrated
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by this com m ent in the questionnaire, “Initially my principal was involved, but has since changed
his focus to com puters.”
Second, in the absence o f longterm commitment, green school grounds can becom e
overgrow n and appear unmaintained, a problem that has been identified in the literature (K enny,
1996). A lack o f continued involvem ent is negatively affecting some schools in this study, as
noted by the following teacher, “It is difficult to keep the garden m aintained and m ost plants have
died in sum m er due to not enough w atering.” Longterm m aintenance is vital to ensuring that the
original goals and objectives o f greening initiatives are met.
Third, w hen a school com m unity m oves on, too often, it seems that when new people
arrive at a school w ith a greening project, they don’t know w hat to do or how to use the project.
M utton and Smith (2001) note that an im portant part o f planning for a project is ensuring that
“ongoing care o f the project” (p. 28) is considered. In the case studies profiled in this research,
for exam ple, the two principals from School C and School D expressed concern about how to use
the greening projects. The project at School D suffered greatly when the original parent
com m unity m oved on, taking with them a considerable am ount o f institutional know ledge about
the w orkings o f the garden. Even though there is renewed interest in the greening initiative at
School D, the principal describes how she has a few parents that “want to help but have no idea
w hat to do to even begin!” M utton and Sm ith (2001) suggest that “a diary o f notes and
photographs is a good way to docum ent progress in a naturalized area and serves as a keepsake”
(p. 28) for individuals who will get involved in the future.
A final concern w ith reduced involvem ent over tim e relates to the benefits to volunteers
that are potentially lost. M iles, Sullivan, and Kuo (2000; 1991) explored the benefits that emerge
for volunteers involved in ecological restoration projects. They found that volunteers experience
a wide range o f satisfactions from their participation in restoration projects, including a sense o f
accom plishm ent in w orking with the land, a feeling o f personal growth, the chance to m eet other
people, as well as a fascination with nature. They also discovered that people w ho volunteer
more often, and who volunteer for additional activities, experience significantly higher levels o f
satisfaction than those w ho participate less frequently. These results provide some insight for
coordinators o f greening projects who w ant to recruit and retain volunteers. Since frequent
participation appears to be related to higher levels o f satisfaction, effort m ight be directed tow ards
encouraging volunteers to be involved regularly to enrich their restoration experience.26

26 For information on volunteer involvement in school ground greening initiatives, see www.evergreew.ca.
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W hen these projects are initiated, it is im portant that the ephemeral nature o f school
com m unities is recognized and, in essence, planned for. As the new principal at School D noted:
School ground greening runs along a continuum and we're further along that continuum.
So it's im portant for the new schools starting o u t... I think it's great that they're doing
that, great that they're digging up the asphalt and getting rid o f the m anicured lawns. As
long as they keep in m ind that you don't w ant to overload any o n e... and that that parent
com m unity will m ove on, so to keep that interest gro w in g ... and also the staff interested.
So that in v o lv es.. .w hen principals are hiring they need to look at people w ho have an
interest in the environm ent, so that the new teachers coming on board they know that
that's part o f the expectation to take care o f the garden. (School D, Principal)
A teacher at School D agrees w ith her principal, noting: “M ake people aware that they have to
pass on the in fo rm ation... its true when that whole group o f parents leave it's hard to find another
group that's equally as excited... because projects change. But also the school grounds can sit for
a few years, it's not as if it's going to disappear. A nd if it's w ell thought out and well designed to
begin with it should be all right.”
To ensure ongoing com m itm ent over the longterm, som e schools established systems
that they hope will avoid dw indling interest, support, and energy. For example, at School B: 1)
the design o f the school ground is sustaining so that w hen the original com m ittee m oves on, the
space will need very little m aintenance; 2) there is an elected position on school council that is
responsible for the green school ground; 3) the environm ental focus is explicit in the school’s
m ission statem ent; and 4) com m unity support from neighbours has been actively sought. It is
hoped that these efforts will help to manage and sustain the green space once the original group
o f parents, teachers, students and principal is no longer involved.

School Board Involvem ent
The questionnaire respondents in this study reported m oderate to low levels o f school
board support and involvem ent in greening initiatives: Only 2% o f respondents indicated that
school board staff/trustees had provided the initial m otivation for greening (Table 13);
respondents reported that school board staff/trustees were ‘not very involved’ in the initial and
ongoing phases o f greening projects (Table 14); and they indicated that school board staff and
trustees donated a very small am ount o f volunteer tim e (Table 15).
I explored the issue o f school board involvem ent in the greening projects profiled in the
follow -up case studies and, not surprisingly, there were m any differing perspectives as to if and
how the school board had supported the various projects.
In my interviews at School D, the project that has been in place for over 10 years, I was
able to gain a better understanding o f how school board involvem ent has shifted in the last
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decade. W hen the project was being initiated, the relationship betw een the organizing committee
and the school board was described as being very contentious, hostile, and divisive. The
relationship was probably so tense because it was the first school in the former board that
undertook a greening initiative. One o f the landscape architects involved in the project in the
early 1990’s said that “at that tim e there was very little School Board support” because there was
“a new landscape initiative or landscape vocabulary that they didn't fully understand” (Landscape
A rchitect, School D).
The relationship with the TDSB has im proved markedly in the last 10 years. I asked the
teacher at School D to describe the T D SB ’s changing involvement:
Janet: Can you speak to the School Board's involvem ent in this whole process here at
School D?
Teacher: A t the beginning the Board w as no help at all, they w ere opposing us. We
couldn't get anywhere. They wouldn't help us, they dragged their feet, they complained
all the time. W e asked for help to put in a sprinkling system - “N o, you've got to do it
yourself.” W e asked for help to plant trees - “N o, do it yourself.” Everything was a no.
So the parents got discouraged big time. B ut then we kept asking and kept pushing and
finally they slowly started agreeing with us and would help us out a little bit. A nd now
it's lik e ... w e ask for help and no problem , they seem to come right away. W e asked for
some m ulch, we did a whole garden clean-up this year. They brought a truckload o f
m ulch, dum ped it in three sites which we asked fo r... a little truckload here and there and
th e re ... and then the w orkers stood around and w atched to see w hat we'd do w ith it, they
w ere so interested. Then all the kids came out with wheelbarrows and shovels and we
put mulch around every single plant and shrub everywhere.
Janet: So you feel the B oard is more involved than they were?
Teacher: Yes, they're w ay m ore helpful than they used to be.
I was w ell aw are that the school board’s involvem ent and support have shifted
considerably in the last decade from a place o f resistance to a place o f endorsem ent for the
process o f greening. N ot surprisingly, then, w hen I probed interviewees about the school board
support for greening, the large m ajority indicated that they felt some support from the TDSB.
W hen I asked for clarification as to how the support was manifested, m any described how the
board was helpful in very specific ways related to accessing and delivering physical materials.
Interview ees described how the TDSB helped by “delivering m ulch” (Parent, School A) or
“bringing us our topsoil” (Teacher, School E). Interview ees were also quick to com plain about
TDSB support, indicating frustrations with the am ount o f time it takes to get materials delivered
(“They've helped us out w ith wood chips, etc., but the only problem is it takes a lot o f tim e to get
those th in g s... it m ight take a few m onths or a few phone calls” (Teacher, School C) and the
restrictions placed on them because they are w orking with a union (“W e could have got compost
for free, but the union w ouldn’t let us” (Parent, School B)). I also sensed that interviewees
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resented when personnel from the TDSB expressed concern about a certain initiative (“And he
said to u s ... at the very beginning he said, ‘forget it, the com poster won't w ork,’ but we proved
him w rong” (Parent, School B)).
I then asked interview ees if they felt that the upper echelons o f the school board were
supportive o f these initiatives. M any interview ees felt like there was little to no top-down support
for their initiative: “In term s o f the general support from the TDSB, we haven't had a lot o f
involvem ent with th e m .. .1 haven't got a sense that th e y ’re saying, ‘Let’s have all the schools have
green areas’” (Teacher, School E). This sentim ent was echoed by the principal at School B who
felt that the TDSB was “being supportive o f us, but I don't see that they are strongly encouraging
all schools to do this. I think the support is there if you've got a community w ho wants to set out
on that path.”
Given their lim ited descriptions o f school board involvement, I then asked interviewees
about the involvem ent o f specific individuals w orking w ithin the school board that help to
facilitate school ground greening initiatives. For exam ple, I asked, “Can you tell m e about the
involvem ent o f Heidi Cam pbell (Joint Evergreen/TD SB Position) or Bruce Day (Grounds Team
Leader, TDSB) throughout the process o f your greening initiative?” W hen I shifted my question
away from TDSB institutional level support to TDSB personnel level support, I got very different
responses. I asked the principal at School B about how Bruce Day has been involved:
Y ou know the m ost w onderful person is Bruce D ay. And I've know n Bruce for years
long before I came to School B ...H e 's very supportive. He's so easy to w ork with
because he listens to w hat your ideas are, and will be very honest and say that “That's not
going to work, w hat about this?” He's exceedingly positive in the right kind o f w a y ...I
muddle through, but Bruce is my guide because he knows, he works w ith the plant
m aterials and he know s w hat dies and he know s w hat doesn't. He's been wonderful. And
all o f his crew, all o f the people w ho look forw ard to him, whether it's the guy who puts
the caging around trees or the gentlem an who delivers our bark m ulch or top so il... all
these people you can ju st feel them being proud o f this place when they come to bring us
something, and they know about us before they get here. And I think it's because o f
B ru ce... because he says, “This is a great school, m ake sure you take good c are...”
(Principal, School B)
A teacher from School E also had m uch praise for individual TDSB em ployees w ho are
helping to facilitate the process o f greening. In the following quote, he described how Heidi
Campbell (Joint Evergreen/TD SB position) has been instrumental in their greening project:
Heidi has been nothing short o f am azing in term s o f helping us get this thing off the
ground. She has been involved with us for 2 or 3 years now. I think it's great to have
plans, and ours are fairly grandiose I think, they’re am bitious... but w ithout somebody
w ho knows what they're doing, who can make you feel confident that w hat you're doing
is not a waste o f tim e, but that it's w orthw hile and can provide all kinds o f experience and
insight into N ative species and the right ones for the location... basically she came in
many times and looked at the situation, “Here's what you probably should be looking at
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in terms o f species that w ould survive in this environment, etc.'’ A nd she basically then
came in when we were doing the planting and she led the planting and taught all the kids
the best way to do the planting, etc. So w ithout her we probably might have still got a few
things done but I'm not so sure how m any o f them would still be alive today in terms o f
the trees and bushes. (Teacher, School E)
I found these responses very interesting in light o f responses to my earlier questions that
probed for TDSB involvem ent and endorsem ent o f the greening initiatives. Recall that
interviewees reported minimal levels o f institutional support (e.g., m ulch and topsoil delivery).
Yet when I probed about specific individuals or program s that I was aware were in existence,
many interviewees had m uch praise for them . It thus appears that there is some kind o f
disconnect betw een how interview ees perceive the TDSB from an institutional perspective, and
how they perceive TDSB personnel who assist w ith their greening program (e.g., Bruce Day,
Heidi Cam pbell). Interviewees did not seem to connect that the personnel were, in a very direct
way, a m anifestation o f TDSB institutional support.
The questionnaire respondents’ and interview ees’ perceived lack o f involvem ent by the
school board was surprising given that the TDSB has, in recent years, dem onstrated considerable
interest and involvement in school ground greening initiatives. In fact, the school board’s
involvem ent in greening initiatives was a m ajor determ inant in selecting the site for this research
project. The school board’s Environm ental E ducation Department has dem onstrated their
support for greening initiatives in a variety o f w ays, including the publication o f tw o books:
Transform ing the schoolyard: H ow L ocal Com m unities D esign and B uild their Playground
Learning Environm ents (Toronto D istrict School Board, 2000) and A Breath o f Fresh Air:
C elebrating N ature and School Gardens (H oughton, 2003). They have also form ally partnered
with Evergreen, a national non-profit environm ental organization that helps to facilitate school
greening initiatives. This partnership m anifests m ost explicitly in the form o f Heidi C am pbell’s
shared position as “Schoolyard G reening D esign Facilitator” that is funded through both
Evergreen and the school board. The D esign Facilitator is responsible for helping schools in the
board green their grounds by providing w orkshops, design support and site visits to help in all
aspects o f the greening projects. The D esign Facilitator provides training opportunities,
expertise, and curriculum m aterials for greening project in this board. M ore recently, the TDSB
Environm ental Education D epartm ent has also show n their com m itm ent for greening initiatives
by: 1) creating a board wide environm ental education policy; 2) launching the Ecoschools
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program (Toronto D istrict School Board, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c); 3) proposing an Annual
Environm ental Report; and 4) w orking tow ards developing a Sustainable Blueprint for Schools.27
W hy are the services provided by this board not m ore recognized as being key enabling
factors for school ground greening success? Could the school board services help to alleviate
some o f the pressure placed on individuals w ho are in danger o f burnout? A re the m ajority o f
respondents in this study unaw are o f the school board’s support for greening initiatives? W hy are
they not able to understand that the support o f Bruce Day and Heidi Cam pbell represents
institutional support from the TD SB ? If all these m echanism s are in place to support greening,
and if the TDSB as an institution has m ade a com m itm ent to greening, why w ere the interview ees
and questionnaire respondents critical o f TDSB support?
Richard Christie postulated that m any o f the TDSB initiatives that seek to provide
support for greening initiatives m ight be too “new ” to have had a “board level effect.” G iven that
m any o f these initiatives have been conceptualized and developed only w ithin the last few years,
perhaps the schools profiled in this study were truly unaware o f the initiatives. Perhaps, then, the
timing o f my study influenced the responses that I heard and that if I w ere to perform the study
even a few months later, I m ight hear very different responses.
W ith a view to exploring if schools that are initiating their project w ithin the last year
would indeed be more aw are o f these board level initiatives, and in turn feel their support, I asked
my supervisor if I m ight perform one last interview with an individual involved in a very new
greening initiative to ascertain how they understood the TD SB to endorse and support their
initiative. To that end, I m ade contact with the principal at School F (271 students, 25 staff,
medium SES).
The greening project at School F began very recently and based on my interview, it
appears that the new TDSB initiatives were recognized, utilized, and valued. There was a w hole
new vocabulary being used by the principal that was m issing from my other earlier interview s.
For example, the principal was aw are o f the Ecoschools program, and how her greening project
was a part o f som ething much bigger than ju st school ground greening (“O ur program is part o f
the whole board-w ide Eco School philosophy”). She was also aware o f the im portance o f
keeping board officials at the ‘front end o f the train’ (“So again it was crucial that Bruce D ay be
involved because there was a lot o f thinking in this, so that if we ever needed to have more
mulch, the machines could get to that, and the lawn m ow ing there was room to go around the

27 For a more detailed discussion of TDSB commitment to school ground greening, see section entitled
"Selection of School Board: Rationale" in Chapter 3.
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outside, in-between and the m id d le ... So that is crucial in the plan because you've got to think o f
your m aintenance w hile you're doing the planning.”) H er school had adopted the
trees/rocks/m ulch approach to greening. Taking the advice from the TDSB/Evergreen
workshops, she had made a concerted effort to include students early on in the process of
greening, with a view to including them in an authentic way:
Ja n et: Were students involved in the planning com m ittee?
Principal. N ot at the beginning but through H eidi and M arcia's [workshop presenters]
influence we started to include th e m ... and I don't know why we hadn’t thought o f it.
Janet: Does it work?
Principal: It works.
Janet: Do they have stu ff to say ... or are they too little?
Principal: They have stu ff... w e a s k ... w e direct questions to them . B ut you know it
changed the way we talked about it w hen you have children there at the committee
m eeting. And I don't know why we didn't think o f doing th a t... yes, we'd had children do
plans, etc., and talk about it in their classroom , but to actually attend the committee
m eeting they hadn't been part o f it... so that was M arcia and Heidi who encouraged us to
do that.

Based on my interview s with TDSB personnel and the principal at School F, it appears
that the TDSB is getting “on board” the train o f school ground greening. But they are not only
going to be a passenger; there is a desire to be “at the front o f the train.” I f the TDSB is
successful in implementing all o f these initiatives, I suspect the potential o f school ground
greening in this board could actually be m axim ized. School ground greening will move away
from being done by individual schools in isolation from the board. It will m ove towards being a
board-w ide endeavour, w ith m echanisms in place to support these initiatives over the longterm.
In the literature, I found a m odest num ber o f references to the potential role that school
board officials could assume in greening projects (e.g., Evergreen, 2002; K enny, 1996; Stowell,
2001). Stowell (2001) describes how school board adm inistrators were seen to bring im portant
issues to the planning table, such as budgeting and liability. A recent publication by Evergreen
(2002), School Ground Greening: A Policy a n d P lanning Guidebook, suggests that the role that
can be assumed by school boards could be m uch larger than it currently is. They note that the
grow ing interest in and dem and for school ground greening initiatives has presented “significant
challenges for school districts not yet equipped w ith supportive policy, design frameworks,
m aintenance strategies, or even funding” (p. 4). N ot all school boards are unequipped: some
have successfully devised approaches to support greening initiatives in their region over the short
and longterm. Evergreen (2002) notes some o f these approaches:
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Some school boards have made significant progress in developing approaches to
planning, designing, constructing and m aintaining projects that ensure success. Some
have hired landscape facilitators to guide schools through a com prehensive
redevelopm ent o f their grounds. Others have provided detailed guides to the greening
process, suggesting funding sources or required adherence to a strict set o f rules. Still
others have taken an approach that establishes a formal agreem ent between school board
and school so that lines o f responsibility are clear, (p. 6)
Some school boards have also developed policy related to school ground greening that
help to clarify key issues related to school ground greening including: the key educational
objectives, the environm ental criteria for project evaluation, the am ount o f funding that will be
provided, and the process for approving greening projects (Evergreen, 2002). Policies also help
to frame greening within the context o f existing (and often higher level) school board policies
related to facilities management, environm ental education, and grounds m aintenance.28 In the
case o f the school board involved in this study, such policies m ight help to clarify their role.
Policies m ight also contextualize the project within other provincial, federal, or international
initiatives (e.g., Canadian Biodiversity Strategy, A genda 21). U nfortunately, how ever, m any
school boards in Canada have not established policy to guide the process o f greening:
A t present, most greening projects are developed in a policy v acuum .. .That m eans that
decisions are often made on an ad hoc basis w ithout a set o f transparent standards.
Therefore, changes to the school landscape do not necessarily reflect the principles o f the
school board and m ay fail to match expectations on all sides. (Evergreen, 2002, p. 10)
To conclude, it appears that the school board in this study is making concerted efforts to
help facilitate school ground greening initiatives. Y et the questionnaire respondents’ and
interview ees’ lack o f recognition o f the board’s involvem ent suggests that m uch room exists to
strengthen, clarify, and refine the role that the school board is assum ing with a view to
m axim izing this potentially vital enabling factor for school ground greening.

Section Sum m ary and Conclusions
There is no one true story o f the process o f school ground greening; the results therefore
cannot be generalized, but there are lessons to be learned. There is no one right way to green a
school ground. Each school has taken a different route to achieving their current status in their
ongoing journey o f school ground greening. In some schools, teachers have taken a leading role;

28 In arguing for upper level support for greening initiatives, 1 am also wary of inscriptive and deterministic
support that can lead to the ‘institutionalization’ or ‘technification’ of greening, which turns school ground
greening into a ‘tool’ / ‘technique’ that is ‘done’ at all schools (see O'Donoghue & Lotz-Sisitka,
forthcoming).
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in other schools parents have assum ed this role. In som e schools, the principal has been involved
in the planning, planting, and m aintenance; in other schools, principal support has come from a
distance; still in other schools a new principal has arrived to a project in progress or a com pleted
project and is struggling to figure out how to be involved.
The stories vary not only am ong schools, but also w ithin schools. It was not uncom m on
for questionnaire respondents from the same school to respond differently to questions related to
the process o f greening at their school. One o f the best exam ples o f inconsistent perceptions o f
the story o f greening was the difference in dates as to w hen a greening initiative at one school
began: the involved teacher indicated the greening project began in 1990 whereas the involved
parent indicated that the project began in 2001 (a difference o f 11 years!). These differences are
testim ony to the range o f perceptions individuals have o f the same project; they are also
indicative o f how time influences perceptions. W hen a school ground greening initiative has
been in place for several years, and a new individual becom es involved, their ‘sto ry ’ o f greening
begins, in essence, with their involvem ent. W hile they are able to listen to oral recollections o f
the history o f greening, the story they w ill tell does revolve primarily around their own
experience. It seems that the history o f these spaces is passed down, alm ost entirely, through
story telling since very little is actually w ritten down). G iven the ephemeral nature o f schools,
m uch o f the history can thus be lost.
The stories I heard from the case study interview ees were not always in support o f the
findings that had emerged during via the questionnaires. Sometimes, my data sets even appeared
to contradict each other. For example, in analyzing the questionnaires, it appeared that students
were very involved in many aspects o f the greening process (Table 14 and Table 15) yet w hen I
probed about the type and quality o f their involvem ent during the case study interviews, I found
that student involvem ent appeared to be actually quite lim ited (and even unauthentic at som e o f
the schools). Such a difference does not, o f course, imply that questionnaire respondents were
not telling the truth; quite to the contrary, I think they w ere telling their ‘truth.’ B ut w hen I
probed for more specifics about the involvem ent, I realized that much room existed for students
to be involved in a more m eaningful, participatory way.
Having explored the process o f school ground greening through analysis o f both the
questionnaires and case studies, I now turn to a presentation o f the reported impacts o f school
ground greening.
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IM PA C TS OF G REEN SCHOOL G RO UND S
(O bjective 2)

Q uestionnaires and Follow-Up Case Studies
In the earlier sections o f this chapter, I presented a profile o f who com pleted the
questionnaires and participated in the case studies. I also described what the actual school ground
greening projects looked like and sum m arized how the process for greening unfolded. Having
gained an understanding o f answers to the im portant questions o f who, what, and how, 1 then
turned my focus to exploring another com pelling question: so w hat?
To answ er this ‘so w hat? ’ question, survey respondents and interviewees were asked a
series o f questions related to the im pacts o f school ground greening. A t the onset o f this project, I
was interested in know ing if and how these projects influenced eight areas: curriculum , teaching
practices, student learning and academ ic achievement, student behaviour and social developm ent,
environm ental aw areness and stew ardship, safety/health, play, as w ell as inclusivity. Note that
m any o f these impacts were m entioned in the research literature (Chapter 2).
Given the sim ilarities in the responses that I gained through both the questionnaires and
the interviews for these eight them es, the following section o f this chapter reports the findings
from both research tools together. (Note: this differs from earlier sections w hereby the results
from the questionnaire and interview s are presented separately, then com pared and contrasted).
To differentiate betw een respondents and results o f the two research tools, the term s
“questionnaire respondent” and “interview ees” will be used. In presenting the findings from the
questionnaire respondents, I initially consider the entire sample and then explore if and how
perceptions o f school ground greening differed as a function o f characteristics o f the school (e.g.,
SES) and respondent (e.g., gender, role).
N ot surprisingly, several additional impacts o f school ground greening emerged in my
interviews than in the questionnaires. For example, interviewees described how school ground
greening projects w ere venues for com m unity outreach, political activism , and values transfer.
These additional impacts emerged because interviewees were provided w ith m uch less structure
than they were in the questionnaires and this freedom allowed them to discuss impacts above and
beyond those addressed in the questionnaire. I welcomed their insight and was again reminded o f
the value o f mixed m ethods that allowed me to understand a range o f impacts - those I had
anticipated and those I had not. At the end o f this section, I present these additional perceived
impacts.
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Spheres o f Influence
Curriculum
Q uestionnaire respondents w ere asked to indicate how often the green school ground is
used for instructing five subjects.29 It appears that the green school grounds are used m ost often to
teach physical education and science, with 47% o f questionnaire respondents indicating that the
green school ground is used ‘often/regularly’ to teach these subjects (Table 19). Language arts,
m athem atics, and geography are taught less frequently on the green school ground, w ith 41% ,
53% and 46% o f questionnaire respondents indicating that these respective subjects are taught
‘never/rarely.’ Q uestionnaire respondents and interviewees commented that the green school
ground is used to teach other subjects not listed on the questionnaire, such as art and drama.
The questionnaire respondents were also asked to indicate w hat percentage o f the
teachers at the school use the green school ground as an outdoor classroom . A t m ore than h alf o f
the schools profiled in this study, less than 10% o f the teachers instruct lessons on the green
school ground (Table 20). These findings are m arkedly low er than the findings reported from the
results o f a survey conducted by the N ational W ildlife Federation in w hich educators associated
w ith green school grounds in the Schoolyard H abitat program were asked to indicate the
percentages o f teachers that instruct formal curriculum on the green school ground (National
W ildlife Federation, 2001). The percentages o f teachers using the green school ground in this
program are notably higher than in the TDSB: 0-19% o f teachers use green school ground (24%
o f respondents); 20-39% o f teachers (20% o f respondents); 40-59% o f teachers (23% o f
respondents); 60-79% o f teachers (11% o f respondents); 80-100% o f teachers (16.2% o f
respondents).
N o t surprisingly, the am ount o f teaching occurring on the green school grounds in my
study varies am ong schools and is influenced by num erous factors, a finding noted by other
researchers (Scott et al., 2003; Sim m ons, 1998). A t a small num ber o f schools, it appears that a
considerable am ount o f teaching does happen on the green school ground. One principal, for
example, encourages all her teachers to use the green school ground for instruction and stated that
“lots o f teaching is happening on the y ard ...alm o st everyday” (Q uestionnaire respondent).

29 These five subjects were chosen because they represent the main subjects delivered through Ontario’s
mandated curriculum. O f course it would have been interesting to have many more subjects listed in this
section of the questionnaire, such as art, drama and music, but in the interest of length restrictions, these
five were selected.
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T able 19 C o llap sed P erce p tio n s o f E n tire S am ple

Percentage o f Respondents Reporting
Curriculum
I use our school ground to help me instruct curricular
material related to:
1. Language arts
2. M athem atics
3. Physical education
4. Geography
5. Science

N
127
125
130
128
134

Effect on Teaching Practices

N

6.
7.
8.

I use an interdisciplinary approach w hen I am teaching on
the school ground.
O ther teachers support m y use o f the school ground for
teaching.
My adm inistrators (e.g., principal, vice-principal) support
my use o f the school ground for teaching.

A s com pared to teaching indoors, when I teach on the green
school ground:
9. M y m otivation for teaching h a s .................................................
10. M y w illingness to use innovative instructional strategies
h a s.....................................................................................................
11. The am ount o f team teaching I do h a s...................................
12. M y ability to m aintain class control h a s................................
13. M y need for assistance (e.g., parent helpers, volunteers)
h a s....................................................................................................
14. The am ount o f tim e I spend preparing lessons h a s...............

Som e
tim es
39
36
29
32
32

N eutral

O ften/
Regularly
20
12
47
22
47
A gree/
Strongly
A gree

121

-■>

33

64

129

6

26

68

132

N
122

1
Greatly
Decreased/
Somewhat
Decreased
1

9

Not
Changed
29

90
Increased
Somewhat/
Increased
Greatly
70

121
114
117

0
3
16

28
63
63

72
34
21

117
117

4
2

55
67

41
31

Greatly
Decreased/
Somewhat
Decreased

Student L earning and A cadem ic A chievem ent
A s com pared to teaching indoors, when 1 teach on the green
school gro u n d I fin d that:
15. M y ability to m eet the learning styles o f a diversity o f
students h a s ..................................................................................
16. Student enthusiasm and engagem ent for learning h a s........
17. Student ability to retain know ledge and skills h a s..............
18. Student ability to think m ore creatively h as..........................
19. Student academ ic learning, as m easured by perform ance
on standardized tests and im proved m astery o f curriculum
standards, h a s ..........................................................................

N ever/
Rarely
41
52
24
46
21
Strongly
D isagree/
Disagree

N

Not
Changed

Increased
Somewhat/
Increased
Greatly

119
120
116
117

0
0
0
0

34
10
28
23

66
90
72
77

85

1

60

39

156
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S tu dent B e h a v io u r and Social D e v e lo p m e n t

A s com pared to a m ore typical fla t, tu r f and asphalt school
ground, when students are learning and p la yin g on the green
school ground I fin d that:
20. The level o f positive and civil behaviour am ongst students
h a s............................................................................................
21. The am ount o f effective com m unication betw een students
h a s....................................................................................................
22. C ooperation am ong students h a s.............................................
23. Student discipline problem s h av e..............................................
24. Positive social interactions betw een teachers and students
h av e..................................................................................................
25. Overall student pro-social behaviour (cooperation,
respectful, non-violent) h a s.......................................................

N

Greatly
Decreased/
Somewhat
Decreased

Not
Changed

Increased
Somewhat/
Increased
Greatly

126

3

25

72

126
125
126

1
1
44

36
30
40

63
69
16

125

2

29

69

126

2

25

73

E nvironm ental A w areness and Stewardship
A s com pared to a m ore typical fla t, tu r f and asphalt school
ground, when students are learning and p la y in g on the green
school g round I fin d that:
26. Students are likely to explore
w idely.
27. Students are able to learn
about their local
environment.
28. Students show
care and respect for the school
ground.
A s com pared to a more typical fla t, tuft a nd asphalt school
ground, I fin d that our green school ground:
29. P ro v id e s_____ stim ulation o f students’ curiosity and
“sense o f w onder.”
30. Provides opportunity for students to have
interaction w ith the natural environm ent.
31. Fosters
environm ental aw areness in students.
32. Fosters
environm ental stew ardship in students.
33. Provides
opportunities for students to have
som ething to care about.
34. Provides
opportunities for students to understand
their relationship to the natural world and to understand
that they are a part o f nature.

N
130

N ot
Changed
10

M ore/
M uch
M ore
90

130

0

9

91

130

2

18

80

131

0

8

92

130
130
130

0
0
0

3
7
8

97
93
92

130

1

5

94

130

1

5

94

Safety/H ealth
A s com pared to a m ore typical fla t, tu r f a nd asphalt school
ground, I fin d that on our green school ground:
35. The likelihood o f “knock and bum p” injuries h a s................

Much
Less/Less
0

N
121

Greatly
Decreased/
Somewhat
Decreased
42

Not
Changed
47

Increased
Somewhat/
Increased
Greatly
11
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36. A ggressive behaviour am ongst students h a s..........................
37. The incidence o f crime (e.g., vandalism , graffiti,
trespassing) on the school ground h a s ..................................... .
38. Pesticide use h as........................................................................... .
39. T he am ount o f shaded space h a s ............................................. .

120

44

54

2

120
115
122

JJ

55
45
32

12
1
64

54
4

P lay

N
119
119
120
119

Much
Less/Less
0
0
74
66

N ot
Changed
27
24
23
30

M ore/
M uch
M ore
73
76
3
4

N
125
124
124
124

Much
Less/Less
0
0
1
1

Not
Changed
46
53
47
53

M ore/
M uch
M ore
54
47
52
46

A s com pared to a more typical flat, tu r f and asphalt school
ground, I fin d that our green school g ro u n d design:
40.
41.
42.
43.

Prom otes
cooperative and collaborative play.
Prom otes
diversity in the types o f play.
Encourages students to be
bored.
Prom otes
negative and aggressive play.

In clu siv ity
A s com pared to a more typical flat, tu r f and asphalt school
ground, I fin d that our green school ground design fo sters
activities that are:
44.
inclusive w ith regard to gender.
45.
inclusive w ith regard to socio-econom ic status.
46.
inclusive w ith regard to ability.
47.
inclusive with regard to ethnicity.

N ote. The w ording included in this Table represents the exact wording found on the involved
tea ch er’s survey. Slight changes w ere m ade am ong the four different questionnaires to ensure
that each question was relevant to each respondent. For example, question 8 on the principal
questionnaire reads “As an adm inistrator, I support my teachers’ use o f the school ground for
teaching”, the uninvolved teacher questionnaire reads “M y administrators support teachers who
w ant to use the school ground for teaching” and the p a ren t questionnaire reads “The
adm inistrators support teachers who w ant to use the school ground for teaching.”
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T able 2 0 P ercentage o f T each ers th a t In stru ct on G reen S chool G rounds

Percentage o f teachers a
0
1-10
11-20
21-50
>50
N ote. N =36 schools.

Frequency
5
14
4
7
6

%
13.9
38.9
11.1
19.4
16.7

a 9 schools did not respond to this question.
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At School B, one o f the case study schools, questionnaire respondents and interview ees indicated
enthusiasm for teaching on the school ground is high and teachers are encouraged to use the
outdoor classroom for teaching a variety o f subjects. They described how curricular
opportunities em erge via the green school ground that could only be achieved previously through
a field trip. The principal at School B described how some teachers at her school are using the
school ground as an outdoor classroom :
O ur grade l's have ju st been have ju st finished a unit on bugs. Four years ago we didn't
have any bugs in our school yard. N ow we have a ton o f bugs. In fact our trees were
totally covered w ith ladybugs for about a week, and a whole different variety o f types o f
ladybugs, w hich is quite exciting. I didn't know that there were that m any different types
o f ladybugs until they w ent out there. And they had their m agnifying jars, and their
reading buddies who are the older students, who w ere their science buddies for that
d a y ... they w ent out looking for bugs and they found all kinds o f wonderful bugs. So
there's a very sim ple e x a m p le .. .before you'd have to shove them on a bus, send them to a
conservation centre, or m aybe walk dow n into Riverdale Park which is tougher to do with
short-legged grade l's. But now all they have to do is go out the back. (Principal, School
B)
A t points in tim e during School D ’s school ground greening project, a lot o f teaching
occurred in the school ground as well. In the m id-1990’s, a teaching aide was hired for 9 hours a
week and her sole responsibility was to provide instruction in the garden. Free from the confines
o f a m andated curriculum , she had much liberty in her teaching. She described how much
informal learning happened through the m aintenance o f the garden:
T eaching ju st happened out th ere... w e picked up apples and leaves and put them in the
com poster. We screened compost. W e brought m ulch in and soil in, and the older
children spread it on the hillside. We planted. A nd I did a lot by letting them learn
through playing. .. .They would dig deep holes in them , build landscapes, whatever.
Stomp through puddles. (Teacher, School D)
W hile these positive descriptions o f how teaching occurs on the green school grounds in
the TDSB did em erge occasionally in the questionnaires and interviews, m ost respondents and
interviewees told a very different story about teaching on the green school grounds and were very
critical o f the am ount o f teaching that occurs. They felt convinced that more teaching could and
should be occurring in the outdoor classroom . As an exam ple, a parent reported that “curriculum
is the biggest area in w hich we have faile d .. .teachers seem to prefer traditional indoor teaching
and there has been very poor participation by teachers” (Q uestionnaire respondent). This
sentiment was echoed at all the schools where follow-up interview s occurred: “I w ould say
probably not as m any teachers use it as they should or could” (Parent, School A); “Probably at the
beginning there were more teachers involved and slowly it's becom e less unfortunately” (Teacher,
School C); “It is rarely used for teaching anym ore” (Teacher, School D); and, “T hey are using it,
although not enough” (Teacher, School E). This sentim ent was even echoed by interviewees at
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School B, where a considerable am ount o f teaching actually is happening: “Potential for teaching
is not being realized for sure” (Parent, School B) and, “There could alw ays be m ore” (Principal,
School B). Heidi Cam pbell, who shares the joint TD SB -E vergreen position, agreed that m uch
m ore teaching could and should be happening on the school grounds. She also noted the barriers
that currently impede the use o f the greening space:
Heidi: W hat I see happening is that lots o f the teaching stops happening after the
planting has been completed. Everyone seem s to think that planting is the last sta g e...so
they th in k ... "Oh it's in, now we can take a b re ak "... So then w hat I see is a bit o f drop o ff
in terms o f use, and only certain classes are using it, and this is m ostly elementary
classes. Y ou see m aybe the grade 3 and grade 4 using it, and the Kindergartens m ight go
out and use it a little bit, but you don't see that w hole school kind o f w orking the site.
Yes, so I see a bit o f a drop off.
Janet: W hy is that?
Heidi: I think the times have changed. The teachers are m ore teaching to the tests, and
that concerns me in a big way. A nd I think too I feel that there isn't enough in-service...
like help for the teachers, w orkshops on say "How to utilize the pond environm ent"... or
even curriculum ideas, like if there was m o re ... I think there's a lot o f ideas out there, it's
how to connect them seasonally to the site. A ll these things that happen over a full year,
there isn't a com prehensive guide on how to use your outdoor c la ss... and that's what
they're looking for, w hether we need it or not. I f w e need it, great, but they're saying
"We w ant something in our hands" kind o f thing to help us use it as an outdoor
classroom.
It appears that many teachers are currently unaware o f the curriculum possibilities o f a green
school ground and that they require assistance and support before they are w illing/able to instruct
on the green school ground. Countless resources are available that provide helpful tips for
teaching in the outdoors (e.g., M cCutcheon & Swanson, 2001; R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997) and
num erous resources that make explicit links to m andated curriculum are becom ing increasingly
available (D epartm ent o f Education and Skills, 2003; K enny, 1996). Future studies m ust track if
and how curriculum delivery on green school grounds changes over time as some o f these
barriers are addressed.
Several individuals involved with school grounds that w ere in the beginning phases o f
greening said that they intended to use the school ground m ore in the future. One principal
com m ented, “W e have not reached this stage y e t.. .but I am w orking hard to make sure we can
have lots o f teaching happening outside in the future” (Q uestionnaire respondent). A parent at
School A also anticipated that teaching would increase once the trees get bigger: “And I think,
too, the trees have grow n out the front so incredibly in one year. Last year they were little th in ...
so it w asn't really all that inviting... felt like you w ere sitting in a bush or something. But it’s now
starting to mature and I think it will be a different space in a couple o f years and will be a more
inviting space for teaching” (Parent, School A).
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Teacher interest and involvem ent is also necessary for outdoor learning to occur as
illustrated by the following parent who noted, “Over the past few years, the time my kids spent
learning in the garden has really depended on how enthusiastic their teacher has been about it.
This has varied for my three children who attend the school” (Questionnaire respondent).
Evidence from the literature indicates that a wide array o f subjects can be taught on a
green school ground, including reading, w riting, m athem atics, science, art, environmental
education, drama and social studies (A dam s, 1990; Centre for Ecoliteracy, 1999; Cronin-Jones,
2000; Lieberm an & Hoody, 1998; R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997; Rhydden-Evans, 1993; G.
Thom son & Arlidge, 2000). The questionnaire respondents and interview ees in this study,
however, reported that m any subjects are not being taught with regularity on the green school
ground. It thus appears that much room exists to enhance the teaching that is occurring on the
green school grounds in this study.
Several participants indicated that certain subject areas or grade levels lent them selves
m ore easily to using the green school grounds. A s one teacher suggested on her questionnaire,
“For som e grades, it is easy to find ways to use the outdoor garden; for others it is almost
im possible.” W here the m andated curriculum links w ere m ost obvious - for instance, the grade
three unit on outdoor nature - teachers w ere more likely to take students outdoors.
It appears, however, that m any teachers feel as though only traditional subjects w ith an
obvious ‘outdoor em phasis,’ such as science, can be taught on the green school ground. A
teacher from School A explains “Some people think that the only thing you can teach outside is
science., .they don’t realize that there are probably 3,000 places in the elem entary curriculum
where w e could be out there teaching.” M any teachers indicated that subjects such as math could
not be taught outdoors, as indicated by the follow ing teacher who said “Some teachers think
“This is m ath time, I can’t go outside’” (Teacher, School C).
W here curriculum ties were not obviously apparent, some teachers found it difficult to
ju stify teaching outdoors. In the words o f a grade six teacher, for example, “ W e've got to teach a
m assive curriculum in less than ten m onths, because they're testing at the beginning o f M ay, so
basically in eight months you've got to cover everything, and probably something like the garden
is too disconnected from the curriculum unfortunately” (Teacher, School A). Because of
situations like these, some study participants suggested that curriculum packages are needed to
give teachers the justification and tools to take classes outdoors.
A t some schools, greening initiatives were seen as an add-on to the school program m ing,
and in com petition with existing program m es in sports, dram a or music. One teacher noted, for
exam ple, that teachers were heavily involved in sports and dramatic productions at her school and
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so w ere already stretched in term s o f their time available to devote to other activities. To respond
to this sort o f concern, curriculum guides and in-service training would be helpful to broaden
teachers’ understanding o f how green school grounds can support rather than com pete with these
areas o f specialization.
A nother factor lim iting teachers’ w illingness to m ake use o f the outdoor classroom was
their lack o f training and experience. As one parent from School B explained, “it’s not always
obvious how to use these spaces, especially w hen you have a standard routine and you've always
taught in a classroom .” In such cases, some participants felt that in-service training, for example
w orkshops geared to particular grades or subject areas or school ground features, could be
extrem ely beneficial.
As some study participants suggested, how ever, the challenge lies m uch deeper: teachers
are often limited by conventional assum ptions about education - about their ow n need to ‘m aster’
the subject area, to have all the answers prepared in advance, and to address first and forem ost the
‘m inds’ o f their students. Such assum ptions sit uneasily with the realities o f outdoor education
where the learning environm ent is less easy to control, where learning outcom es are less
predictable and not necessarily measurable, and where learning experiences are m ore fully
embodied. As one teacher explained, “it’s ju st easier and safer m aybe to teach the old way in the
classroom ” (School A).
Indeed, the fear o f losing control was a challenge identified by a num ber o f participants.
Classroom s offer familiarity and security, im portant considerations when one is responsible for so
many students. In the words o f one teacher, “outside it's an open area, it's not a classroom , there's
less control with your stud en ts... because obviously outside it’s a different p la c e ... so it is harder
to teach in that environment. So maybe some people are hesitant to teach out there” (School C).
M any o f the teachers expressed a need for environm ents that are safe, com fortable and
conducive to learning and that accom m odate large classes. The design o f school grounds is thus
a critical factor in enabling teachers to deliver the curriculum outdoors. A reas are needed, for
instance, where teachers can com m unicate with their students as a class. One parent described
such a site: “In the initial planning, [we had] the idea o f a Learning Circle - hard rocks
surrounded by trees, so that teachers and classes would have an alternative to the straight rows o f
learning. And the idea o f people learning in a circle is really old as well, that’s good. The rock
formation has given teachers a safe space to facilitate teaching outside” (School B).
A nother significant factor identified by m any study participants was the role played by
the principal. Principals, they suggested, set the culture for learning at schools and were reported
to be crucial in either endorsing or lim iting the am ount o f teaching that occurred. The whole
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school can feel their encouragem ent to use the outdoor classroom - or lack thereof. A ccording to
one questionnaire respondent, “You really need a strong leader to encourage the teachers to go
out and use it., .if your principal doesn’t support you, y o u ’ll never use it.” G iven the many
responsibilities that fall on a principal’s shoulders, however, study participants reported that
greening initiatives can easily becom e too much o f a burden without broader, institutionalized
support.
Other researchers have also noted the barriers to teaching outdoors, including a lack o f
curricular resources, know ledge, funding, confidence, philosophical com m itm ent and upper level
adm inistrative support as well as concerns about student safety (e.g., Com ishan et al., 2004; P.
H art & Nolan, 1999; H su & Roth, 1998; M alone & Tranter, 2003b; Shum an & Ham, 1997;
Sim m ons, 1996, 1998). In discussing barriers to curriculum delivery on the school ground,
M alone and Tranter (2003b) suggest that a school’s philosophical view o f outdoor learning may
be one o f the biggest factors in determ ining if the green school ground is used for curriculum
delivery. They suggest “school ground design, although instrumental in the potential for
extending curriculum , is not as vital as having a view o f learning that does not distinguish
betw een the indoor-outdoor environm ents” (p. 299).
Given that such a lengthy list o f barriers was generated during my study, the question as
to why and how any teacher is able to successfully use the outdoor classroom begs to be
answered. Why are som e teachers driven to overcome these barriers? Perhaps the answ er to such
questions comes from researchers such as Shuman and Ham (1997) who assert that factors such
as an intrinsic interest in nature and environm ental issues go a long way tow ards helping teachers
overcom e the barriers to teaching outdoors.

Teaching Practices
Questionnaire respondents w ere asked nine questions that explored the influence o f green
school grounds on teaching practices. The vast majority o f questionnaire respondents (90%)
indicated that adm inistrators were supportive o f teaching occurring on the green school ground
(Table 19). Sixty-eight percent o f the questionnaire respondents reported that teachers appear to
be supportive o f other teachers who teach on the green school ground.
The majority o f participants (70% ) reported that teachers’ m otivation increased w hen
they were teaching on the green school ground as com pared to indoors. Energized by student
enthusiasm for learning outdoors, teachers found renewed enthusiasm for their work. One
teacher (School E) w ith eight years o f teaching experience described a deeper sense o f
accom plishm ent arising from the opportunities that she was able to create for students:
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It’s inspiring to teach outside because. ..I guess when I see the faces o f the kids involved
in the planting, involved in the research for the plant descriptions, and I see a real strong
caring attitude tow ards w hat is happening, I realize how m uch I have given these kids. It
really m akes me feel warm to my heart to think that I can help open them up and let them
see w hat is possible. That ju st keeps me going. I f I can get a spark from them , then it
becom es a spark for me.
The m ajority o f participants (72% ) also indicated that teachers’ w illingness to use innovative
teaching strategies increased as well. Teachers in the study reported using a variety o f innovative
strategies, including team teaching, across-grade teaching and project-based teaching. The
outdoor classroom also provided teachers with countless natural teaching aids to replace the usual
com plem ent o f books and blackboards.
Participants also noted that outdoor teaching provided opportunities for teachers to
develop different and potentially more rich and positive relationships with their students. They
observed that when teaching outdoors, students and teachers seemed more relaxed and open to
more m eaningful relationships. In the words o f one teacher: “W hen I ’m outside with my
students, it is so different from inside. Som ehow everyone’s guard goes d o w n .. .it’s like w e ’re
real people again. These are my favorite tim es with students, because I get to know them a lot
better” (School B).
W hen teachers had the opportunity to teach on the green school ground, the effects
extended w ell beyond the im m ediacy o f the teaching moment. To illustrate, one teacher reported
that when she was deciding where to teach, she chose her school because o f the greening project.
She said, “it really was the deciding factor for m e .. .1 believe in outdoor teach in g .. .so it helped
me make up my m ind” (Q uestionnaire respondent). Another teacher, who was close to
retirement, reflected that her tim e spent teaching in the garden was “one o f the m ost beautiful
teaching experiences in my life that 1 have ever had” (School D).
M any o f the positive findings related to teaching practices are consistent w ith other
research initiatives that have explored teacher perceptions o f instructing using an outdoor
classroom (Centre for Ecoliteracy, 1999; Lieberm an & Hoody, 1998; R.C. M oore & Wong,
1997). In C losing the A chievem ent Gap, for example, Lieberm an and H oody (1998) reported
that the m ajority o f teachers using the environm ent as an integrating context for learning had
increased enthusiasm and com m itm ent tow ard teaching, better w orking relationships with their
students and colleagues, and m ore occasions to use innovative instructional strategies.
Som e teaching practices, however, appear to change very little when teaching occurs on
the green school ground as com pared to indoor teaching. For example, the m ajority o f
questionnaire respondents indicated that the am ount o f team teaching, the ability to maintain class

165

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

control, the need for assistance, as w ell as the am ount o f time spent preparing lessons remained
unchanged (63%, 63% , 55%, and 67% respectively) (Table 19).
A small, but notable, num ber o f questionnaire respondents (16% ) suggested that the
ability o f teachers to m aintain class control decreased when teaching occurred on the school
ground. This was reinforced in the interviews, w hen som e interviewees expressed concern about
teachers’ abilities to m aintain class control when using an outdoor classroom: “And outside it's an
open area, it's not a classroom , there's less control with your students.. .so it is harder to teach in
that environm ent. So m aybe som e people are afraid o f losing control” (Teacher, School C).
M cCutcheon and Sw atton (2001) acknowledge that m aintaining class control is a valid concern
for teachers who are new to teaching outside or who are simply afraid to give up their control:
In the m iddle o f the night, are you jolted from your bed by nightm arish im ages o f
children running hither and yon in the w ilderness as you take them out to investigate the
w ater quality in nearby stream , play a predator-prey game, or study the life cycle o f
m onarchs? If so, you are not alone, (p. 124)
M cC utcheon and Sw atton present m any strategies for effectively teaching in the outdoors. Many
o f these strategies require teachers to let go o f ‘control’ that comes through four walls and to
w elcom e a new sort o f freedom that is conducive to outdoor learning. O f course, teaching
outdoors requires teachers to be flexible because nature will provide m any unexpected lessons
that m ay or m ay not align w ith the designated lesson plan. M cCutcheon and Swatton (2001)
rem ind teachers that:
N o m atter how wonderful a teacher you are, natural lessons outdoors will sometimes be
m ore com pelling than the task at hand. The turkey vulture soaring overhead or the rabbit
running across the trail m ay interrupt your lesson, but accept that it is a natural attention
m agnet for your students. Take the broader view o f learning and turn these opportunities
to your advantage. They are the m om ents your students will likely never forget, and if
you can bridge these spontaneous events to the lesson at hand, you will likely cement the
learning, (p. 125)
As m entioned in the previous section, several respondents and interviewees commented
that teachers are currently unaw are o f how to use the green school ground as a teaching site and
therefore their teaching practices couldn’t possibility be affected. To that end, m any suggested
that teachers need to be provided w ith training in how to use the space. One questionnaire
respondent claim ed that “teachers are not aware o f the potential and they don’t know how to use
it” and an interview ee indicated “unless they have an interest in the outdoors, they w o n ’t know
how to use it...teach ers need training” (Parent, School B).
The results o f this section o f the questionnaire also point to areas where attention could
be directed to fully supporting teachers interested in using the green school ground as a teaching
site. Given that 41% o f questionnaire respondents reported that teachers’ need for assistance had
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increased and 31% reported that teachers spend more tim e preparing lessons, it is im portant to
explore why these increases are occurring. Some interview ees also indicated that it took a
considerable am ount o f tim e and energy to use the outdoor classroom: “I think it definitely takes
m ore planning and w ork to take the kids outside for class” (Teacher, School D). As other
researchers have noted, it is plausible that burnout is a risk for teachers who use outdoor
classroom s (see Com ishan et al., 2004; Russell & Burton, 2000); it is thus vital that opportunities
for teacher renewal and support are available to ensure that a longterm program succeeds
(H orw ood, 1995).
In order to enhance teaching practices through a green school ground, lessons could be
drawn from programs that have been successful in the longterm and that have been well
integrated across the school curriculum (e.g., the Edible Schoolyard in Berkeley, California, see
Centre for Ecoliteracy, 1999; Lieberm an & Eloody, 1998). Lieberm an and H oody (1998), for
exam ple, found that team teaching helped to alleviate m any o f the concerns raised in my study.
Teachers in Closing the Achievem ent G ap reported that team teaching helped to relieve pressure
placed on a single teacher, by spreading the work load and providing emotional support.30

Student Learning and Academ ic Achievem ent
Q uestionnaire respondents were asked to com pare student learning and academic
achievem ent on the green school ground as com pared to an indoor classroom setting. A lm ost all
questionnaire respondents (90% ) indicated that students showed more enthusiasm and
engagem ent for learning that occurred on the green school ground (Table 19). The m ajority o f
questionnaire respondents also thought that students w ere able to retain knowledge (72% ) and
think m ore creatively (72% ) when they w ere learning on the green school ground. M any
questionnaire respondents (66% ) indicated that a teacher’s ability to m eet a wide range o f
learning styles increased on a green school ground. To illustrate, one teacher commented,
“Students w hose learning styles are interpersonal and bodily kinaesthetic show fresh enthusiasm
w hen they are learning on the yard” (Q uestionnaire respondent).
W hen I asked interviewees to explain if and how outdoor classroom s affected student
learning, m any reported positive impacts. Some described how students showed more

30 In stressing the importance of team teaching, and its potential contribution to outdoor learning on the
green school ground, it is important to note Russell and Burton’s (2000) emphasis on having authentic team
teaching (i.e., collaborative), as opposed to “relays, where teachers do not actually teacher together” (p.
300).
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enthusiasm for learning (“M ost students have never really had any experience with n a tu re ... and
they're ju st so excited about getting in there and learning new things” (Parent, School E)) and
indicated that students w elcom e the change from classroom learning (“I think they ju st love being
out there, and they're happy and they're excited to learn about w hatever they're doing, and it's ju st
such a change from being in a classroom all day long” (Parent, School E)). O thers described how
students are provided with a more natural tim ing sequence w hen the natural world is used for
instruction (“The important thing about a garden is that w hen you're one with nature, time flows
in a different w ay, and children's lives are totally chopped up in terms o f ‘This hour we do this for
10 m inutes and do that for 5 m inutes and then you go out for 15 m inutes’ and things like th a t...
and they have absolutely no sense o f the flow o f tim e .. .in the garden, though, tim e flows
naturally so they learn naturally” Teacher, School D). Still others suggested that students whose
learning styles do not match the traditional indoor 3-R view o f learning are able to “shine in the
garden” (Principal, School B).
These findings from the questionnaire respondents and interviewees are not surprising.
O ther researchers have also found that students show renew ed engagement w ith the learning
process (Centre for Ecoliteracy, 1999; Lieberm an & H oody, 1998; R.C. M oore & Wong, 1997).
The m ajority o f educators involved in Lieberm an and H oody’s (1998) study, for example,
reported that w hen the environm ent was the context for learning, students dem onstrated more
w illingness to stay on task, an increased ability to think creatively, as well as a greater proficiency
in solving problem s and thinking strategically.
W hen questionnaire respondents w ere asked to indicate if they had seen a change in
student perform ance on standardized tests or im proved m astery o f curriculum standards, 60%
indicated that they had seen no change w hile 39% indicated that student perform ance had
increased. Interestingly, only 85 out o f a possible 149 questionnaire respondents answ ered this
question (the lowest response rate o f the 49 questions). M any o f the non-respondents com m ented
that they w ere unable to assess this as no “hard data exists to m easure this” (Questionnaire
respondent). Some questionnaire respondents questioned if they could isolate the effect o f the
green school ground from the other initiatives occurring in the school community. To illustrate,
one teacher said, “A lthough the school’s test results have improved, I do not know how m uch o f
the im provem ent can be attributed to outdoor learning” (Q uestionnaire respondent).
W hile m any have speculated that academ ic perform ance increases w hen learning occurs
on the green school ground, very little rigorous research has been performed that explores this
relationship. Two im portant exceptions do, how ever, exist (Lieberman & Hoody, 1998; Simone,
2002). First, Lieberman and Hoody (1998) explored the relationship between academic
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perform ance and learning with the environm ent. Their study review ed 40 U.S. schools that used
the environm ent as an integrating context in a variety o f ways (e.g., classroom settings, cam pus
settings, undeveloped areas on or o ff the cam pus, off-site locations, m ultiple locations), and m uch
insight can be draw n from the findings o f this study that might apply to students w ho are learning
on a green school ground. Through an exam ination o f standardized tests, samples o f curricular
material, and interview s with teachers and adm inistrators, Lieberm an and Hoody (1998)
documented a significant im provem ent in student perform ance in language arts, mathem atics,
science, and social science.31 In another study, Sim one (2002) explored the relationship between
student achievem ent and school ground greening in elementary schools in a city in Ontario,
Canada. She found that students attending schools with green grounds perform ed better on
province wide standardized tests than students attending schools w ithout green yards.
Other researchers w orking w ithin a qualitative fram ework have also supported the
contention that green school grounds provide unique opportunities for developing cognitive skills
(e.g., critical thinking, creative inquiry, problem solving) (Abram, 1996; Bell, 2001a; R. Hart,
1987; Kellert, 2002; R. C. M oore, 1986a; R.C. M oore & Wong, 1997; N abhan & Trim ble, 1994;
Sobel, 1993; Susa & Benedict, 1994). Evidence from a num ber o f other settings, for both children
and adults, lends support to the notion that a relationship exists betw een cognition and exposure
to green spaces.
N ot all educators, how ever, strive for academ ic im provem ent as m easured by
standardized tests. A t the Edible Schoolyard in B erkeley, California, fox example, educators
emphasize the im portance o f the process o f learning more than the final product o f grades. Neil
Smith, the principal at the Edible Schoolyard, com m ents,
One o f the tasks o f m iddle school is to excite kids about learning, and the Edible
Schoolyard is successful there. I f at the end o f a child’s 8th grade experience, the child
has certain facts down, how long will those facts be rem em bered? But if the child is
excited about a particular subject, he or she is going to becom e a real student and go on
learning about it. T hat’s really w hat you want to do - in m iddle school in particular isn’t it? (C entre for Ecoliteracy, 1999, p. 51)
In sum, the questionnaire respondents and interviewees generally reported that school
ground learning positively influences aspects o f student learning, such as enthusiasm ,
engagem ent and creativity. W hile respondents expressed uncertainty about w hether outdoor
learning directly influences students’ grades, as m easured by standardized tests, evidence from

31 A number of comparisons were made to document this ‘improvement’ including comparisons between 1)
schools with and without E1C programs, 2) students attending the same schools who were/were not
participating in EIC programs, and, 3) students pre-post attending EIC programs.
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the literature does lend some support for this relationship. Clearly, more research is w arranted to
explore these relationships more com pletely.

Student Behaviour and Social D evelopm ent
Q uestionnaire respondents w ere asked to indicate if they had seen changes in student
behaviour and social interactions on a green school ground as com pared to a typical asphalt and
tu rf ground. The m ajority o f questionnaire respondents indicated an increase in many attributes,
including the level o f positive and civil behaviour am ong students (72% ), the am ount o f effective
com m unication betw een students (63% ), the am ount o f cooperation betw een students (69% ), as
well as the num ber o f positive interactions between students and teachers (69% ) (Table 19).
Forty four percent o f the questionnaire respondents reported that student discipline problems had
decreased on the green school ground, w hile 16% reported that discipline problem s had
increased.
Q uestionnaire respondents and interviewees offered m any exam ples o f how the green
school positively influenced student behaviour and social developm ent. One teacher noted,
“Students seem m uch m ore peaceful at recess and social problem s seem to have decreased
som ew hat” (Q uestionnaire respondent). A nother teacher observed that "active boys seem calm er
in the green school ground” (Teacher, School C). At one school, the green school ground is used
as part o f a behaviour m odification program . The teacher at this school suggested that “students
from the program .. ..experience a greater developm ent o f positive self-esteem . Through leaf
raking, digging, and planting, negative energy is transform ed into positive life force. Students
learn to question, observe, discover, and appreciate the natural world as it develops”
(Questionnaire respondent).
The positive findings reported in my study support existing research that has explored the
relationships between environm ent and behaviour o f young people on school grounds (Cheskey,
2001; H arvey, 1989a; Lieberm an & H oody, 1998; R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997; Titman, 1994;
W einstein & Pinciotti, 1988). The m ajority o f educators in Lieberm an and H oody’s study (1998),
for exam ple, noticed im provem ent in students’ abilities to collaborate on projects w ith others, to
function dem ocratically, to comm unicate w ith others, to give care to se lf and others, and to
practice civility tow ards others. In reflecting on behaviours on the Environm ental Yard, in
Berkeley, California, M oore and W ong (1997) noted that “asphalt generated m ore conflict and
stress...com pared to the m ore diverse setting w hich...engendered a m ore harm onious relationship
betw een children o f all ages” (p. 34). O ther researchers have explored the relationships betw een
nature and behaviour for a variety o f age cohorts, including pre-school children (Huttenmoser,
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1995; G. T. M oore, 1986), school aged children (A lexander et al., 1995; Cheskey, 2001; Titman,
1994; W einstein & Pinciotti, 1988), and adults (Kuo, Sullivan et al., 1998; K w eon et al., 1998)
and found a correlation betw een natural environm ents and positive behaviours.
A small num ber o f questionnaire respondents were unconvinced that the green school
ground had a positive effect on student behaviour. O ne principal noted that “so m any things
influence behaviour...like the parents, teachers, T V ...it doesn’t seem like a green school ground
could have m uch o f an influence” (Questionnaire respondent). W hen a greening program is
spatially small and/or isolated, som e questionnaire respondents questioned its potential influence.
As an example, one teacher noted, “Our green area is in front o f the school and not accessible
during active time. Students aren’t allowed to play on it.. .so I doubt it has a big im pact on their
behaviour” (Q uestionnaire respondent).

Some respondents noted that in some circum stances, a

green school ground may not influence an entire student body; it might instead influence only
those students w ho are directly involved in the project. A s an exam ple, at one school, a ‘Garden
C lub’ is solely responsible for m aintaining the green section o f the school ground. A parent o f a
student at that school com m ented that “it is hard to m easure the social influence o f the space,
because m em bership in the club is voluntary. I think it has a positive effect on those students
involved, but not all students at the school” (Q uestionnaire respondent). Concerns related to
accessibility and student involvem ent in the greening project point m ust be addressed during the
planning o f a greening initiative. In order to fully m axim ize the potential o f greening initiatives
for the largest numbers o f students, the green space m ust be accessible to students and must
include a large num ber o f students (R. Hart, 1997; Stowell, 2001).
It appears that overall, questionnaire respondents and interviewees believed that the green
school ground did exert a positive influence on student behaviour and developm ent. A small
num ber o f respondents and interviewees raised im portant issues related to the im pacts,
accessibility and student involvem ent. Educators em barking on greening initiatives should
consider these concerns.

Play
Questionnaire respondents and interviewees were asked to describe if student play on the
green school ground differed as com pared to a typical asphalt and tu rf ground. The majority o f
questionnaire respondents generally reported positive changes in play behaviour on the green
school ground, noting an increase in cooperative and collaborative play (73%), an increase in
diversity o f play (76%), a decrease in boredom (74% ) and a decrease in negative and aggressive
play (66% ) (Table 19).
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Overall, the positive perceptions related to play support the w ork o f several researchers
that have explored the influence o f green environm ents on play behaviour (Faber-Taylor et al.,
1998; K irkby, 1989; M alone & Tranter, 2003b; R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997; N abhan & Trim ble,
1994; Sobel, 1993; W einstein & Pinciotti, 1988). M any o f these researchers resist the notion that
play tim e and recess facilitate only the “release [of] surplus energy,” (Evans, 1998, p. 17) and
acknow ledge the im portant role that play can assume in facilitating intellectual, physical, and
social growth o f children (see Evans, 1998; M alone & Tranter, 2003b). M any also report that
children are provided w ith a diversity o f play opportunities on a green school ground as com pared
w ith a traditional asphalt and m anicured grass ground. M oore and W ong (1997), for exam ple,
found that a transform ed school ground allow ed young people to “expand the play repertoire” (p.
91) by engaging them in less organized play and more unorganized ‘free’ play. They observed an
increase in active play, creative play, pretend play, exploratory play, constructive play and social
play as com pared with the original school ground. R espondents in my study also reported a
diversity o f play spaces on their transform ed school ground influenced the play o f students. A
principal describes play on her green school ground:
It's quite magical. They have nam es for various spots. And it really quite delightful to
see them in a very informal se ttin g ... they will get in under trees and hiding, there's a lot
o f "hide-and-seek", there is a large sand box w hich is a popular ite m ... but then there’s
also little places where they sit and talk. We got these very large boulders brought in
there along the soccer field side o f the naturalization area and they love to play on them.
I find it quite delightful, ju st to see them playing so creatively. (Principal, School C)
A nother interview ee noted that the green school ground provided more freedom “ju st to w ander
around the garden and lie down and look at the sky, w hatever they needed to do” (Teacher,
School D). This is in stark contrast to the “the old playground that ju st prom oted active play.
O nce you get into that perim eter o f the p lay ground... you're there either to jum p around or you're
going to get run over basically” (Parent, School C). One parent stated that she even chose her
children’s school because o f the diverse play opportunities provided:
The biggest reason 1 chose my school was the natural ecosystem provided for play and
exploration. I turned down a school closer to me due to the typical asphalt and turf. It is
easier to use and stretch your im agination in a play environm ent that is diverse.
(Q uestionnaire respondent)
O ther researchers have stressed the im portance o f ‘refuges’ (Kirkby, 1989),
‘special/secret’ places (Sobel, 1993), and ‘w orld-m aking’ activities (Cobb, 1977) for young
people, especially in middle childhood. Questionnaire respondents and interviewees provided
countless exam ples o f how their green school ground provided spaces for these activities. A
teacher described ‘w orld-m aking’ activities on the school ground at School D:
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The garden is an enchanting play space for them ... in which they play gam es o f the
im agination. And I w ould say it even furthers gam es o f the imagination w hich you can't
do w hen there's asphalt and concrete and chainlink fences. It's much harder for children
to do that. It’s an im poverished environm ent that doesn't nourish the soul, and this
environm ent nourishes the soul. 1 saw them playing ‘house’ on the hillside, like divide it
into the ground floor and the second floor and third floor, and they kind o f used the
spaces betw een the bushes as chambers. Groups o f little friends would go and sit in the
sum m er when it was beautiful, underneath, and they played hide-and-seek. (Teacher,
School D)
O ther interview ees described how green school grounds provided more ‘refuges’ and quiet spaces
for small group gatherings: “on the logs., .on the ro ck s...o ften you’ll see the classic little girls
having a little chit-chat, eating their snack” (Parent, School B). A nother parent com m ented that
there are m ore refuges and different group size play spaces that encourage a range o f activities,
noting “there are more quiet places for kids to linger and talk. ..There are bushes to play hide and
go se e k .. .There are spots for quiet reflection” (Q uestionnaire respondent).
A sm all num ber o f questionnaire respondents, however, indicated that play did not occur
on the green section o f their school ground. One teacher commented, “the garden is not
accessible during free play;” another teacher noted “the green space is isolated and used for
teaching, not for play” (Q uestionnaire respondents). O ther questionnaire respondents felt that it
w as “too early to tell” (Q uestionnaire respondent) if the greening initiative was influencing play
behaviour.
It thus appears that m ost school grounds in the TDSB that have been transform ed have
the potential to provide a diversity o f play spaces as compared to traditional school grounds.
N onetheless, the concerns o f some respondents and interviewees related to accessibility o f the
green space during recess should be considered when future initiatives are planned.

Environm ental A w areness and Stewardship
Q uestionnaire respondents were asked to describe if a green school ground influenced
student environm ental aw areness and stew ardship. This section o f the questionnaire had the
highest response rate (87% ) and questionnaire respondents’ perspectives were very consistent
(Table 19). Over 90% o f questionnaire respondents indicated that student environm ental
aw areness had increased on the green school ground as compared with a traditional asphalt and
tu rf school ground. Q uestionnaire respondents also suggested that students are m ore likely to
explore w idely (90%), learn about their local environm ent (91%), and have a greater ‘sense o f
w onder’ and curiosity (92%). O ne teacher com m ented that she “loves to observe the students
w ho are exploring and w andering in the garden on their free time. They turn over rocks and get
all excited about their findings. The students who care about the garden ‘protect’ it and take care
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o f it” (Q uestionnaire respondent). A parent described the increased awareness in students in the
follow ing statem ent, “A w areness is one o f the m ost im portant results. I have seen young children
picking and collecting ripe tom atoes, gazing in w onder at 15-foot sunflowers and picking beans
o ff the vine” (Q uestionnaire respondent).
A lm ost all questionnaire respondents (97% ) and interviewees indicated that children are
provided with m ore opportunities to have interaction with the natural environm ent on a green
school ground. They indicated that this was especially important in large urban centres, where
m any children have little or no access to green spaces (see Kahn Jr., 2002; Kellert, 2002; Rivkin,
2000). One teacher com m ented that his green school ground is very important for his students
who “live in apartm ents and have absolutely no exposure to green space” (Questionnaire
respondent). A nother teacher noted that “m any students do not play outdoors when they are out
o f sch o o l... for m any, school grounds provide the only connection to the outdoors” (Teacher,
School E).
Interview ees supported these assertions and were able to provide countless examples o f
how students are provided w ith opportunities for connecting with the environm ent on the green
school ground. O ne principal described how his students get to “turn the soil over and smell the
soil, to see the w orm s and the bugs and not freak out, to pick them up. Those are the experiences
that I think contribute to not having all kinds o f fears and misconceptions about insects and the
environm ent” (Principal, School E).
For som e tim e, a great deal o f attention in environm ental education research has pointed
to the im portance o f providing young people w ith opportunities to connect with the natural world
in an intim ate and em bodied manner, particularly during middle childhood (e.g., Bell, 2001a;
Chaw la, 1992; Cobb, 1977; R. Hart, 1987; H utchison, 1998; N abhan & Trimble, 1994; Sobel,
1993). In G row ing Up Green, H utchison (1998) argues that that during middle childhood, young
people develop a ‘working theory’ o f the world. D uring this time, children develop certain ideas
about nature and the environm ent, such as an ecologically sensitive cosmology, that is carried
into adulthood. Just as there are developmental stages for skills acquisition related to language,
H utchison stresses the developm ental im portance o f having opportunities to connect with nature
during m iddle childhood. In concluding his book, H utchison suggests that green school grounds
are one venue for facilitating this contact. A ccording to the respondents in my study, it appears
that green school grounds are providing these opportunities.
A notable num ber o f researchers have also explored if and how significant
environm ental experiences in childhood influence adult willingness to care for and act on behalf
o f the environm ent (Chaw la, 1986; Corcoran, 1999; R. Hart, 1987; Hsu & Roth, 1998; Palmer,
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Suggate, Bajd, H art et al., 1998; Palm er, Suggate, Bajd, & Tsalaki, 1998; Palmer et al., 1999;
Shuman & Ham , 1997). They suggest a link betw een positive attitudes toward the environm ent
during adulthood and positive experiences in natural settings, during middle childhood, often with
an im portant adult. Respondents in my study also postulated a connection between the students,
contact w ith nature on the green school ground, and adult behaviours. To illustrate, one principal
described her hopes that the green school ground would instil values that would extend into
adulthood:
It's a sm all... it's an ecosystem ., .it's a little kernel in this big city, in this country and this
w orld. So it's a jum ping o ff point for the kids here. Hopefully as they grow they take
with them a little piece o f w hat this school w as for them , and hopefully part o f that piece
is to respect the environm ent, so that grow ing up with it they can make changes as adults.
W e take the green in the city for granted, and all one needs to do is go around the world
in different cities where there is no green, w here there's only cem ent... and then you can
appreciate how im portant the environm ent is in grow ing u p ... and also for adults to be
surrounded by green. (Principal, School D)
N ot all respondents and interview ees were unanim ous in their contention that the green
school grounds fostered environm ental awareness and stewardship. One parent com m ented that
the exposure to green space might not be enough to influence awareness and stewardship. She
suggested that teachers m ust provide instruction and teaching to fully maximize the
environm ental benefits o f a green school ground. A nother teacher asserted that awareness and
stew ardship m ight increase only for students who are actively involved in the greening project.
She suggested that “students who are involved in the Environm ent Club who plant and care for
the garden benefit directly. Others do n ’t really notice at all” (Questionnaire respondent).
Sim ilarly, one teacher raised an im portant issue w hen she queried the relationship
betw een students’ environm ental aw areness and their involvem ent with the process o f greening.
She w ondered if the students who arrived at the school after the project was completed m ight take
the state o f the school ground for granted: “I f you didn't see w hat was there before, you don't miss
w hat was there, you don't know .” G iven that she w orks at School D, where the project is
com pleted, she always “takes the students to look at other school grounds and compare and come
b a c k ... and say ‘that's w hat our school used to look like.’ But you have to tell them that because
they don't know ” (Teacher, School D). This issue is not raised in the literature by those who
advocate for the im portance o f process during greening initiatives (R. Hart, 1997; H unter et al.,
1998), but deserves consideration.
The relationship between student involvem ent in the process o f greening and
environm ental stew ardship/aw areness is also interesting to consider in light o f K ahn’s (2002)
notion o f ‘generational environm ental am nesia.’ Kahn argues that each generation “starts afresh,
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unencum bered mentally by the environm ental m isdeeds o f the previous generations” (p. 113).
The concern raised by K ahn is obviously intended to be applied to those who are experiencing
increased environm ental degradation. B ut w hat about those individuals who experience enhanced
environmental conditions? For exam ple, w ill students who arrive at an already ‘green’ school
ground have opportunities to develop environm ental awareness as m uch as those who were
involved in the process o f transform ation? Will the already transform ed ground foster as much
environm ental stew ardship for these students w ho did not participate in the transform ation? In
pondering this matter, I find some resolution in those who argue that school ground greening
initiatives are never really finished. There is alw ays m aintenance, restoration, and new initiatives
that, hopefully, provide opportunities for recently arrived students to connect with the natural
environm ent (M utton & Smith, 2001).
The results o f the questionnaires and interview s appear to add further support to the
contention that small green urban spaces can play im portant roles in fostering an environmental
ethic. They m ight be especially im portant for young people who have limited opportunities to
have direct experiences w ith the more than hum an world.

H ealth
Questionnaire respondents were asked to com m ent on two issues related to health and
green school grounds: shade and pesticides. Sixty four percent o f questionnaire respondents
reported that the amount o f shaded space had increased (Table 19). M any questionnaire
respondents and interviewees, however, com m ented that shade would only be provided as the
trees grew larger. A parent noted, “W e ju st planted small trees that will som eday provide shade.
N ot yet though!” (Q uestionnaire respondent). W hen asked to comment on pesticide use,
approxim ately 50% indicated that the am ount had ‘decreased’ or ‘not changed.’
In term s o f health concerns, some proponents for school ground greening assert that
exposure to midday sun and pesticides can threaten children’s health and are motivated to green
school grounds to mitigate hum an health hazards (see Evergreen, 2003; H eisler et al., 1995).
U niversity o f W aterloo researcher M oogk-Soulis (Evergreen, 2003) m easured surface
tem peratures on 15 school grounds in the W aterloo area and found that they were, on average, 5.2
degrees hotter than surface tem peratures o f the surrounding area. M oogk-Soulis postulates that
school ground greening projects that include trees could help to mitigate the high temperatures
found on school grounds by facilitating evapotranspiration o f heat into leaf mass, by acting as a
w indbreak to decrease the rate o f infiltration o f hot air into buildings, and by creating shade to
reduce clear sky radiation. A lthough it appears that some schools in the TDSB are too small to be
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providing these services, future studies are clearly warranted to understand how trees influence
temperatures and sun exposure.
Some interview ees interpreted my questions related to ‘health’ more broadly and felt that
school ground greening initiatives contributed to the overall w ell-being o f the school com m unity.
For example, one interview ee com m ented, “W hen you transform a school from alm ost like a
prison compound to a diversified landscape, it’s a sign o f health. It's a sign o f health and it's a
sign o f growth” (Landscape A rchitect, School D). Others pointed to the psychological health
benefits o f green school grounds. A teacher com m ented, “I'm sure psychologically there m ust be
some sort o f tem p erin g ... because they're not boxed in, they have hills to go up on” (Teacher,
School D) and another parent noted “I ju st really believe that there is a psychological benefit to
being near a tree as opposed to a steel pole - the interconnectedness betw een children and their
immediate environm ent, it has big im pacts on every th in g ... health” (Parent, School B).
A dvances in the field o f environm ental health have also pointed to the positive physical
and psychological health effects o f exposure to a natural environm ent (Frum kin, 2001; H artig et
al., 1991; Kaplan, 1984, 2001; Lew is, 1992; Olds, 1989; Ulrich, 1984; U lrich & Parsons, 1992;
Ulrich et al., 1991; W ilson, 1983). These studies have dem onstrated the positive health
influences o f natural environm ents around a w ide array o f urban structures, including hospitals,
prisons, and apartm ent buildings. O lds’ (1989) paper, entitled “N ature as H ealer,” suggests that
natural environm ents can be physically and em otionally healing for children and adults, yet
“nature the healer is rarely available for such purposes given current urban planning,
architectural, therapeutic, and educational practices” (p. 32). Frum kin (2001) sum m arized many
o f these studies w ith his contention that “contact with the natural world may be directly beneficial
to health” (p. 234).
I realize now that m y study only peripherally explored the relationship betw een school
ground greening initiatives and physical and psychological health. Y et as I review the results, I
think that this area o f research deserves m uch m ore exploration. For example, do green school
grounds positively influence attendance rates? Students’ sense o f w ell-being? Students’ anxiety
levels? Students’ exposure to UVA and UVB radiation? M ore research is clearly warranted on
this complex and poorly understood relationship.

Safety
W hen questionnaire respondents were asked about safety on green school grounds, 42%
reported that the likelihood o f ‘knock and bum p’ injuries had ‘decreased’ w hilst 47% m aintained
that it had ‘not changed’ (Table 19). W hen I explored the issue o f safety on green school grounds
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with interviewees, they reported ample anecdotal evidence indicating that green school grounds
were physically safer. A principal sum m arized many o f these anecdotes, describing how “ in
terms o f falling down and hurting th em selves... it's so fte r... W e w ould have a lot more accidents
in the office if it weren't for that space the way it is right now. If you'd have cem ent and asphalt,
you'd have a lot more scrapes and bruises” (Principal, School D).
A small percentage o f respondents (10% ) indicated that the likelihood o f ‘knock and
bum p’ injuries had increased. Evidently other ‘new ’ hazards that em erged as a result o f greening
initiatives were reported, including problem s with insects (e.g., bees), plants (e.g., burdocks
getting stuck on children), and decreased sight lines due to vegetation growth. Gam son-Danks
(2001) acknowledges that w ater elem ents (e.g., ponds, wetlands) can also raise im portant and
new concerns about student safety. One principal acknow ledged these new safety risks, but that
she felt it was worth taking those risks: “Clim bing on a rock ...th at's som ething kids need to
experience.. .but I do realize that there is room for a potential disaster there” (Principal, School
C). W hile new kinds o f accidents m ight be inevitable on green school grounds, Evans (1995)
notes that school adm inistrators who accept these risks are going to have to deal w ith parents who
appear to be less and less w illing to accept scrapes and bruises. He notes that “parents no longer
look upon playground accidents as an inevitable consequence.. .They now w ant to know how the
accident happened, particularly if it happened in a situation w here supervision was expected” (p.
17). Evans concludes his paper by asserting that “the challenge before us is to develop
playgrounds that give due attention to safety without placing excessive lim itations on the child’s
experiences” (p. 22, see also Rivkin, 1995, 2000).
Just under h alf (44% ) o f questionnaire respondents reported that incidents o f aggressive
behaviour had ‘decreased’; the rem aining 54% and 2% o f respondents indicated that it had ‘not
changed’ or ‘increased,’ respectively. Interviewees w ere also divided as to if and how the
am ount o f aggressive behaviour had changed on green school grounds as com pared to the old
grounds. M any felt that it had decreased. A parent recalled, “Before we built our garden, we used
to have a 70s-style big adventure w ooden playground, and that kind o f building really allow ed for
some bullying because there were these big fort sp a ce s... used [for] pum m eling a kid when there
were no teachers around” (Parent, School B). Many other interviewees agreed, claiming that the
diversity o f environm ents on the green school ground provided options for young people to
engage in a variety o f activities, thus decreasing incidents o f bullying and other aggressive
behaviour. A principal described:
I believe that the installation o f the bushes and the trees and the plants and all that stuff
out there has gone a long way to m aking our schoolyard m ore peaceful, and has gone a
long way to providing alternatives for kids, so they don't ju st have to play soccer or sweat
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to death on the asphalt in Ju n e ... there are places to sit down, there are places to go that
are quiet, where they can eat a snack w ith a friend. There are a variety o f places to be
now, w hereas before you had two choices - on the asphalt or on the grass. A nd usually
on the grass is football and soccer, and it's not everybody's cup o f tea. T hey can hide
behind the bush now when they're playing with a friend or seek some shade from some o f
our trees. (Principal, School 3 )
The positive perceptions o f decreased aggressive behaviour on green school grounds in the TDSB
are in stark contrast to a grow ing body o f literature that points to the increase o f aggressive
behaviour and bullying on school grounds (Borg, 1999; Craig et al., 2000; Evans, 1998, 2001). In
response to the increase in aggressive behaviour on school grounds, schools are using a num ber
o f approaches to tackle the issue, such aa increasing the num ber o f teachers on duty, enforcing
stricter rules, having segregated playgrounds, enforcing anti-bullying policies, reducing the length
o f recess, or even totally elim inating recess (Evans, 1997, 2001).
Other researchers, however, have proposed less confrontational approaches to m anaging
aggressive behaviour. These researchers point to the relationship betw een the design o f a school
ground and behaviours (Evans, 2001; R. C. M oore, 1986b; Rivkin, 1995; Titm an, 1994), noting
that dull playgrounds are very boring, w hich in turn can lead to its users becom ing frustrated,
annoyed, and even aggressive. By offering young people a diversity o f play spaces, these
researchers note that playgrounds becom e m uch more peaceful and harm onious. R esearchers like
Titm an (1994) and M oore and W ong (1997) note that the changes in behaviour can be even more
dramatic if the young people are involved in the process o f greening. Based on the findings from
m y study, it appears that m any schools in the TD SB w ith greening initiatives are seeing less
aggressive behaviour.
In term s o f crime and vandalism, 57% o f questionnaire respondents indicated that
incidents had not changed, w hereas 33% thought it had decreased (Table 19). Q uestionnaire
respondents and interviewees provided descriptions o f vandalism and crime that occurred in their
green school grounds. They described how interpretive signs w ere burned down, graffiti was
painted, fences were broken, bird feeders were stolen, and plants, shrubs and vegetables were
stolen from the garden. One principal suggested that green school grounds are a “haven for
gangs” and a parent thought that it “may prom ote more sm oking” (Q uestionnaire respondents).
Some interviewees, however, believe that the am ount o f vandalism had deceased as a result o f
student ownership and involvem ent in the greening initiative. A parent described how a
scarecrow for Halloween that was outside the school was not vandalized: “A nd it's am azing, that
scarecrow that was built is still there, it's not been destroyed. And I think an aw ful lot o f that has
got to do w ith the involvem ent o f the children in the school with regards to the garden” (Parent,
School B). One respondent, however, suggested that a green school ground alone will not
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influence the safety o f a com munity, w riting that “it will take m uch more than a greening project
to produce m ovem ent in the system ic lack o f self-control and respect for others in the inner city”
(Q uestionnaire respondent).
The issue o f vandalism is certainly not unique to greening initiatives in the TDSB. Stout
(2001) recognizes that vandalism is com plex to understand and difficult to predict, noting from
her own experience w ith school ground greening initiatives that incidents o f vandalism on school
grounds can increase or decrease after a greening initiative is created. She goes on to suggest a
num ber o f strategies for reducing vandalism in grounds, including: dem onstrating territoriality
through signage and active m aintenance; providing natural surveillance through landscaping;
encouraging activities that enlist com m unity support; and directing the flow o f pedestrian traffic
to m aintain control. Y et Stout cautions that even i f all these initiatives are in place, there still
exists a possibility o f being a target o f vandalism. In the unlikely event that a green school
ground is targeted, she suggests that project organizers clean up immediately, contact authorities,
advise neighbours, and learn from the experience.
Other researchers have explored the influence o f green space on crime, violence and
sense o f safety in urban housing com plexes (Kuo, B acaicoa et al., 1998; Kuo & Sullivan, 2001a,
2001b). Kuo and Sullivan (2001b) com pared levels o f crime reported among apartm ent
buildings with varying degrees o f surrounding vegetation. They found that residents who lived in
buildings surrounded by green space reported fewer property and violent crimes than residents
who lived in buildings surrounded by barren landscapes. In another study, Kuo and Sullivan
(1998) found that residents felt a greater sense o f safety w hen trees surrounded their housing
complexes. Could these findings be sim ilar to school environm ents? Could levels o f crim e and
sense o f safety be influenced by the landscape architecture o f the school setting? Future studies
are clearly warranted.

Inclusivity
School grounds in the TDSB are helping to create environm ents that are w elcom ing o f
differences. This inclusiveness m anifested itself in m any different ways, with approxim ately h alf
o f all study participants reporting that green school grounds are more inclusive w ith respect to
gender (54%), class (47%), race (52% ) and ability (46% ) (Table 19).
Several researchers have noted the different play behaviours o f boys and girls throughout
a num ber o f developm ental stages, and m any have argued that play spaces need to be designed
with their respective needs in mind (Cunningham & Jones, 1996; R. Hart, 1987; R. C. M oore,
1986b; Nabhan & Trimble, 1994). M any participants in this study concurred w ith this view point,
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noting that prior to greening, the school ground favoured the play activities o f boys who
dom inated large open spaces with aggressive, com petitive, rule-bound gam es such as hockey,
baseball and soccer. Participants described how the transform ed school ground provided a
diversity o f spaces that better accom m odated the play interests and abilities o f both girls and
boys. For instance, girls had places where they could play in a m anner that was more nurturing,
m ore cooperative and less com petitive.
Obviously, the play patterns o f girls and boys are far more complex than such broad
generalizations imply. T here are, o f course, girls who w ant to run and play active games and
boys w ho want to engage in quieter activities. It is therefore important not to reinforce sim plistic
gender stereotypes. N evertheless, the findings from this study (supported by the research
m entioned above) point to the value o f offering a diversity o f spaces to accom m odate a range o f
active and quiet play activities, irrespective o f gender.
W ith regard to differences o f class, researchers have described the particularly im portant
role that outdoor common spaces, such as streets, parks and school grounds, play in the lives o f
poorer children (Chawla, 2002b; M alone, 2001; Rivkin, 1995; J. L. Thom son & Philo, 2004).
Study participants from schools located in poorer Toronto neighbourhoods also noted this pattern,
suggesting that green school grounds m ight assume an especially significant role in their
com m unities, since young people might not have access to natural settings or opportunities to
travel or camp with their fam ilies during school holidays. M any o f these schools are surrounded
by housing and industrial developm ent. Participants reported that the m ajority o f students at these
schools lived in dense housing units and did not have access to backyards or com m unity green
spaces within walking distance. As one principal (School C) explained: “It [the green school
ground] does expose children from poorer ho m es... who perhaps don’t have backyards at their
h o m e .. .[at school they have] the ability to just play in a w ooded grass area.”
Issues o f class w ere quite intertw ined w ith issues o f race in this study. W hile racial
diversity is present throughout public schools in Toronto, in many o f the schools located in poorer
neighbourhoods there is very high racial diversity, and m any o f the students have recently
relocated to Canada. A notable num ber o f study participants suggested that green school grounds
m ight be especially im portant for these new Canadian students who m ight not have had safe
opportunities to connect w ith natural settings in their home countries. A t School E, where m ore
than 73 different languages were spoken and m any students were on a “pilgrim age” or “jo u rn ey ”
to Canada from another country, study participants consistently commented that the green school
ground play a particularly important role. The principal explained, “These kids are so keen, so
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enthusiastic and so excited about having these opportunities. W e're planting bulbs and for the
kids, once again, it's probably not an experience that they w ould have had in their hom elands.”
W ith respect to physical and intellectual abilities, there is ample literature that describes
how school grounds can and should be designed to accommodate differences (Farnham & M utrie,
1997; N abors, W illoughby, Leff, & M cM enam in, 2001; Schleifer, 1990). The m ajority o f
participants in this study acknow ledged, however, that there had been little explicit consideration
o f such issues during the design o f the green school ground. W hile the literature suggests
accom m odating physical disabilities with specific design ideas such as accessible signage, wide
pathways, inclusive toys and raised planting beds, these have been incorporated to only a small
degree at some schools in the TD SB. Evidently, m uch more rem ains to be done.
Participants noted, how ever, that green school grounds in the TDSB w ere more inclusive
o f people living w ith intellectual disabilities. Unlike conventional school grounds, green school
grounds provided a diversity o f play areas so that students w ith distinct needs w ere better able to
find spaces that w ere safe and suitably challenging. They could also choose from among a w ider
variety o f activities to find one m ore in line with their abilities and needs. One parent from
School A described how the green school ground provided safe spaces for students in the Special
Education course:
It was the Special-Ed kids that hung out in that area. A nd a lot o f autistic kids hang out
in the shade and ju st hold on to a tree. So if you ask me, that was w hy w e did it. You
don't have to go any further for an answ er - that was pretty powerful to m e ... that those
kids are not getting picked on and they feel they're secure at recess.
The fact that green school grounds were m ore inclusive o f people who m ay feel isolated
on the basis o f gender, class, race or ability suggests that these spaces promote, in a very broad
sense, social inclusion. Some participants com m ented that green school grounds helped to
provide an inclusive space for people with other ‘differences’ as well, noting that they were
welcom ing o f people o f all ages, sexual orientations and religions. One principal from School B
indicated that they also seem ed to be more inclusive o f people who were having tem porary
difficulties in their lives:
I f they're facing a real tragedy in their personal life, if life is really tough for them ... for a
whole variety o f reasons, the group o f parents ju st reaches out and connects th em ...
hands them a shovel and says ‘come give us a hand,’ and then there's that opportunity for
talking and listening and supporting.
Evidently, green school grounds in the TDSB provide places where a range o f
individuals’ needs can be met. They help to draw people in, inviting them to share experiences
and goals and to participate, as they are able. A parent from School B captured m any o f these
sentim ents with these words:
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E veryone can jo in us in the garden. W hat a great place for a disenfranchised child to
m eet new people, dig and plant. O ur garden is colour blind, inclusive, and w arm .
A nyone can help us, and they do.

C om posite Them atic Perceptions
Having explored and discussed perceptions o f questionnaire respondents as a group, I
was next interested in exploring if and how the perceptions o f green school grounds differed as a
function o f characteristics o f the respondent and characteristics o f the school. For exam ple, were
the perceptions o f involved teachers different than perceptions o f uninvolved teachers,
adm inistrators and principals? Did m en and wom en perceive the effects o f the green school
ground differently? D id questionnaire respondents from schools with different socio-econom ic
status report different perceptions? D id questionnaire respondents from elem entary schools
perceive the green school grounds differently than respondents from m iddle or highschools?
F or the purpose o f these analyses, com posite variables for each o f the eight them es were
obtained by averaging the responses for each question w ithin the them e (Table 21). Before
collapsing the questions into themes, selected questions w ere reverse coded as necessary.
Internal consistency estim ates o f reliability o f the questions within the com posite them atic
variables w ere com puted. Six o f the com posite themes had coefficient alphas32 over 0.70,
indicating satisfactory reliability. H ow ever, two o f the com posite them es, ‘teaching practices’
and ‘safety/health’ had coefficient alphas o f 0.61 and 0.54 respectively, indicating poorer internal
consistency.
1 considered the following independent factors related to the school: socio-econom ic
status o f the school com m unity (very high, high, medium , low, very low); length o f school
ground greening project; level o f school (elem entary, m iddle, high school); num ber o f staff; and
num ber o f students. I also explored i f the characteristics o f questionnaire respondent, such as
role, gender, age, level o f education, years teaching, area o f education, as well as level o f
involvem ent and level o f interest influenced the perception o f the collapsed themes. To examine
these independent variables, I perform ed several one-way analyses o f variance (A N O V A s) and
independent sam ples /-tests. Only tw o o f the independent variables, role and level o f interest,
revealed any significant differences for the dependent variables (the collapsed thematic

32 Cronbach’s alpha is a measure of how similar the items in each category are to each other (in terms of
responses they evoke from participants). The alpha’s range from 0 to 1.0; the larger the alpha, the stronger
the association between the items.
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T able 21 C o llap se d T h em atic P ercep tio n s b y R ole

Parent

Uninvolved
Teacher

Involved
Teacher

Principal

Curriculum a

Reliability
A lpha

Impact

0.83

M

3.11
2.95
2.79
2.82
2.93
(0.716)
(1.04)
(0.934)
(0.978)
(0.917)
0.61
3.59
3.60
Teaching P ra c tic e sb
3.61
3.55
3.65
(0.347)
(0.357)
(0.330)
(0.540)
(0.391)
3.87
Student L earning/A cadem ic
0.89
3.95
3.92
3.78
4.15
(0.542)
A ch iev em en t0
(0.442)
(0.535)
(0.640)
(0.545)
3.67
3.598
Student B ehaviour and Social 0.85
3.745
3.83
3.70
(0.826)
D evelopm ent d
(0.475)
(0.584)
(0.630)
(0.543)
0.94
4.36
Environm ental A w areness
4.285
4.01
4.31
4.24
and Stew ardship e
(0.423)
(0.520)
(0.582)
(0.419)
(0.499)*
Safety/H ealth f
0.54
3.48
3.471
3.67
3.52
3.54
(0.487)
(0.504)
(0.405)
(0.565)
(0.543)
0.82
3.90
Play 8
3.84
3.84
3.71
3.96
(0.519)
(0.538)
(0.498)
(0.668)
(0.553)
0.93
3.55
Inclusivity h
3.74
3.54
3.62
3.66
(0.575)
(0.626)
(0.793)
(0.646)
(0.619)
N ote. B ased on a series o f 5-point Likert scales, w here 1 represents disagreem ent/decrease, 3
represented a neutral/no change, and 5 represented agreem ent/increase. Selected questions have
been reverse coded for the purpose o f creating this table (see below).
♦Results o f A N O V A : F(3,127) = 3.398, p = 0.02
a Questions 1-5
b Q uestions 6-13, 14R (R =R everse coded)
c Q uestions 15-19
d Q uestions 20-22, 23R, 24, 25
e Q uestions 26-34
f Q uestions 35R-38R, 39
g Q uestions 40, 41, 42R, 43R
h Q uestions 44-47
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perceptions). I begin by presenting the findings from these analyses before turning to a
discussion o f the findings.

E ffect o f Role: Results
Several one-way analysis o f variance (A N O V A ’s) were conducted to evaluate the
relationship betw een the role o f respondent and the collapsed perceptions. The independent
variable, respondent, included four categories: adm inistrator, involved teacher, uninvolved
teacher, and parent. As illustrated in Table 21, the dependent variables were the mean o f the
eight collapsed them es. The A N O V A was significant for only one o f the collapsed them es,
Environm ental A w areness and Stew ardship, F(3, 127)=3.398, p=0.02. The strength o f the
relationship betw een the role o f respondent and the collapsed perception, as assessed by n2, was
moderate, with the respondent factor accounting for 8% o f the variance o f the dependent variable.
Follow -up tests conducted to evaluate pairw ise difference among the means revealed a significant
difference betw een the perception o f the uninvolved teacher (M = 4 .01, SD = 0.419) and the
principal (M = 4.36, SD = 0.423). N o other significant differences existed. W hile the mean for
the principal was significantly higher than the m ean for the uninvolved teacher, it is im portant to
note that the difference is in the am ount o f positive perceptions: both respondents reported
positive changed in environm ental awareness and stewardship; the principal, however, reported
m ore positive changes.
W hile no other significant differences w ere found with any o f the other collapsed themes,
several trends do emerge in Table 21. The m ean responses o f seven o f the collapsed them es for
the uninvolved teacher are low er than all the other respondents. For four o f the collapsed themes,
the m ean for the parent is slightly higher than the rest o f the respondents.

E ffect o f Level o f Interest: Results
I conducted independent samples r-tests to evaluate if collapsed them atic perceptions
differed as a function o f interest level in school ground greening (i.e., interested vs. not
interested). Given that only 8% o f questionnaire respondents reported being ‘not interested,’ the
independent r-test assum ption that the sample sizes for the two populations be equal was violated.
Therefore, the test procedure that was ultim ately used computes an approximate r-test that does
not assume the population variances are equal.
The tests revealed significant differences betw een interested and uninterested perceptions
for four collapsed themes: 1) Student Learning and Academic Achievem ent; 2) Environmental
A w areness and Stewardship; 3) Play; and, 4) Inclusivity (Table 22). In all significant cases, the
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T able 22 C ollap sed T h em atic P erce p tio n s o f In terested /U n in terested R esp o n d en ts

Interested

Impact

M

SD

U ninterested

M

SD

df

t

p

n

2

2.94
Curriculum a
0.895
2.76
1.172
134
0.62
0.54
Teaching Practices b
3.62
0.387
3.39
0.395
131
1.83
0.07
3.96
0.538
3.44
Student
0.367
3.14** <0.001 0.08
119
Learning/A cadem ic
A ch iev em en tc
Student Behaviour and
3.73
0.632
3.37
0.522
126
1.8
0.07
Social D ev elo p m en td
Environm ental
0.467
3.67
4.26** <0.001 0.13
4.29
0.491
129
A w areness and
Stew ardship e
Safety /Healthf
3.54
0.516
3.45
0.359
122
0.59
0.55
3.88
3.41
0.06
Play 8
0.549
0.407
119
2.79** 0.01
3.27
Inclusivity h
3.65
0.656
0.425
123
2.68*
0.02
0.06
Note. Based on a series o f 5-point Likert scales, where 1 represents disagreem ent/decrease, 3
represented a neutral/no change, and 5 represented agreem ent/increase. Selected questions have
been reverse coded for the purpose o f creating this table (see below).
*g_< 0.05 **p < 0.01
a Questions 1-5
b Questions 6-13, 14R (R=R everse coded)
0 Questions 15-19
d Questions 20-22, 23R, 24, 25
e Questions 26-34
f Questions 35R-38R, 39
8 Questions 40, 41, 42R, 43R
h Questions 44-47
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m ean for the interested respondent was higher than the mean for the uninterested respondent. The
eta square indexes, n2, indicated that betw een 6 and 13% o f the variance o f the collapsed
perceptions was accounted for by whether a respondent was interested or uninterested. D espite a
lack o f significant difference for the rem aining them es, the means for the interested questionnaire
respondents were higher than the means for uninterested respondents.

D iscussion o f Com posite Thematic Variables
W ith a view to exploring if perceptions differed as a function o f characteristics o f the
questionnaire respondents (e.g., gender) or the school (e.g., level o f school), I perform ed a series
o f statistical analyses on the com posite variables o f the eight themes. A rem arkably small
num ber o f differences em erged: 1) the principals reported significantly more positive changes
than the uninvolved teachers for the Environm ental Awareness and Stewardship com posite
variable (Table 21); and, 2) interested questionnaire respondents reported significantly m ore
positive changes than uninterested respondents for four o f the com posite variables (Student
Learning and A cadem ic A chievem ent; Environm ental A w areness and Stewardship, Play, and
Inclusivity) (Table 22).
I was able to generate several possible reasons why some questionnaire respondents
reported more positive im pacts o f the green school ground than others. Perhaps respondents who
have been actively involved in the project are m ore aware o f the initiative and the potential
benefits. G iven the large am ount o f energy that m ust be invested in greening initiatives (e.g.,
Stowell, 2001; W yzga, 2001), it is plausible these same people are looking for the positive
outcomes because o f their investm ent/interest. Perhaps they are spending m ore tim e on the green
school ground, which provides m ore o f a chance to observe the positive changes. Perhaps the
positive impacts o f the greening initiatives are truly extending into all aspects o f the school
com m unity, and even uninvolved teachers are able to detect the differences. Future studies are
warranted to explore the reasons contributing to these significant differences.
Even though these significant differences exist, it is im portant to recognize that the mean
responses for all but one o f the collapsed variables (Curriculum) for all respondents indicated a
positive change as a result o f the greening initiative (i.e., greater than 3 on the 5 point Likert
scale) (Table 21). Stated m ore clearly, all respondents reported positive changes for the
composite variables; the significant differences reported herein reflect discrepancies in amounts
o f positive change. As an example, both the principal and uninvolved teacher reported positive
changes in Environm ental Aw areness and Stewardship; the principal did, how ever, report
significantly more positive changes than the uninvolved teacher (M = 4.36 vs. M = 4.01).
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The lack o f significant differences am ongst the respondent’s perceptions cam e as a
surprise to me. In designing my research, I had explicitly chosen to include ‘uninvolved teachers’
as questionnaire respondents. I made this decision as a result o f identifying that the m ajority of
researchers investigating the potential o f green school grounds had sought out alm ost exclusively
the voices o f interested teachers, parents and adm inistrators (e.g., Lieberm an & Hoody, 1998;
R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997). W ith a view to filling a gap in the literature, I wanted to hear from
those individuals who were uninterested/uninvolved in the greening initiative. D espite m y efforts
w ithin my research design decisions to have a m ultitude o f voices represented, a fairly universal
pattern o f responses emerged.
To sum m arize, my findings suggest that the questionnaire respondents involved in this
study share som ew hat similar perspectives on the influence o f green school grounds. Further,
these perspectives, by and large, are positive, irrespective o f the respondents’ characteristics (e.g.,
role, gender, age) or the school’s characteristics (e.g., grade level, socio-econom ic status).

Additional Im pacts Described by Interviewees
In addition to the eight them es described above, interview ees also reported further
impacts o f the school ground greening initiatives. Some interview ees described how these spaces
became sites for com m unity outreach, others explained how they becam e sites for political
activism, and others felt they becam e sites for teaching values to their children. I now briefly
describe these additional perceived impacts.

Sites fo r Community Outreach
Glover (2004), in his research on com m unity gardens, asserts that “com m unity gardens
are less about gardening than they are about com m unity” (p. 143). In addition to the w ork of
Glover, the extensions o f the im pacts o f urban green spaces into the broader com m unity have
been noted by other researchers (e.g., R. Barker, 1994; Hartig, Bowler, & Wolf, 1994; House,
1996; Lam bert, 1999; Lewis, 1992; I. Miles et al., 1998, 2000; Shapiro, 1995). The research
participants in my study also described a num ber o f benefits em erging via the school ground
greening initiatives that extended beyond the im m ediate school environm ent into the larger
com m unity. The specific nature o f community outreach was varied and m anifested itself in a
num ber o f different ways.
Respondents in my study felt that school ground greening com m ittees were very
inclusive, welcom ing those individuals that m ight be in a time o f transition or difficulty. At one
school, for example, a num ber o f new Canadian parents were part o f the adult greening
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comm ittee. One o f these parents has recently em igrated from Yugoslavia and she said that her
involvem ent in the project “helped me learn the language, make some contacts, make some
friends” (Parent, School B). Similarly, a principal described how social networks can be created
through the greening comm ittees that assist people who are having difficulties:
I f they're facing a real tragedy in their personal life, like life is really tough for th e m ... for
a w hole variety o f reasons, and the group o f parents ju st reaches out and connects th e m ...
hands them a shovel and says ‘come give us a hand,’ and then there's that opportunity for
talking and listening and supporting. (Principal, School B)
The inclusive and friendly environm ents created via greening initiatives have been noted by other
researchers (R. Barker, 1994; Glover, 2004; Lewis, 1992; Shapiro, 1995). Shapiro (1995), for
example, asserts that “team ing up with our neighbours to stop toxic dump em issions in our own
neighbourhoods builds a sense o f belonging and com m unity” (p. 238).
N ot all researchers agree that com m unity gardening projects are unequivocally inclusive.
W hile G lover (2004) recognizes the inclusive potential o f greening projects, he also brings a
more critical stance to the notions o f inclusivity via com m unity gardening projects. In his study
on com m unity gardens as a vehicle for the creation o f social capital, he found that individuals
within the community gardening group had unequal access to social capital. Factors such a race
and class proved to be im portant factors that determ ined how social capital was distributed
am ongst the members o f the community gardening group.
O ther individuals in my study described how the community m em bers that were in close
proxim ity to the school benefited by having a more beautiful environm ent near their home. One
interview ee even postulated that housing prices m ight increase! A t some schools, interviewees
felt that the green school was used much m ore by com m unity members than before the greening
(“Then later in the summer and the next sum m er lots o f people come ju st to sit, from the
apartm ents or wherever. A lot o f people w ill come in to read the stones. And the playground
area as well is very used by the community. Y ou alw ays drive by and see som ebody there”
Parent, School A).
Finally, some interviewees felt that the green school ground enhanced community
connections, by providing opportunities to m eet new people, make new friends, and strengthen
old friendships. In reflecting upon his involvem ent at School D, an interviewee commented:
One o f my interests in landscape is how landscape can work at bridging alienation,
societal alienation... because I think our greatest problem nowadays is alienation...
because the city is really a world o f strangers. So either social alienation, self alienation
and environmental alienation. H ow people can be brought together through landscape
and be reconnected with landscape and other p e o p le ... and I think that that really is such
an incredible benefit o f landscape and the potential landscape. And I saw it happen.
(Landscape Architect, School D)
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One o f the parents at School B supported the notion that com m unity bonds are developed through
participation in the greening projects as she recalled when a family member from out o f town
visited: “T hey said, ‘Do you know everybody?’ A nd it's not that I know everybody, it's just
you're in the garden and you ju st say ‘H i.’ ‘Hi, I'm still here’. .. ‘Hi, H i’ ...every d a y ... because
you w ant to be friendly, you w ant to be friendly and w elcom ing” (Parent, School B). Other
researchers have pointed to the social potential o f greening projects. Miles, Sullivan and Kuo
(1998; 2000) found a similar trend with respect to com m unity connections in their study that
explored satisfactions that volunteers derived from a prairie restoration initiative in Chicago.
They found that a major source o f satisfaction for their volunteers was the opportunity for them to
“m eet interesting and friendly people,” to “accom plish something in a group,” and to “have a
broader social experience” (1998, p. 33).

Sites f o r Political Activism
Selected interviewees also believed that green school grounds can be sites for political
activism. One interviewee noted that “m ost people feel, especially in post-amalgamation
Toronto, that they can't effect change because there are so m any bureaucratic filters that really
stifle dem ocracy” (Landscape Architect, School D). He w ent on, however, to describe how the
parent com m ittee at School D worked together to challenge the institutional barriers and becam e
political to achieve their goals: “they had incredible w illpow er to be political... you don't see it
now and it's very rare, but they had this sense o f political efficacy that is all too rare.” A nother
interviewee noted how her involvem ent with the greening project evolved into som ething quite
political:
And then it’s kind o f funny because I started doing the garden thing and w e were outside
o f the Parent Council, and eventually after a while they made a position on the School
Council so that the initiatives begun w ould be perm anently taken care o f by somebody.
So I sat on that position for 2 years because nobody else wanted it. And so now I'm the
C hair o f the School Council. I'm not sure how that happened, but I think it was ju st me
being, like going to the meetings and ta lk in g ... I was always the one who had so m uch to
report at every meeting. Other com m ittees weren't doing anything... and I'm like ‘this
week we've got this, and this is h ap p en in g ...’, so then ‘w e need a Chair and you would be
g o o d ,'... So. I think that's sort o f peculiar for me that it ended up that w ay, because I
never would have seen it. Suddenly I ’m totally involved. (Parent, School B)
M any interviewees spoke about their political involvem ent in the greening initiatives
with a great deal o f pride. They shared how they hoped their involvement would be seen as their
personal or professional legacy. One principal explained, ’’It's wonderful to w alk down the street
and look and th in k ... ‘you know what, I had a part in this’ ...” (Principal, School B). A nother
teacher com m ented that:

190

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

I guess when I see the faces o f the kids involved in the planting, involved in the research
for the plant descriptions, and I see a real strong caring attitude towards w hat is
happening, you ju st realize that you're giving these kids a chance to really appreciate
where they are. N ot that they don't, because... some o f the countries they come from ,
they com e from ju st horrible circum stances... but again maybe because o f that they are
extrem ely sheltered. And so it really makes one feel really warm to your heart to think
that we can actually open them up and let them see what is possible. I come from a
cam ping background, w ilderness canoe tripping, and 1 share that with the students as
much as I c a n ... I've even m anaged to spark interest in one or two o f them. I've had great
satisfaction in doing so. That's w hat makes it special for me. (Teacher, School E)
In addition to leaving a personal/professional legacy, several interviewees believed that their
political involvem ent with the greening initiative would send clear m essages about the
im portance o f activism to their own children. A parent recalled how her involvem ent in the
greening initiative taught her children the importance o f volunteering: “ I want to show m y kids
that it is im portant to give back to the com m unity. In term s o f that, it's a volunteer project. And I
liked it because I got my kids to volunteer. So it benefited me and my family as w ell” (Parent,
School C). Interestingly, a notable num ber o f interviewees commented on their own parents’
involvem ent in volunteer projects, noting that they had learned a great deal by w atching their own
parents volunteer. A parent illustrated this phenom enon:
M y dad was a teacher. W hen som ething had happened or some award or w hatever, and I
was ju st thinking I used to w atch my dad all the tim e going o ff to Scouts and doing
Stamp Club and Litter Pickup and all these little things out in the community. So then I
think it reinforces m e ... yes, it did influence m e ...so I can influence my son and his
friends as well. (Parent, School B)
O ther researchers have noted the political potential embedded within greening projects.
M iles, Sullivan, and Kuo (1998; 2000), for example, in their work w ith ecological restoration
volunteers in Chicago, found that volunteers’ greatest source o f satisfaction w ith their
participation related to the fact that they were involved in “m eaningful actions.” M ore
specifically, the volunteers felt as though they w ere “m aking life better for the coming
generations,” “doing som ething u seful” and “bringing a benefit to society or the com m unity”
(1998, p. 33). Shapiro (1995) also observed that com m unity restoration projects can be bring a
lightness and jo y to political activism work, m aking it more inviting. He writes, “m any people
[activists] who usually work in isolation form spontaneous little teams. Activists w ho generally
relate to the ‘environm ent’ with tension and worry becom e giddy and exhilarated.. .[when
w orking on restoration projects]” (p. 226).
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Section Sum m ary and Conclusions
In this section o f the dissertation, I explored the ‘so w hatT o f green school grounds in the
TDSB by describing and discussing several impacts o f school ground greening initiatives.
Q uestionnaire respondents and interviewees w ere asked to com m ent on if and how green school
grounds influenced a num ber o f themes. W hile I do not wish to overgeneralize the findings, the
questionnaire respondents and interviewees did m ostly report that green school grounds seem to
enhance teaching practices, curriculum delivery, teacher practices, student learning and academ ic
achievem ent, student behaviour and social development, environm ental aw areness, safety, health,
play as w ell as inclusivity. These positive reports emerged across a range o f independent
variables, such as respondent characteristics (e.g., gender, role, age) or school characteristics
(e.g., grade level, SES). Respondents and interviewees also reported that green school grounds
are being used to a degree as an outdoor classroom , but that m uch room exists to enhance the
teaching opportunities.

W hen interviewees were provided with an opportunity to describe

additional im pacts, they described that green school grounds were venues for com m unity
outreach, political activism , legacies, and values transfer.
B ased on these findings, it does seem that there are trends emerging across the schools
profiled in this study. This is an im portant distinction from the majority o f research on green
school grounds perform ed using a single school case study research approach. W hile many o f the
impacts 1 explored in this study have been described in previous studies, my findings are
notew orthy in that they represent perspectives across a large num ber o f schools. These findings
thus add further evidence to support these earlier studies by reporting the perspectives o f a large
num ber o f individuals associated with a large num ber o f greening initiatives. To those who query
previous studies that report positive im pacts from a single school, w ondering if any o f the
findings are indeed transferable, these results provide some strong support.
In presenting these findings, it is im portant to restate that the questionnaire respondents
and interviewees profiled in this study are all associated w ith school ground greening programs.
The large m ajority o f respondents who filled out the questionnaires thus had an interest in their
greening project (i.e., all respondents except the uninvolved teachers (and possibly the principal)
had an interest in greening projects). A ll interviewees with whom 1 spoke had enthusiastic
interest in and pride for their greening project. Even those individuals associated with projects
that were unused, overgrow n, and unm aintained had a certain amount o f pride and an awareness
o f w hat could be possible.

W hile (re)stating these facts may seem obvious, I offer them here as a

rem inder o f how the respondents’ ‘location’ m ight be influencing the results found herein. It is
plausible that the questionnaire respondents and interviewees are, to borrow a term from Cam
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Collyer (Learning G rounds M anager at Evergreen), on the “Good Ship G reening.” In other
words, they believe in school ground greening - if they didn’t, they would most likely not be
willing to donate the am ount o f tim e, energy and resources that they currently are. I f they are
indeed on the “G ood Ship G reening,” it is plausible that they are telling the stories that they want
to hear, not the stories o f w hat is actually happening. Perhaps this might explain why the
reported im pacts described herein are so positive.
A lthough it is im portant to acknow ledge that I m ight have been hearing a ‘good news
story,’ it is my hope that this research was designed to solicit a range o f perspectives and avoid
solely hearing perspectives o f those individuals on the “G ood Ship G reening.” I did, for example,
seek input from questionnaire respondents that were supposedly not interested in greening (i.e.,
uninvolved teacher). Yet, for the m ost part, their perceptions o f the impacts o f green school
grounds did not differ significantly from the respondents who had m ore o f a stake in the greening
projects and respondents w ere not unequivocally positive about school ground greening. When
asked to com m ent on if and how teaching is occurring on green school grounds, m any
respondents were critical about the am ount o f teaching that was happening. These examples
provide m e w ith som e confidence that the positive perceptions described above are actually
occurring.
The concerns raised in this section o f the dissertation, particularly those related to the
am ount and type o f teaching occurring on green school grounds, should not go unnoticed. It does
appear that a very small percentage o f teachers are using the green school ground as an outdoor
classroom (Table 20). W hen it does occur, it appears that at the m ajority o f schools, a very
lim ited range o f subjects is being taught (Table 19). The interview ees and questionnaire
respondents provided countless reasons as to w hy so little teaching was occurring. It seems that
in these situations, w hen a green school ground is not used for teaching, im portant opportunities
to realize the potential o f the green space are lost. The space is, in effect, left to ‘speak for itself.’
W hile there is no shortage o f evidence that the green school ground will indeed speak for itself, as
indicated by the reported impacts on student behaviour, play, inclusivity, etc., I w ould argue that
efforts be directed tow ards rem oving the barriers that currently inhibit, impede, and prohibit
teaching on the green school ground.
H aving exam ined the perceived impacts o f school ground greening projects that emerged
through m y analysis o f the questionnaires and the interviews, I now turn to a presentation o f the
barriers and enabling factors for school ground greening projects.
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LIM ITING AND ENABLING FACTO RS
(O bjective 3)

As the previous section o f Chapter 4 indicates, the impacts o f green school grounds in the
TD SB are prom ising indeed. There is strong evidence that greening initiatives are enhancing
student learning, diversifying student play, im proving student behaviour, prom oting
environm ental aw areness, and m uch more.
W hile the parents, teachers and adm inistrators in my study w ere quick to point out the
benefits o f greening initiatives, they w ere also keen to share ideas about areas for im provem ent.
M any believed that im portant aspects o f the greening initiatives rem ained ‘untapped,’ ‘under
realized’ or ‘under-explored.’ They identified a num ber o f challenges and opportunities that
needed to be addressed in order to m axim ize the potential benefits o f green school grounds.
In this section o f my dissertation, I begin by presenting the quantitative data that em erged
from my analysis o f the questionnaires and the qualitative date from my interview ees before
m oving into a discussion o f the issues raised by both. I also draw on literature from other
practitioners and researchers who have also explored the factors that both limit and enable other
school ground greening projects (N ational W ildlife Federation, 2001; School Garden Resource
N etw ork, 1999; Scott et al., 2003; State o f N ew H am pshire Fish and Game D epartm ent, 2000).

Q uestionnaires
Lim iting Factors
W ith a view to understanding lim iting factors for school ground greening initiatives,
questionnaire respondents w ere provided with a list o f 15 factors that had possibly limited the
success o f their school ground greening projects (Table 23). R espondents w ere asked to identify
the m ain factors that had lim ited the success o f their project.
N o one factor was selected by the large m ajority o f respondents; instead respondents
indicated that a wide range o f factors had lim ited their projects. The three m ost commonly
reported lim iting factors were: 1) availability o f funding (17% o f responses); 2) demands on time
(15% ); and 3) difficulty w ith m aintenance (15% ) (Table 23). It appears that teacher involvem ent
(11% o f responses) limits the success o f projects m uch m ore than com m unity involvem ent (4%),
student involvem ent (2%), or principal involvem ent (1% ). The three factors that were least
m entioned were: 1) student involvem ent (2% ); 2) principal involvem ent (1%); and 3) access to
expertise (1%).
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T able 23 L im iting F actors

Lim iting Factors_______________________%
A vailability o f funding
17
O ther dem ands on tim e

15

D ifficulty in m aintenance

15

Teacher involvem ent

11

V andalism

7

Parental involvem ent

6

A ccess to physical m aterials

6

School board support

5

K ey organizer m oved on

5

C om m unity involvem ent

4

A vailability o f training opportunities

3

Student involvem ent

2

Principal involvem ent

1

A ccess to expertise

1

O ther

1

N ote. N =407 responses.
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Enabling Factors: Past and Future
Respondents w ere then asked to indicate three factors that had enabled the school ground
greening project in the past. They w ere also asked to indicate three factors that w ould enable the
initiative in the future. The dom inant responses for past and future enabling practices were very
similar: the top five responses w ere the same, in only a slightly different order (Table 24).
Respondents reported that the involvem ent o f teachers, parents, principals, and students enabled
the success o f greening projects in the past (21% o f responses, 14%, 14%, and 9% respectively),
and their continued involvem ent will facilitate success in the future (20% , 14%, 9% , and 9%
respectively). Funding appears to be an im portant aspect o f ensuring the success o f greening
projects, and was in the top tw o rankings for both past and future enabling factors (19% and 21%
respectively). External support, in the form o f school board involvem ent, access to expertise,
availability o f training m aterials, as well availability o f curriculum m aterials were not rated as
important enablers.

Follow -U p Case Studies and Q uestionnaires
In the interviews, I was interested in exploring the factors that individuals perceived to
have limited and enabled their projects. I was especially interested in learning if they would
m ention similar factors that were on the list provided on the questionnaire or if they would offer
different factors. M any o f the them es that surfaced on the questionnaires resurfaced in the
interviews.
Some factors em erged as both lim iting and enabling factors: w hat was a lim iting factor
to one individual was an enabling factor to another (e.g., adequate funding is enabling; poor
funding is limiting). In the follow ing section o f this chapter, I thus present the lim iting and
enabling factors sim ultaneously. I also incorporate some o f the com m ents that w ere made by the
questionnaire respondents.

Funding Issues
Study participants affirm ed that adequate and long-term funding is essential to ensure that
the benefits o f green school grounds are m axim ized (on the questionnaire, funding cam e out as
Limiting Factor #1 and Enabling Factor #2) (Table 23, Table 24), a finding that has been noted by
other researchers (Kenny, 1996; Lucas & M ountfield, 1995; W yzga, 2001). As one principal
aptly commented, “There's only so much m oney that cup-cakes and hotdogs can bring in. ..so w e
must actively fundraise” (Principal, School D). W hile some schools found that fundraising was
very easy, others indicated that it had been a key barrier in the process o f greening.
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T able 24 P ast/F uture E nabling F actors

P a s t3
Enabling Factors

Future b

F

%

Rank

F

%

Rank

Teacher involvem ent

80

21

1

75

20

2

Availability o f funding

70

19

2

80

21

1

Parental involvem ent

54

14

3

55

14

3

Principal involvem ent

53

14

3

36

9

4

Student involvem ent

33

9

5

35

9

4

Access to physical materials

29

8

6

23

6

7

Community involvem ent

23

6

7

26

7

6

School board support

14

4

8

23

6

7

A ccess to expertise

15

4

8

13

3

10

A vailability o f training
opportunities

3

1

10

2

1

11

A vailability o f curriculum
materials

1

<1

11

14

4

9

a N=375 responses.
b N =384 responses.
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Some individuals were critical o f aspects o f the fundraising process. They described how funding
applications are often lengthy, tim e-consum ing, and overly detailed, particularly in relation to the
am ount o f m oney they actually grant (“Some o f the hoops we have to jum p through to get the
fu n d s...It's alm ost not worth it to get their $200” (Parent, School B)). W yzga (2001) agrees,
noting that “ some sm aller grants are not worth the e ffo rt...y o u m ust weigh the investm ent o f your
tim e against the size o f the grant” (p. 21).

Some individuals also expressed concern that funding

is secured for specific projects (e.g., building com posting stations), and is rarely ongoing, m aking
fundraising a continuous project. To that end, some individuals suggested that funding be
secured for a longer tim e frame, instead o f the once-off type o f funding that currently exists. This
would allow funding to be directed beyond capital projects, allow ing it to provide for
m aintenance and curriculum developm ent. Some questionnaire respondents and interview ees
were concerned that funders can dictate the nature o f the project; projects are often selected to
meet the mandates o f the donors instead o f the goals o f the school ground greening initiative.
W yzga (2001) acknow ledges the nature o f m any o f these difficulties associated with funding, and
stresses the im portance o f longterm planning for fundraising. She writes,
Alluring as it m ay be, resist the tem ptation to apply for a grant ju st because it becomes
available. D evelop your plan first, and then look for funding. O therw ise, you run the
risk o f letting grants dictate w hat is valuable to you, rather than setting the agenda
yourself, (p. 19)
In light o f the challenges o f fundraising, some individuals in my study asserted that
funding should come from the school or school board, to relieve the pressures o f external
fundraising (“The school board should be providing m ore m oney to make these projects happen”
(Parent, School B)). One uninvolved teacher, however, w ho was not an advocate o f greening
initiatives, disagreed, stating that, “M oney at the school and school board level should not be
spent on this project. Funds should come from the m oney raised by the parents’ council for the
benefits o f the students. The funding for this project should not negatively im pact funds for
classroom use” (Q uestionnaire respondent). W hether or not funding comes from the school
board, W yzga (2001) stresses the importance o f including school adm inistrators in the process o f
fundraising. Keeping upper level adm inistrators abreast o f fundraising efforts is critical to
ensuring that their buy-in is secured.
In discussing the issues and challenges related to funding, it was interesting to note the
one interviewee from a school with higher SES presented the notion o f “social moral
consciousness” and problem atized the school’s position o f privilege to be able to raise such a
large am ount o f m oney (more than $250,000). She recognized that schools w ithin lower SES
com m unities would never be able to raise equivalent funds and acknowledged that they probably
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could have made significant changes to their own yard with considerably less money. This, o f
course, w ould leave m oney for those schools that “probably need the changes m uch more than we
do” (Teacher, School A). Indeed in the field o f fundraising, as W yzga (2001) notes, “m oney
draws m oney, and success breeds success” (p. 22). Close attention m ust be paid to consider the
needs o f schools in lower SES com m unities that may not be able to get a chance to ‘get ahead’
and get their first round o f money which would allow them to breed ‘further success.’

T eam w ork and Leadership
W hen I asked interviewees to describe lim iting and enabling factors, a m ajor theme that
emerged was that o f team work and leadership. W hile the interpretation o f team w ork varied
among individuals, it was a dom inant theme. In review ing the questionnaires, it appears that this
finding em erged as well: respondents indicated that key enabling factors were the involvem ent o f
various individuals (e.g., teacher, parent, principal) (Table 24). Im plicit in their responses, I now
believe, was the fact that these individuals w orked together, usually w ith the leadership o f one or
two individuals. W hen such teams were not in place and the w orkload was assumed by a small
number o f people (or even an individual), tim e-consum ing tasks such as fundraising (Barrier #1)
and m aintenance (Lim iting Factor #3) emerged as m ajor obstacles. C onversely, successful
projects w ere characterized by having active involvem ent from a num ber o f individuals with
varying expertise so that the w orkload could be distributed (Enabling Factor #1, 3-5) (Table 23,
Table 24).
Interview ees indicated that one key to success was ensuring that there is a dedicated
com m ittee com prised o f teachers, parents, principals and students, a finding that has been noted
by others (M utton & Smith, 2001; Stowell, 2001; W yzga, 2001). M utton and Smith (2001), for
example, insist that one o f the first steps to starting a greening initiative is forming a committee
“consisting o f a few people with a common goal and lots o f energy to get the project wheels
turning. Include parents, teachers, adm inistrators, student representatives, the school grounds
caretaker, and a school adm inistrator” (p. 25). Stowell (2001) also stresses the importance o f an
active team , com m enting that w hile “approaches [to greening] may differ, all successful outdoor
classroom s have one thing in common: team w ork!” (p. 16).
W hile questionnaire respondents and interview ees differed on who, exactly, was the most
im portant, there was generally agreem ent that a team approach was necessary.

Some

respondents felt that teachers were especially im portant on the greening team. As one respondent
said, “Teachers made our project happen. They are the ones with the vision, energy. They are
the ones on the yard seeing what is possible” (Questionnaire respondent). Others indicated that
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parents were vital to ensuring a successful team, “Parental involvem ent is the key to ongoing
success. Parents can encourage both students and com m unity members to create a green space
that benefits everyone” (Parent, School A). Still others described how principals assume a vital
role on the team, and ensured the success o f greening projects by influencing the perceptions o f
teachers, parents and students. One respondent com m ented, “ W ithout the principal’s
endorsem ent, nothing can happen” (Q uestionnaire respondent); another noted, “ We had a
principal who made [the school ground greening project] a priority so it all was able to happen”
(Teacher, School D). Finally, some respondents felt that students were the key team players that
enabled the success o f the project. One respondent observed, “Students serve as the catalyst for
these projects...th eir enthusiasm is required to m ake the greening [project] succeed”
(Q uestionnaire respondent). Others disagreed on the role o f students, noting that, “It all comes
dow n to interested adults. The idea o f students taking change on a longterm basis is unrealistic”
(Q uestionnaire respondent). Perhaps the respondent who noted, “People are key. Tim e is so very
tight and with m any hands, the w ork is easier” (Q uestionnaire respondent) recognized the
im portance o f all o f these groups w orking together to achieve common goals.
W hile it seem s that team w ork enabled m any o f the projects evaluated in this study, a
com m on feature is that within a team, a single individual was willing to take a leadership role.
A nd often that one individual is perceived as being the key to enabling the project, as noted by
this respondent, “W e seem to be able to do sm all projects around the school, but until the ‘key
organizer’ can be found, large scale greening projects w ill have to w ait” (Q uestionnaire
respondent). Stowell (2001), however, cautions too m uch emphasis being placed on a single
individual, noting that w hile “the initial spark may com e from one inspired teacher, parent, or
com m unity m em b er...fo r the spark to be sustained and the project to succeed, there must be
leadership from a variety o f individuals” (p. 16). A TDSB employee also noted that despite the
intentions o f having an active team to share the work, inevitably one person takes the brunt o f the
responsibilities. Fie describes w hat he has noticed w ith respect to team w ork on greening
initiatives:
I think even projects where you had a very participatory process, where there was a lot o f
people involved, and School D is a good exam ple... well, still inevitably it seems that it
dies. And I've also observed that at School X with Teacher A and School Y with Teacher
B, that those projects now have been around a good 12 to 15 years. A nd it's really come
dow n to one person at both schools. Teacher A has involved a lot o f people over time,
but the reality is they've had a person who's been deeply committed and for 10-15 years
has poured their professional life into that. So I don't necessarily buy that it's the broad
process that is really going to buy itself. (TDSB Employee)
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In exploring the idea o f team w ork, m any interviewees commented that their committee
excelled because it had a clear vision and goal that provided members with direction in tim es o f
difficulty. The principal at School B explained:
It’s identifying a goal, and it’s getting consensus that, yes, th at’s w here we w ant to go,
and it’s everybody heading in the sam e direction together. A nd if you im agine little
arrows and all the people in this com m unity and this school being an arrow, and when
y o u ’ve got everybody pointing in the same direction, the power ju st grow s and you can
do anything. (Principal, School B)
Having a goal appears to help a com m ittee set m easurable targets (“I think our original vision was
very simple and specific and had goals that we could meet and I think that was a good place to
start, because if you set a goal that you can reach and then you think ‘we did that, whht can we do
next?’” (Parent, School B)) and negotiate through times o f difficulties (“You ju st have to keep
ongoing through thick or th in ...stick in g to your p lan ... you'll have good tim es and bad tim es”
(Teacher, School D)). M utton and Smith (2001) agree with the im portance o f having a clear
vision, asserting that the first step in getting started on a greening project should be identifying a
vision, philosophy and objectives that help to keep the project “in line and attainable” (p. 25).
Som e teams, it seem s, actively struggled w ithout a clear vision or plan. A t one o f the
schools, School C, there was really no plan in place and this appears to have lim ited the success
o f the initiative. I asked the teacher to explain how her own vision did not m esh w ith that o f her
team ’s:
Teacher, School C : T hat’s ju st the kind o f person I am. I w ant to do this so I'm going to
keep going. B ut u nfortunately... that's som ething... maybe I w ent too fast for some
p eo p le... that's my personal thing though.
Janet'. W hat do you m ean ‘went too fast?’
Teacher: Some people wanted to know where specifically we w ere going to place each
o f these p la n ts... really specific. W e w orked with a com plete spectrum o f people - right
w ing basically.. .and some w anted to know exactly where things were going to go, and
other people w ere so naturalist that it was like “W hat's the problem here?” So my
challenge was trying to bring these different perspectives and people together to work
together and not be upset with each other, and sometimes I would go ahead and do things
I think that m ade the people, the more straight-laced p eo p le... I don't k n o w ... they didn't
w ant to go that fast. They w ere “Let's plan this, let's th in k ...” I'm sorry but I ’d say “I'm a
doer. I'm gardening, hello, let's ju st do it.” But I'm sure, looking back, I could have
slow ed down a bit and we should have had a vision together.
Interviewees also felt like a strong team was able to diffuse negative attitudes that are
inevitably expressed about a project. A parent described how the team had to ignore “negative
attitudes from people before we even began imagining our dow nfall” (Parent, School B). W hen
the team rallied together, they were able to welcom e people’s feedback and advice:
D on't be bogged down by people who don't believe, because they can becom e believers
later. Like the first time we w ent public with our little plan for the school and we had a
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little suggestion b o a rd ... people ju st kept saying negative things. We ju st kept w riting
them all down on the suggestion board. Because it was like, “Okay we w ant to hear w hat
you think is not going to w ork,” and then as we go along we can design our m arketing to
say, “W e know you're probably concerned about vandalism, etc., but really this is the
outcome that’s more likely.” Or, “ You think it's not going to be watered, here is the whole
roster o f fam ilies.” (Parent, School B)
Ideally, if a strong team is in place, interviewees felt that the challenges o f an ephem eral
school com m unity could be m anaged in advance. Turnover could occur in a gentle way, so that
the project was never left unattended for extended periods o f time. A parent explains: “W e're all
trying to bring in regular new b lo o d ... and there is new blood that w asn't there in the beginning
that is involved regularly...hopefully there will never be a big gap” (Parent, School B).

R elationship with Custodial S ta ff and School Board
M any interview ees com m ented that relationships with custodial staff, school board
grounds staff, and TDSB officials could both lim it and enable the success o f the project, a finding
that has been noted in the literature (M utton & Smith, 2001; Stowell, 2001). This was som ew hat
different than responses that em erged from the questionnaires, where these did not rank
noticeably as being m ajor lim iting or enabling factors (Table 23, Table 24).
Some felt that these relationships limited the success o f a project. One involved teacher,
for example, indicated that “caretaking staff refuse to help with w atering or fixing outside
faucets” and another principal noted that “there has been com plete lack o f initiative/ow nership
from the custodial s ta ff’ (Q uestionnaire respondent). One involved teacher offered the following
advice: “D on’t go to all the w ork if your caretaking staff has not bought into the entire project”
(Questionnaire respondent).33 C losely related to the issue o f custodial staff is the issue o f school
board unions, w ith some questionnaire respondents and interviewees com m enting that they had
experienced frustrations in w orking w ith the TDSB unionized grounds staff. These individuals
felt frustrated because: 1) they could not accept donations (“they restrict us from getting free
com post or services d o n ated .. .in other w ords, we have to pay for unionized board services that
we could get elsewhere for free!” Q uestionnaire respondent); 2) they had to w ait a long period o f
tim e for m aterials (“it takes a lot o f tim e to get those th in g s... it m ight take a few months or a few
phone calls” (Teacher, School C); 3) they had to “rem em ber to follow all o f the rules that the

33 Some of the perceptions of the role that custodial can assume are troubling to me. One could argue that
custodial staff should be involved in greening initiatives in ‘authentic’ ways, like students. 1 wonder if
issues of class and social capital are appearing here (yet again), with parents/teachers assuming that
custodial staff have little to offer beyond physical assistance?
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Toronto D istrict School Board has in place for work that is done at the schools and on the
grounds” (Principal, School B ).34
W hile some described these relationships as limiting factors, others indicated that these
very relationships w ere key enabling factors in their project. For example, one respondent did
note a positive relationship: “custodial staff and grounds people have been very helpful in
providing some tools, heavy machinery, and com post for developm ent” (Questionnaire
respondent). Perhaps it does take some tim e for custodial staff to have buy-in towards the project
and demonstrate their support. As revealed in Table 16, custodial staff w ere reported to be
significantly more involved in initial and ongoing m aintenance in projects that were older than 5
years as com pared w ith projects that had been in existence for less than 5 years. Other
interviewees asserted that resources offered through the Toronto District School Board had been
absolutely critical in enabling their greening project. These individuals explained how the
T D SB ’s w orkshops (“I learned so m any things from the Evergreen/TDSB w orkshops”
Q uestionnaire respondent), site visits (“The inform ation she gave us when she came was
absolutely invaluable” Teacher, School E), and curriculum guidance (“I learned how to
incorporate the greening project into my teaching...through board resources” Q uestionnaire
respondent) were instrum ental in facilitating their projects.
Stowell (2001) attests to the im portant roles that school boards and custodial staff can
(and should) assume before, during, and after the process o f school ground greening. She
maintains that a solid team must include representatives from both groups. In terms o f school
board involvem ent, she asserts that “support and participation o f school officials is critical, as
they can offer insight into budget concerns, future building plans, liability issues, com m unity
relations, and funding opportunity” (p. 17). Similarly, she stresses the im portance o f including
m aintenance staff: “As the people w ith the m ost know ledge o f the conditions o f your site and the
equipm ent available, they can assist in offering valuable advice on locating and using the tools
needed for construction and m aintenance” (p. 17). Stowell disagrees with the commonly
expressed concern that green school grounds will increase work for m aintenance staff. Instead,
she asserts that a green school ground should, in fact, reduce work for m aintenance staff because
“over the longterm, the planted areas w ill require less w atering than lawns and they will need no
fertilizers.. .which translates into savings for the schools m aintenance budget” (p. 18).

34 Many of the comments about ‘unions’ and ‘TDSB staff appear to be quite individualistic, with little
empathy or understanding of the rationale behind why (and how) these ‘rules’ have come to be (e.g., job
security, level playing field, etc.).
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Teacher Education
Given the vital role that teachers assum ed in both limiting (Lim iting Factor #4) and
enabling school ground greening projects (Enabling Factor #1) in the TDSB (Table 23, Table 24),
it was not surprising that during the interview s, study participants em phasized the critical role o f
providing teacher training. M any reported that teachers lacked the confidence and skills to teach
outdoors. Com m only cited concerns about student health and safety, class m anagem ent and extra
time to prepare lessons dram atically reduced the am ount o f teaching that could occur.
Participants suggested that the necessary professional developm ent could be offered to
practicing and training teachers. In addition to providing teachers with the skills and confidence
to use the outdoor classroom , these program m es could also address com m only cited barriers such
as fundraising, tim e m anagem ent, m aintenance and concerns about health and safety.
In addition to training teachers, som e study participants noted that educational
opportunities should be offered to other stakeholders, such as custodial staff and grounds
m aintenance staff. This is especially im portant given that these individuals are often associated
w ith schools and projects over the long term (whereas teachers are often relocated and shift their
support to their new school).

Curriculum Constraints
In addition to teacher training, study participants also identified the need for curricular
m aterials to help teachers take students outdoors. G iven that teachers are very busy (Lim iting
Factor #2 = O ther dem ands on time), participants noted that it w ould be an added burden for
individual teachers to have to create the curricular links and develop the m aterials in isolation,
w ithout institutional support (Table 23, Table 24). M any participants reported, in fact, that the
burden o f finding curricular links presently falls on the shoulders o f teachers. This, they stated,
was because the Ontario curriculum does not explicitly endorse or encourage the use o f school
grounds for teaching. Rather, it assumes that the bulk o f teaching and learning will take place
within the classroom (see Fisher, 2001).
Participants also described a culture o f inspection and accountability in Ontario (e.g.,
standardized testing), w hich has tended to reinforce classroom -based teaching practices. Schools
appear to be placing increased emphasis on literacy and num eracy, with a view to “teaching to the
tests” (Parent, School B). A ccording to one questionnaire respondent, this often can leave little
room for using the outdoor classroom: “Teachers w ho focus on the 3-R ’s are going to be resistant
in using the outdoor classroom ...fearing it will take aw ay from the most im portant teachings that
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will be tested.” As a result, the potential to use school grounds as an outdoor classroom is
dim inished.

Design Issues
Despite the fact that the literature is replete w ith design recom m endations for greening
school grounds (e.g., Adams, 1993; R.C. M oore & W ong, 1997; Stine, 1997; Titm an, 1994;
Toronto District School Board, 2000), it appears that the issue o f ‘design’ continues to both limit
and enable the greening projects profiled in the present study.

In hindsight, I realize that the

issue o f design was explored only superficially in the questionnaire w hen I asked respondents if
and how ‘m aintenance’ influenced the success o f the project (Lim iting Factor #3). Based on my
analysis o f the interview transcriptions, I realize now that design also plays an im portant lim iting
and enabling role.
W hen issues related to design w ere presented in a negative limiting m anner, interviewees
reported how school ground greening projects were too large (“It is absolutely staggering the size
o f this g ard en .. .how on earth are we going to sustain it?” (Principal, School C)). Some felt like
the green school ground was too unw ieldy (“W e bought a big variety o f plants and we were
recom m ended also to plant them random ly. So w hen it came time to actually w eed the garden, the
kids didn't know ... it all looked like w eeds” (Parent, School C)). Still others felt like their space
lacked flow or direction (“We ju st put everything to g e th e r.. .we should have separated it.. .there is
no flow” (Parent, School C)). Some felt like their green space was far too com plex (“There w ere
ju st a m illion things going on in the g ard e n .. .no one knew even where to begin helping”
(Principal, School C”)). Some expressed concerns that their green school ground required too
m uch m aintenance (“A lot o f the designs are such that, if you've got like a garden o f Perennial
flowers let's say, often what happens is if you neglect it, the invasive weeds com e in and take
over and it looks aw ful” (TDSB Em ployee)). Finally, som e noted that their spaces w ere not
designed with children in m ind (“ We tried to get a bang for our buck so we were buying a lot o f
sm aller tre e s... 3 ft. h ig h ... and we planted them around the perim eter so that w hen they m atured
it'd be like a shade patch, so kids could sit underneath it. B ut unfortunately the kids didn't know
and then during the w inter the branches w ould snap, kids would start pulling them o u t... so we
did a big investm ent program trying to protect the trunks, but even that didn’t w o rk ...we lost
everything” (Parent, School C)).
N ot surprisingly, the problem s associated w ith a poorly designed green space persist and
affect issues related to maintenance. Indeed, m aintenance can be a tim e-consum ing, daunting,
and expensive endeavour, especially if it is not taken into consideration in advance (G rant &

205

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

Littlejohn, 2001b). As an extreme exam ple, the com plex green space at School D presented
num erous challenges for m aintenance, particularly when the original parent group m oved along.
I asked the landscape architect who had been involved in the project 10 years earlier to com m ent
on the current ‘state’ o f the green school ground. He said:
I ’m in a little bit o f shock ju st b ecau se... I'm thinking to myself, if School D is such a
precedent-setting project for schoolyard naturalization and if it's got the all the
precedents... and you're doing research on it n o w ... and if it's so im portant to the socalled ‘m ovem ent’ or greening o f schoolyards m ovem ent, then w hy hasn't it been cared
for, right? And basically it looks like a landscape that's been neglected and unloved
basically. And m aybe not through anything kind o f malignant, m alignant neglect, for
lack o f a better w o rd ... but I think there's a lot o f p e o p le... there's been a transition, a
turnover o f people at the school - parents, teachers, sta ff... if they really don't understand
w hat is required for the m aintenance. (Landscape Architect, School D)
O ther researchers have noted how the issue o f m aintenance can be a barrier to the success o f a
greening initiative. For exam ple, the N ational W ildlife Federation asked 222 teachers associated
with green school grounds if they had difficulty in m aintaining their site: alm ost h a lf o f the
respondents (45%) reported challenges associated with m aintenance (National W ildlife
Federation, 2001).
F or some schools in my study though, their design has been a key enabling factor in their
process o f greening. M any terms were used to describe this longterm planning approach,
including “designing for neglect” (TDSB Em ployee) and “designing for sustainability”
(Principal, School B). W orking under such a model, a TD SB em ployee explains how , “You
w ould design it and anticipating it w ould be neglected. So that determ ined your design” (TDSB
Em ployee). Essentially, with such a longterm vision, problem s related to m aintenance and
continuity decreased significantly. M utton and Smith (2001) agree that designs should be
sustaining: “The ultim ate aim is to have a self sustaining and ecologically balanced plant
com m unity that is integrated into the local environm ent” (p. 26).
The issue o f design is a key one being addressed by upper level TDSB adm inistrators
who are striving to encourage proper designs and longterm planning. R ecognizing that design
can be both a limiting and enabling factor, TDSB officials are em phasizing that initial planning
and design, when done properly, should take upw ards o f one and a h a lf years. By stressing the
importance o f longterm planning and proper thoughtful designs, the board also w ants to
em phasize that the work continues after the plantings have happened.
W ith my workshops 1 try to help them see that the project isn't static, it keeps grow ing
and it's going to keep changing, and that that fram ew ork needs to be set in place for all
participants who are there now and in the future to become involved. So I see that as a
lot o f schools don't see how to m ake that fram ew ork hap p en ... and lots o f these projects
are parent driven, and then they try to bring m ore parents on board, but they don’t have
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that fram ew ork in p la c e ... so it’s like "come and be part o f our pro ject"... but it's done
b asically ... it's ju st this funny kind o f way, it's kind o f residential gardening, they kind o f
put the garden in and then they think it's finished. (Heidi Cam pbell, Joint TDSBEvergreen position)
D esign issues are explicitly addressed by the school board in the EcoSchool’s docum ent
entitled School G round Greening: D esigning fo r Shade and Energy Conservation (Toronto
D istrict School Board, 2004). It em phasizes and promotes m odest designs w ith three structures:
1) trees; 2) rocks; and 3) m ulch that will sim ultaneously provide shade, conserve water, and
enhance the aesthetics and functions o f the school ground.
The em phasis on ‘Trees/R ocks/M ulch’ excites Richard C hristie, D istrict-w ide
coordinator o f Environm ental Education w ithin the TDSB, w ho has seen too m any elaborate and
complex green school grounds developed by enthusiastic parents and teachers becom e
m aintenance “nightm ares” that end up being the responsibility o f Facilities Services Department.
W hile Christie is supportive o f a having a few exemplary and com plex green school grounds, he
is also a strong advocate o f having all schools in the board adopt the “T rees/R ocks/M ulch”
approach to green school grounds. He noted that:
In the really restricted area o f shade, my hope is that there w ill be a significant
transform ation, that m ore people will be willing to m ake m odest com m itm ents to school
ground g reen in g .. .they will have a narrow er set o f objectives that will be
ach iev ab le...th ey ’ll feel successful, the Board will feel successful, and w e ’ll have this
sense that the entire board is m aking progress in an im portant area. (Richard Christie)
He notes that “a lot can happen with trees, rocks and m u lch .. .it is beneficial for so m any different
reasons and you will get buy-in from Facilities.” It is hoped that all schools in the board could
adopt such an approach and that support will be available to facilitate such a large num ber o f
initiatives.
W ithin the guide, a “five step process” for school ground greening is prom oted and a
number o f ‘recom m endations’ are provided regarding m inim um sizes o f trees, etc. These
recom m endations have emerged from the experiences in the board. W hile the Ecoschools guide
does contain elements o f ‘prescription,’ Heidi Campbell is quick to note that the guide does not
promote a “cookie cutter approach to school ground greening.” Rather, she explains that the
guide is intended to “help schools get going in a creative w ay that ensures success.” This
approach will be strongly prom oted and targeted to schools that are ju st beginning the process o f
greening their grounds. It is hoped that this approach will avoid the w orst case scenarios. As
Bruce D ay says,
I ’ve been trying to do this for years, because the butterfly gardens, the veggie gardens,
the wild flower m eadows, all o f these are different p ro je c ts... they all com e with a lot o f
desire and passion up-front, but when the folks who are organizing these things move on,
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if the team w ork hasn't included the school staff and it hasn’t been integrated into the
curriculum, th e n ... and there have been quite a few failures. And that's an added
m aintenance cost.
It is hoped that a ‘Trees/R ocks/M ulch’ approach to greening will be:35
M eeting multiple objectives (“And trees obviously for not only aesthetics but for
reduction o f so lar... skin c a n c e r... problems with skin c a n c e r... exposure to the sun's
ra y s... and obviously a place for the kids to be where it's cooler, and part o f that being
a place to sit, and m ost o f the schoolyards there's nowhere to sit. So 1 need a place
that's cooler and is in a shady area, and they need places to s it...o h ...a n d an outdoor
classroom ” Bruce Day);
Easier to initiate (“ So a lot o f people don't really know w hat they're going to do with
this m oney - they want to get the money, they w ant to do som e greening, but w hat is
the plan, w hat's the longterm goal for this project? So by defining trees, rocks and
m ulch, it has a place for sitting, learning, outdoor classroom s, w hatever... in a lot o f
cases people say ‘That's a good idea. I really don't have too m uch tim e right now to
research all o f th is’” Bruce Day);
Easier to expand (“ Some schools have had a long range plan and they've said, "We
know w hat we want to do but we don’t have very much m oney. We will fundraise
$300 this y e a r.. .next year w e will fundraise the other $350 or $400, and we'll plant
another tree." And next year they came back and said "Sam e plan next year." So the
plan is there, it's ju st that they're not going to put it all into place all at once, because
the school can't get all o f that money at once” Bruce Day);
Easier to maintain (“It's great to be creative, and w e can have all the landscape
architects and artists designing creative things, but if they're not practical and they get
abandoned down the road in 2 or 3 years, w hat message does that send to the children
that w e've failed ... and how do we keep or m aintain some o f these gardens w ith a
declining budget. W ith trees, rocks and m ulch, there is alm ost no m aintenance” Bruce
Day).
Be sustaining in the longterm (“If you can get a tree established, then you've got
som ething there for 50-75-100 years; a perennial garden m aybe there for a 2-5-10
years; but with trees there is a longevity to those and there's a future to those and it's
som ething that we need” Bruce Day);
C oordinate efforts at a school board level (“U p-front w e need to have a list o f
standards, principles, guidelines so that w e can give to these people because everybody
and their uncle is involved in schoolyard greening, and they bring in outside
contractors, outside landscape architects and the whole shebang, and there's materials
coming into the school grounds which w e don't approve of, and so w e have to get
som ething in writing up-front, so that we can give to these people and we can get
everybody on the same path. W ith the [trees, rocks, m ulch] approach, it is very easy to
coordinate and offer support across the board” Bruce D ay).

1See also Toronto District School Board (2003b; 2004).
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Section Sum m ary and C onclusions
In this section o f this chapter, I presented the perceived barriers and enabling factors that
were described by questionnaire respondents and interview ees. Other organizations (sim ilar to
Evergreen) have investigated the factors that limit and enable greening initiatives. The responses
are strikingly similar, suggesting a fairly universal set o f lim iting and enabling factors for school
ground greening. Time, funding, and m aintenance are barriers not only for TDSB school
grounds. For example, the N ational W ildlife Federation in the United States runs a program
called Schoolyard Habitats. In 2001, they received responses from 222 teachers who identified
the m ain obstacles to their greening initiative. The main obstacles were very sim ilar to the ones
found in this study: 1) lack o f tim e (48% o f respondents); 2) lack o f buy-in from teachers (29% );
and 3) lack o f funding (19% ) (National W ildlife Federation, 2001). The School G arden Resource
N etw ork o f Sonoma County, California also investigated the barriers to greening initiatives in
1999. They surveyed 142 greening initiatives and found that the key ‘difficulties’ in having a
school garden were: 1) lack o f resources (48% o f respondents indicated that this was a difficulty);
2) lack o f funding (47%), difficulty in m aintenance (46% ), and lack o f gardening experience
(34% ) (School Garden Resource Network, 1999). As another example, the State o fN e w
Ham pshire Fish and Game D epartm ent operate a program called Project H O M E that facilitates
school ground greening. In 2000, they surveyed 63 o f their schools with a view to understanding,
am ongst other things, the key barriers. The top two barriers were: 1) other dem ands from
curriculum 36; and 2) lack o f m oney (State o fN e w H am pshire Fish and Game D epartm ent, 2000).
Finally, w hen external evaluators assessed the Growing Schools Innovation Fund Projects in the
United Kingdom , their respondents described the follow ing key barriers: lack o f aw areness; lack
o f know ledge and confidence; lack o f time; staff changes w ithin schools; lack o f funding;
vandalism and damage; health and safety concerns; w eather concerns; and seasonal difficulties
(Scott et ah, 2003). Clearly, then, the barriers and enablers identified in my study are not overly
unique to the Toronto D istrict School Board - the four studies described above found similar
factors.
Upon reflection, the large majority o f the lim iting and enabling factors identified in this
and other studies, for the m ost part, do not seem overly unique to school ground greening
initiatives. I suspect that m any o f the factors would be listed by adults involved in any num ber o f
extracurricular initiatives occurring in schools, for exam ple the play, the art club, the book fair,
etc. These initiatives that lie outside o f the m ainstream education mandate share ‘universal’

36 Percentages for these barriers not available.
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barriers and enabling factors, such as the challenges o f fundraising, the need for a dedicated team,
a lack o f tim e, and a good relationship with the school board (e.g., Comishan et al., 2004;
Simmons, 1998). The only lim iting/enabling factor unique to the issue o f school ground greening
that did em erge related to design issues.
If m y contention is founded that the barriers are not overly unique to school ground
greening initiatives, it seems to me that m any o f the perceived barriers and enabling factors could
have been identified at the outset or the pre-planning stages (e.g., I f we are thinking o f doing this,
what problem s are we likely to encounter? H ow can we allow for or address these? I f this
worked before, let’s make sure it happens again). Are the barriers going to be in existence
forever? O ther researchers have raised these questions as well. Scott et al. (2003), in their
evaluation o f the Growing Schools Initiatives in the UK, were troubled by the nature o f the
barriers that had (and had not) em erged for the schools. They ask key questions in light o f the
identified barriers:
W hilst there are barriers listed here, there are also a lot o f issues that m ight (should?)
have been anticipated;
•

W hat was m entioned isn’t a barrier; it’s a question o f poor allocation o f resources.
N either is this; rather it is an exam ple o f a poor decision made by someone.
Schools provide a long list o f problem s and barriers. The question that needs asking,
how ever, is ju st how m any o f these have emerged from the experience o f the Growing
Schools initiative? (p. 33).

Furtherm ore, Scott et al. (2003) noted that many o f the teachers and adm inistrators in
their study seemed unable to critically reflect upon their greening projects. I found similar trends
in my study: there appeared to be little evidence o f systemic critical engagement and evaluation
o f the greening projects in the TDSB. As a result, some o f the barriers that stand to really limit
the potential o f school ground greening initiatives were not mentioned by questionnaire
respondents or interviewees. For example, issues related to lack o f student involvem ent and lack
o f teaching that is occurring on the green school ground were not mentioned when the
respondents/interview ees w ere asked to discuss barriers. There was little em phasis or concern
placed on how the greening initiatives influenced (or did not influence) students’ learning
experiences. W hile they were m entioned in other sections o f the interview, when probed by the
interviewer, their lack o f presentation in the context o f barriers seems to suggest that interviewees
m ight be unaware o f how m uch o f a barrier these factors m ight actually be and how they are
particularly unique to the situation o f school ground greening initiatives.
So, w hat can be done to m anage both the limiting and enabling factors described by
questionnaire respondents and interview ees? W hat strategies exist to mitigate the barriers and to
capitalize upon the enabling factors? W hat can be put in place to ensure that predicable barriers
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that are not unique to school ground greening initiatives are foreseen? How can attention be
shifted away from expected barriers and directed tow ards those barriers that truly stand to limit
the potential o f school ground greening projects? W hat role could formal internal/external
evaluations play in resolving/addressing barriers? Should funders be encouraged to request
evaluations o f projects? Are more resources need to help address barriers (e.g., books, brochures,
workshops, training sessions)? W hat role could various stakeholders assume in guiding these
processes to avoid/m anage barriers (e.g., parent teacher committee, teachers, principals, school
board)?
The above list o f questions begins to elucidate the numerous approaches that could be
taken in seeking to enhance the school ground greening initiatives in this board. Clearly, many
individuals and parties have a role to assum e in m aking green school grounds what they could be.
Y et one o f these stakeholders is, I believe, particularly well situated to address a large num ber o f
the enabling/lim iting factors. This stakeholder is the Toronto District School Board. Given that
all the schools profiled herein are w ithin the same school board, it seems to me that there is an
im portant, unique, and arguably pow erful role, to be assum ed by the school board to help
facilitate school ground greening initiatives. I f the TDSB were to fully endorse the notion o f
school ground greening, they could help to create a board wide culture that honours the process
and product o f greening. In reflecting on the barriers and concerns that were identified by my
questionnaire respondents and interview ees, 1 suspect that upper level institutional involvem ent
m ight work to m anage barriers and m itigate concerns. In particular, the TDSB could play an
im portant role in dealing with:
ephem eral nature o f school populations (with TDSB support, they, in effect, become
a constant key player/thread that helps particularly in times o f personnel transitions);
•

poor designing, sho rt term planning that require tremendous amounts o f
m aintenance (w ith TDSB support, and em phasis on Trees/Rocks/M ulch designs will
be review ed to ensure issues related to m aintenance and sustainability are considered);
teachers not using f o r instruction (w ith TDSB support, curriculum material can be
created, in-service w orkshops offered, and endorsem ent offered for this type o f
teaching);

•

unauthentic student involvem ent (w ith TD SB support, student involvem ent could be
incorporated into curriculum ); and,
fu n d in g constraints (w ith TDSB support, funding could be coordinated and
centralized).
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C H A PT E R SUM M ARY

In C hapter 4 , 1 presented and discussed the key findings from my investigation o f school
ground greening in the T oronto D istrict School Board. I began by presenting a profile o f the
individuals, schools, and projects that w ere involved in my study. I then exam ined issues o f
design on the school grounds, by exploring the importance and adequacy o f a variety o f space
types o f the school ground. N ext, I explored how various stakeholders were involved throughout
the process o f greening before turning to an investigation o f the impacts o f these initiatives. I
concluded this chapter w ith a discussion o f the key lim iting and enabling factors for school
ground greening.
In the next and final chapter, I reflect on this dissertation in its entirety, offering a
concluding com m entary on both the process and product o f my study. I also present
recom m endations for research.
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C H A P T E R 5: R E F L E C T IO N S A N D R E C O M M E N D A T IO N S

Sum m ary o f Research
M any researchers have stressed the im portance o f allow ing all individuals, regardless o f
age, opportunities to experience ‘nature.’ Personally, I am particularly interested in the
relationship betw een children, nature and green school grounds. I worry that opportunities are
becom e increasingly limited for young people in urban C anada to connect with the natural world;
understanding the role o f green school grounds in providing nature experiences for young people
thus should not be underestim ated.
A t the outset o f this dissertation, I sum m arized key literature related to school ground
greening initiatives. I then presented and discussed the results o f my own study on school ground
greening initiatives w ithin the Toronto D istrict School Board, focusing particularly on who is
involved in greening initiatives (O bjective 1A), how they are involved (Objective 1C), the nature
o f the greening projects (O bjective IB ), the im pacts o f greening initiatives (O bjective 2), and the
perceived barriers and enabling factors (O bjective 3) in these initiatives. I now present a brief
sum m ary o f the m ain study objectives.

School, R espondent, Interview ee and Project Profiles (O bjective 1A and IB)
The TDSB was an ideal site to perform m y study given that approxim ately 20% o f the
more than 500 schools, from w idely varying contexts, have begun the process o f greening. My
study included 45 school com m unities in Toronto, O ntario, C anada and was inform ed by an
analysis o f 149 questionnaires and 27 interviews with teachers, parents, adm inistrators, as well as
TDSB and E vergreen adm inistrators. The study participants brought diverse experiences and
voices to this research project, differing in term s o f their age, gender and teaching experience, as
well as their level o f involvem ent and interest in greening initiatives. The schools varied as well:
some schools had only 200 students, while others had m ore than 1500; and, some schools were
located in T oronto’s w ealthiest neighbourhoods, while others were located in its poorest.
W orking w ith such a large num ber o f schools and diverse individuals under a single school board
adm inistration allow ed me to understand trends across the schools.

Profile o f Space Types (O bjective IB)
The school ground greening projects profiled in my questionnaires (N=45 projects) and
interview s (N=5 projects) offered a diversity o f circum stances and approaches for me to consider.
For exam ple, some o f the greening projects were brand new, while others were m ore than ten
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years old; some had budgets o f only a few hundred dollars, w hile others had access to hundreds
o f thousands o f dollars; and some had very com plex designs including ponds, murals, outdoor
classroom s, vegetable gardens, mazes and butterfly gardens, w hile others were m uch more
m odest and consisted o f only a few trees.

Process o f Greening School Grounds (O bjective 1C)
M y study revealed that a variety o f stakeholders are involved in greening projects in the
TD SB, including students, parents, teachers, principals and TDSB adm inistrators. With respect
to students, it appears that they are involved, to varying degrees, in the process o f greening. I
have argued that their involvem ent could certainly be more authentic, political, and active. I have
also argued that the TD SB and Evergreen m ust assum e a critical role in ensuring that young
people become m ore involved in greening initiatives (e.g., advocacy work, training o f
teachers/parents/principal, curriculum developm ent). Second, at all the schools profiled in the
case studies, an individual or a group (either teacher or p a ren t) is definitely taking the ‘lead.’ It
appears that some one/group m ust assume a leadership role for a project to advance: som eone to
m ake the phone calls, organize the w orker bees, have the big picture, m aintain the momentum,
etc. Third, the principals at all the schools profiled in this study have assum ed an im portant role
in supporting the initiatives. W hile their actual ‘time in the garden’ varies, it appears that their
overall involvem ent is absolutely critical: their endorsem ent or resistance o f a project can thus
enable or block an entire initiative. Fourth, SE S does appear to be a predictor for who is involved
in the process o f greening: at schools in higher SES com m unities, parents appear to be taking the
leadership role w hereas at schools in lower SES com m unities, teachers appear to be taking the
leadership role. Fifth, the schools profiled in this study are ephem eral. Students, teachers,
parents, and principals are constantly changing; these changes, although they are generally
predictable, seem to w reak havoc on the projects. Finally, the school board is playing a role in
som e o f the projects profiled in this research, but m uch o f their involvem ent remains
unrecognized.

Im pacts o f Green School Grounds (O bjective 2)
The m ajority o f research participants agreed strongly that their school ground greening
projects w ere having significant positive im pacts on m any aspects o f students’ and teachers’
experiences at school. These findings confirm that the benefits noted anecdotally and
docum ented through research at a small num ber o f schools (e.g., Bell, 2001a; R.C. M oore &
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Wong, 1997) are being realized at a m uch larger and statistically relevant level. Study
participants generally reported the following positive impacts o f greening initiatives:
•

Teachers are able to deliver a broad range o f subjects in the ‘outdoor classroom ’ created
through greening projects.

•

Student learning is enhanced in the outdoor classroom .

•

Teachers have renew ed enthusiasm for teaching and are using a w ide variety o f
innovative instructional strategies in the outdoor classroom .

•

Students dem onstrate m ore positive social behaviour w hen learning and playing on green
school grounds.

•

The diversity o f play spaces created through greening projects suits a w ider array o f
students than conventional tu rf and asphalt school grounds.

•

G reen school grounds prom ote environm ental aw areness and stewardship.

•

G reen school grounds are safer and healthier spaces for students.

•

G reen school grounds prom ote the social inclusion o f all people, irrespective o f gender,
race, class or intellectual ability.

O f course there were areas w here study participants felt the impacts could be im proved - for
example, they consistently reported that m ore teaching could and should be happening on the
outdoor classroom; and they reported that some areas that are spatially isolated (e.g., front o f
school building) were not accessible for play.
W hat is particularly striking is the fact that the results varied little across the board, despite
the differences among the schools, projects and research participants involved. The questionnaire
respondents and interviewees associated w ith 45 different greening projects consistently reported
positive impacts. Irrespective o f the respondent’s characteristics (e.g., gender, age), the school’s
characteristics (e.g., grade level, socio-econom ic status o f the school catchm ent area), or the
project’s characteristics (e.g., history, am ount o f funding), positive impacts w ere evident across
the m ajority o f areas investigated.

Lim iting and Enabling Factors (O bjective 3)
These positive impacts notw ithstanding, the m ajority o f study participants also expressed
concerns about school ground greening projects, suggesting that many green school grounds had
not reached their full potential. M y study adds im portant inform ation to our understanding o f
green school grounds and differs in im portant ways from som e studies that report only the ‘good
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n ew s’ stories o f greening projects (see Chapter 1 and 2 for my concerns about some o f the
literature).
K ey limiting factors that em erged in my study related to issues of:
•

Student involvem ent
Funding

•

Ephem eral school com m unities

•

Teacher training

•

Curriculum links
Design issues
Socio-economic status

A gain, w hat is striking is the fact that these concerns did not differ as a function o f school or
project characteristics or respondent dem ographics, indicating that they were relevant across a
range o f schools in the board.

Significance o f Research
M y study o f adult perceptions o f green school grounds in the TDSB adds to a growing
body o f research exploring the im pacts o f school ground greening projects; it also differs from
m uch o f the existing research for three main reasons. First, it adds to a small, but im portant, body
o f academ ic research (e.g., Bell, 2001a; Cheskey, 1994; Evergreen, 2003; H utchison, 1998;
Sim one, 2002) and practitioner literature (e.g., Bell, 2001b; Evergreen, 2000a, 2000b, 2002;
G rant & Littlejohn, 2001b) exploring these spaces from a Canadian perspective. (M uch o f the
existing research has been perform ed in the A ustralia, Norw ay, South Africa, Sweden, the United
K ingdom , and the U nited States.) Second, this research reports the perspectives o f multiple
stakeholders, including the voices o f teachers who are not actively involved in school ground
greening initiatives. This represents a departure from m uch o f the existing research that presents
the perspectives o f only people who are interested in, and committed to, the school ground
greening movement. Finally, this research differs from the majority o f existing research that has
operated solely within a qualitative paradigm (e.g., case studies o f a single school initiative).
This research used a quantitative approach, with questionnaires distributed to a large num ber o f
schools with a view to having a w ider perspective o f the impacts o f green schools, as well as a
qualitative approach, with the five case studies
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R eflections on my Journey
Several additional findings/issues emerged for me that were not related to green school
grounds, but instead w ere related to my research design decisions. Throughout the entire project
(even today in w riting this conclusion), I have struggled with my choice o f m ethods, and
wondered how com m ensurate they were w ith my m ethodological leanings. Like others w ho have
used questionnaires, I felt “restricted by both questions and m ethods [that w ere] incapable o f
understanding the com plexity” (P. H art & N olan, 1999, p.25), in this case, o f school ground
greening initiatives. W hy did I use questionnaires and interview s? Why did I seek adult
perceptions? W hy didn’t I talk to the students? Did 1 m ove outside o f the academ y enough in my
partnership with E vergreen to make m y research “political” (M alone, 1999)? In the data analysis
and w riting phases o f my research, I becam e increasingly aw are o f issues o f legitim ation and
representation as I sought to interpret the words and honour the questionnaire respondents and
interviewees. I realized how I would put on different ‘glasses’ to explore the data - som e days
these were rose-coloured glasses, som etim es these were grey glasses.
I was unprepared for and continuously struck by the differences betw een data that was
gathered in the questionnaires versus the interviews, yet I found some solace in realizing that
others have found these contradictions as w ell (see P. H art & N olan, 1999, p. 28). It is interesting
to ponder, in reflection, how the questionnaire design influenced the ‘story’ that I heard.
Q uestionnaire respondents were provided w ith a several closed answer questions that explored
issues about the greening project. For example, they were asked to rank involvem ent o f various
individuals (e.g. “from the following list o f individuals, pick the top three individuals and put 1-23” or “indicate the level o f involvem ent o f the individuals on a 4 point L ikert scale” (l= v e ry
involved; 4=not at all involved)). This type o f question allow ed me to have insight into som e
aspects o f who was involved, w hen they were involved, and how they w ere involved, but
obviously my understanding was still quite limited given the nature o f the questionnaire
construction that forced respondents to answ er within certain confines. I was glad to com plem ent
my findings from the questionnaires w ith my case study interviews because they allowed me to
ask more in-depth questions about the process o f greening. The apparent contradictions betw een
the questionnaires and the case studies certainly reinforced the im portance o f having a mixed
m ethods approach to research. O bviously, my understanding o f school ground greening w ould
have been limited had I chosen to only collect one form o f data (and o f course, had I added
another type o f method, such as ethnography, I would have another perspective on school ground
greening, that might well in fact contradict my questionnaires and my case study interviews!).
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Closely related, I felt continuous regret and even sadness at my decision to not include
the voices o f young people in this study. This decision was made for a num ber o f reasons: but
perhaps the biggest reason relates to the desire to understand trends o f greening initiatives at a
large num ber o f schools. It would have been very challenging to sim ultaneously include the
voices o f students a nd gather information from such a large num ber o f schools in the tim eline that
I set for m yself as a doctoral student. Despite these ‘rationalizations’ that I offer to explain my
research design decisions, 1 still feel trem endous regret - for my actions reinforce, to a certain
extent, the poor degree to w hich children participate in the analysis, planning, design,
m anagem ent, and m onitoring o f school grounds. The act o f not including students here is
political and their non-inclusion will have ram ifications through the ‘hidden curriculum ’ o f this
very text.
These m ethodological doubts aside, I am nonetheless confident that 1 have provided a
glim pse into the school ground greening initiatives in the TDSB, and addressed a gap in the
literature.

R eflections on Critical Environm ental Education
A t the outset o f this dissertation, in Chapter 2 , 1 indicated that I would fram e my study
within a critical environm ental perspective as it best reflected my theoretical and ideological
perspectives. Throughout my dissertation, I have used this positioning to discuss m any o f my
findings. In this final chapter o f my dissertation, I offer reflections on if and how I believe school
ground greening in the TDSB achieves the criterion o f critical environm ental education outlined
by Faw cett, Bell and Russell (2002).

R esisting Anthropocentrism
I believe that m any o f the school ground greening initiatives profiled in my study
successfully help students to disrupt anthropocentrism and the dichotom ous relationship betw een
hum ans and nature. W hen respondents and interviewees were asked to describe if and how
students were given opportunities to develop environm ental awareness, the overw helm ing
m ajority reported that the transform ed school ground facilitated positive connections with the
natural world. This was reported as being especially im portant in a large city like Toronto, where
m any young people have few opportunities to connect with the natural world. In my analysis, I
was struck by how the green school ground allowed students to connect with nature in an intim ate
and em bodied manner. Students were provided opportunities to overcom e fears and
m isconceptions about nature. Learning opportunities happened not only via the formal
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curriculum , but also during through the informal and nonform al curriculum in unstructured times
such as recess and lunches. I suspect that the opportunity to resist anthropocentrism em erged not
only for students, but also for teachers. Their enthusiasm for the green school ground and its
effect on students suggests that they too are being affected by the space.

G round Teaching and Learning in Student’s Lives
Given that m any questionnaire respondents and interviewees reported that that green
school grounds were used so rarely for delivering curriculum , the possibilities to ground teaching
and learning in the lives o f students rem ains unrealized. It appears that students in the TDSB
continue to be separated from their learning experience through curriculum standardization,
textbooks, and pow er structures that exist in schools.
I suspect that competing and conflicting demands on the curriculum in the Ontario have
created a series o f tensions for the green school ground projects in the context o f a school’s
curriculum . A n initial tension which can be identified is that teaching and learning through green
school grounds is not necessarily seen as legitimate or as readily assessed as indoor learning.
Certainly, it now seems to be taken for granted that the bulk o f teaching and learning in relation
to the curriculum in Ontario takes place w ithin the classroom , although clearly this has not always
been the case, nor is it a settled matter. In my study, I noted the ascendance o f a culture o f
inspection and accountability in the O ntario schools sector, which has tended to reinforce this
classroom -based orientation towards the curriculum . In turn, this cultural shift in the education
system has positioned many schools as docile, com pliance-oriented and technicist in the face o f
increased centralization and curriculum control (see Hargreaves, 2003; H argreaves & Fullan,
1988). A s a consequence, outdoor learning that could occur on green school ground has been
m anoeuvred away from being regarded as essential to curriculum teaching and learning activities.
Thus, w hile there are distinct possibilities for grounding teaching and learning in students
lives through the greening initiatives described in my study, the situation both within and outside
o f schools in term s o f the policy fram ework means that the projects are, and remain, tangential to
m any o f the targets and drivers o f having to ‘deliver’ a curriculum w ithin a school, its building
and environs.

A ttention to Place/Bioregionalism
Upon reflection, it appears that m any o f the school grounds profiled in this study are
helping students to gain an understanding o f their bioregion or hom eplace. The large m ajority o f
questionnaire respondents and interviewees reported that students w ere able to learn about their
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local environm ent on the green school ground. The green school ground thus provided a venue
for allow ing students to learn that nature is not separate from the city, a perception that is often
encouraged (implicitly and explicitly) when students are taken on buses away from the city to
nature for their environm ental education lessons.
A rguably, opportunities for learning about students’ homeplace and bioregion are (still)
under realized in schools where little formal teaching happens on the green school ground.
Students in these situations are left to make their own connections, through inform al learning
opportunities that emerge through playing on the school ground.

Action
U nlike many traditional environm ental education program s that fail to provide a forum
for students to act upon know ledge they have gained, school ground greening initiatives can
provide students with opportunities to engage in real life environm ental work. In the majority o f
greening projects profiled in m y study, students are being encouraged, to a degree, to become
involved in the process o f greening. I have argued that at m any o f the schools their participation
could certainly be more authentic, particularly in the early stage o f greening - problem
identification. N evertheless, m any students are involved in assisting with the design o f the
school grounds; m any are helping with the actual plantings and maintenance. I expect that their
involvem ent will allow them to learn skills related to dem ocracy, citizenship, and participation.
Clearly m uch m ore learning could happen if they w ere involved earlier on in the projects.
W hile I was often critical o f adult over-involvem ent in selected parts o f my dissertation, I
also realize that for many adults in my study, their involvem ent in the greening initiative was also
an opportunity for them to learn skills about political action. M any o f them reported that they had
never been involved in such a large project and that they learned that they could m ake a
difference and leave a professional legacy. O nce again, the benefits are not ju st for students.
I rem ain unclear if the school ground greening initiatives profiled in my study encourage
changes in personal behaviour and social and organizational practices to deliver the kinds
changes in broad social, economic and physical infrastructure that some critical environm ental
educators envisage (e.g., Capra, 1999; Sterling, 2001). R ather than green school grounds
initiatives being essentially sites o f social reproduction and business-as-usual in term s o f teaching
and learning, I would like to see them becom e an integral part o f environmental education. M ore
clearly, I would like to see them assist changing the educational culture towards the realization o f
hum an potential and the interdependence o f social, econom ic and ecological w ellbeing, and hence
lead to transform ative learning. Based on my study though, I suspect that they are, perhaps, (still)
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som ething ‘ex tra’ and ‘outside’ o f the m ainstream , and therefore doing little to change the social
and pedagogical status quo in schools.

Diverse V oices and Resistance
C om plexities emerged in my study regarding if and how green school grounds provided a
venue for challenging the traditions o f a hom ogenous environm ental education com m unity. On
one hand, 1 heard countless reports that school grounds were inclusive and non-judgem ental.
Interviewees indicated that anyone was w elcom e to the ‘garden club.’ Evidently, school ground
greening projects are welcom ing o f anyone, regardless o f race, class, gender, or age.
On the other hand, I found consistent and troubling relationships between SES and school
ground greening that suggested that schools in higher SES com m unities are far more likely to
have successful initiatives than schools in low er SES comm unities. Access to and distribution o f
social and econom ic capital was clearly not equal. Schools in higher SES com m unities
consistently had raised m uch m ore m oney for greening projects than their counterparts. These
same schools alm ost always had an active parent group that drove the initiatives; while in lower
SES schools, the projects were prim arily teacher driven. I suppose it should not be a surprise that
w hen questionnaire respondents were asked to evaluate the adequacy o f their green school
grounds, respondents from higher SES schools reported that their grounds were consistently more
adequate.
Thus it appears that school ground greening projects challenge, in small ways, the
hom ogenous environm ental education com m unity. B ut in many other ways, these projects serve
to reinforce the status quo o f environm ental education being m ost accessible for prim arily white,
m iddle upper class schools. Upon reflection, I am sad to report that my original hope that “school
ground greening initiative provide a possible venue for critical environm ental educators to
explore the full possibilities o f socially ju st environm ental education” (see Chapter 2), remains,
for the m ost part, unrealized.

Priorities for R esearch on G reen School Grounds
M y research adds to our understanding o f the potential o f green school grounds. It also
provides a springboard for identifying future research priorities. Reflecting upon this dissertation
and my review o f existing literature, it appears that there are many challenges that com plicate the
process o f researching the impacts o f school ground greening initiatives. Thus far,
m ethodological approaches to the study o f school ground greening have been fairly lim ited, and
certainly do not reflect the diversity o f possible approaches available to environm ental education
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(Russell & Hart, 2003; see also, D enzin & Lincoln, 2000) As well, the foci o f study in school
ground greening have also been som ew hat limited, w hich is not surprising given it is a relatively
new phenom enon. To conclude the dissertation, then, I offer the following priorities for research
on school ground greening initiatives. O f course, I am sure readers will also envision other
priorities; I offer these, then, as food for thought and, perhaps, inspiration.
A basic research priority is to use a w ide range o f existing and “ em erging genres” o f
inquiry (Russell & Hart, 2003, p. 5) to explore green school grounds. W hile much o f the
research reported in this dissertation has been done in traditional quantitative and qualitative
frameworks, additional research from em erging genres (e.g., feminist poststructuralist, narrative,
participatory research, postphenom onology, etc.) m ust be done to enhance our understanding o f
green school grounds. The challenges inherent in each genre are significant and must be
recognized. For exam ple, w ithin a quantitative genre, if a researcher hopes to acquire data
through field-based observations, true experim entation on green school grounds is extrem ely
difficult. W hile researching the impacts o f green school grounds, it is difficult to assign subjects
randomly to conditions, to control extraneous variables, and to have strong m anipulations.
Additional constraints include the challenges o f conducting m easurem ents unobtrusively.
Further, if a true experim ental design is em ployed that involves physical design m odifications,
additional constraints em erge, such as lack o f time, funding, and other resources. (For a good
example o f quantitative experim ental designs, see the w ork o f the researchers at the H um an
Environm ent Research Laboratory at the U niversity o f Illinois (e.g., Faber-Taylor et al., 2001,
2002; Kuo, 2001; Kuo & Sullivan, 2001b)). O ther challenges emerge for researchers w orking
within qualitative and em erging genres o f inquiry as well, especially around issues o f legitimation
and representation. (For an excellent discussion o f various genres o f environm ental education
research, see volum e 8 o f the Canadian Journal o f Environm ental Education (2003)). To sum,
contributions from all genres help to deepen our understanding o f green school grounds.
A second priority in the research on school grounds is to increase the sample size o f
those studies conducted using traditional methods. W hile in-depth case studies o f single greening
initiatives provide rich insights into the experiences at one school (e.g., Bell (2001a); R.C M oore
(1997)), it is im portant to com plem ent these studies with large scale studies that survey a large
num ber o f schools (e.g., Lieberm an and H oody, 1998; H arvey, 1989) or to combine the results o f
multiple case studies with a view to identifying patterns and trends across a large num ber o f
schools.
A third basic research priority is to understand the longterm im pacts o f greening
initiatives. For example, do students and teachers becom e habituated to greening initiatives? Do

222

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

the impacts wear o ff w ith repeated/continuous exposure? W hat, if any, learnings do young
people who attend schools w ith green grounds carry into their adolescence? A dulthood?
Longitudinal studies m ust thus be perform ed to docum ent the im pacts over tim e. (For an example
o f longitudinal studies, see the w ork o f R.C. M oore, 1986b, 1989a, 1989b, 1989c, 1995, 1996,
1997 and W ells, 2000).
A fourth basic priority in the research on the impacts o f school ground greening
initiatives is to identify the range o f factors that are influenced by the greening initiative. W hile
the research reviewed in this dissertation has pointed to the links betw een greening initiatives and
student cognition, social behaviours, play, environm ental values, health and safety, m uch remains
to be understood about other possible impacts. For example, are students who attend schools
with greening projects influenced in other ways? A re surrounding com m unity m em bers
influenced by the presence o f a green school ground? Does a green school ground contribute to
the ecological functioning o f a com m unity w atershed? Exploration o f the impacts m ust extend
beyond the evident causal relationships into less obvious impacts that are m ore difficult to name,
describe and understand. For exam ple, is it possible that students attending schools with green
grounds hold expectations that these spaces should be available around their hom es? A nd what
happens if and when their expectations are not m et? Do they react negatively to their caregivers
who may be unable to provide similar spaces? Researchers m ust be thoughtful and creative in
seeking to understand the full range o f impacts o f green school ground.
A fifth basic research priority is to understand if different greening initiatives have
discrete spheres o f influence. For exam ple, is there a m inim um size that a project m ust be to
have influence? A re there a m inim um num ber o f elements (e.g., trees, ponds, m urals) that must
be present before a green school ground is effective? Do some elem ents have m ore o f an effect
than others?
A sixth basic research priority is to understand more about the process o f school ground
greening initiatives. W hile several researchers and practitioners have pointed to the importance
o f process (e.g., H unter et al., 1998; K enny, 1996), m uch o f the literature on green school
grounds (including the m ajority o f this research project) points to the benefits that emerge after
the school ground has been transform ed. Yet, w hat are the benefits for students, teachers,
parents, and administrators who are involved in the process o f greening a school ground? W hat is
the scope o f their participation? Is student participation authentic (see H art (1992; 1997))? Is the
focus prim arily on m aking the school ground ‘green’, or is there a focus on acknow ledging the
importance o f problem solving, critical thinking, planning, em pow erm ent, and dem ocracy? How
does the culture o f schooling constrain/enable these processes?
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A seventh basic research priority is to understand the impacts o f school ground greening
from an international perspective. Given that the large m ajority o f literature described herein
has been performed in English speaking industrialized w orlds, m uch rem ains to be understood by
reviewing the literature produced from other non-English speaking industrialized and developing
countries.37 Once such a review has been perform ed and research gaps identified, it would be
interesting to consider com parative cross-site/country investigations o f school grounds.
An eighth basic research priority is to understand how greening school grounds relate to
the values and goals o f the w ider educational system , or, if and how these processes contribute
to a ‘sustainable’ education, including the adoption o f a system ic, rather than sector-specific,
perspective to learning in and beyond schools. For exam ple, how (if at all) do school ground
greening initiatives contribute to the goals o f the UN D ecade o f Education for Sustainable
D evelopm ent? How do these projects challenge dom inant (and troubling) trends in the education
system (e.g., increased centralization and curriculum control) that result in increasingly passive,
com pliance-oriented and docile students?
A final basic priority in the research on school ground greening is to identify the
underlying aspects o f the greening-outcom e relationships. For example, w hy are social
relationships im proved on a green school ground as com pared with an asphalt school ground?
Why are students perform ing better academ ically w hen they attend green school grounds? W hile
some theoretical explanations have been proposed (e.g., the K aplans’ A ttention Restoration
Theory) for some o f the relationships, further dialogue is w arranted, particularly in the context o f
school ground greening initiatives. Furtherm ore, (how ) do issues o f class, race, and gender
influence green(ing) school grounds? And, (how ) do patterns o f access to social/econom ic capital
influence the projects?

R ecom m endations for G reen School Grounds in the TDSB
M y dissertation presents clear evidence that green school grounds in the TDSB are a
significant asset. They have the potential to enrich the quality o f life, education and the
environm ent for present and future generations o f young people. W hether greening initiatives are
new or w ell-established, urban or suburban, or located in poor or w ealthy neighbourhoods, their

37 In making such a research recommendation, I am not implying that no research has been done in nonEnglish speaking developed or developing countries. In fact, I am confident that this is not the case.
Rather, the literature used in this dissertation reflects Anglophonic works only. There are, thus, many other
resources that likely remain to be accessed.
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benefits are broad-ranging and encouraging. They influence in a positive m anner m any aspects o f
students’ educational experiences, including their learning, their social interactions, their health
and safety and their environm ental aw areness.
The greening m ovem ent in the TD SB is still relatively young, dating back only a dozen
years or so. Thus, it is probably safe to assum e that the benefits discussed in this report represent
only the early stages o f w hat is actually possible once these programs mature. W hat my study
suggests is that this maturing process could be substantially enhanced if the key im pedim ents to
greening initiatives w ere addressed. M ost o f these im pedim ents are institutional in nature,
reflecting the dom inant culture o f schooling in C anada - a culture that does not adequately
recognize or value the benefits o f hands-on, outdoor learning. Unfortunately, green school
grounds are often treated as som ething ‘extra’ or ‘outside’ the primary m andate o f schools (see S.
B arker, Slingsby, & Tilling, 2003; Fisher, 2001). My study also highlights the huge untapped
potential o f greening efforts. M any study participants felt that teachers were not using the green
school ground nearly as m uch or as effectively as they could. They identified challenges such as
fund-raising, grounds design and m aintenance, and teachers’ unfamiliarity with delivering the
curriculum and managing classes outdoors. To m eet these challenges, participants pointed to the
need for professional developm ent, curriculum resources and wider, more consistent institutional
support for teachers who w ish to use the school ground as an outdoor classroom.
In light o f the challenges and opportunities identified, I offer the following specific
recom m endations regarding policy developm ent, teacher training, curriculum resources and board
initiatives:

1.

Policy Developm ent. As m y study indicates, institutional endorsem ent o f greening
initiatives is crucial to their long-term success. High-level support, for exam ple at the
provincial policy level, w ould provide a stable, recognized com m itm ent to guide
O ntario’s College o f Teachers, Faculties o f Education, school boards, adm inistrators and
teachers.

Recom m endations
•

The Ontario M inistry o f Education should officially recognize, at the policy
level, the educational, social and ecological benefits o f outdoor learning on green
school grounds.
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•

The policies developed by the Ontario M inistry o f Education should support and
prom ote school ground greening initiatives by addressing issues related to
funding, training and curriculum .

2.

School Board Initiatives. A s described in my study, a variety o f new initiatives within
the TDSB (Ecoschools Program , Evergreen-TD SB Partnership) are fostering the
recognition and support needed to m ore fully realize the promise o f green school
grounds. These leading-edge initiatives provide a model for school boards across the
province.

R ecom m endations
•

The TDSB should continue to expand planning and design support for green
school grounds to ensure that M aster Plan designs and school- initiated projects
incorporate m eaningful, engaging and sustainable design elem ents to facilitate
outdoor learning.

•

School boards across the province should provide planning and design support
for school ground projects to ensure that plans incorporate m eaningful, engaging
and sustainable design elem ents to facilitate outdoor learning.

•

School boards should elevate the im portance o f green school grounds in term s o f
funding priorities, given their m any benefits and given the fact that schools
located in poorer neighbourhoods have difficulty raising funds.

•

The TDSB should explore, understand, formalize and prom ote alternative school
ground m anagem ent structures with a view to increasing the efficiency o f
existing and em erging greening initiative committees.

•

The TD SB should prom ote increased student participation in greening initiatives
throughout the analysis, planning, design, management, and m onitoring o f school
grounds. This will require that parents, teachers, and principals understand how
to include young people in m ore m eaningful and authentic ways. The curriculum
could also support increased youth participation.

3.

Teacher and Principal Education. M y study reveals that m any teachers in the TDSB
lack the confidence and skills to use the green school ground as an outdoor classroom.
W hile the TDSB currently offers a series o f w orkshops on green school grounds, m any
study participants reported that they were either unaware o f the w orkshops, unable to
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participate, or wanted even more training. W ithout adequate education to address such
challenges as fund-raising, time m anagem ent, m aintenance and design, green school
grounds will rem ain an underutilized resource. Faculties o f Education and school boards
across the province need to ensure that professional developm ent opportunities are
available to student teachers and practicing teachers. Similar opportunities m ust be
available for principals so they can guide and support teachers in their schools.

R ecom m endations
•

Faculties o f Education should recognize the value o f outdoor learning and
provide professional developm ent opportunities for student teachers and
practicing teachers who wish to engage in greening initiatives and make full use
o f the outdoor classroom.

•

The TDSB and school boards across the province should provide professional
developm ent opportunities for practicing teachers who wish to engage in
greening initiatives and make full use o f the outdoor classroom .

•

The TDSB and school boards across the province should provide professional
developm ent opportunities for principals w ho wish to support greening
initiatives.

4.

Curriculum D evelopm ent. The m andated Ontario curriculum does not explicitly
endorse or support the use o f school grounds for teaching. M y study indicates that
w ithout such explicit endorsem ent and guidance, teachers are discouraged from using the
school ground as an outdoor classroom.

R ecom m endations
•

The Ontario M inistry o f Education should ensure that curriculum policy
docum ents explicitly recognize the value o f learning in the outdoor classroom
and provide concrete exam ples o f how the curriculum can be delivered on school
grounds.

•

The Ontario M inistry o f Education, in conjunction with school boards across the
province, should ensure that curricular resources are developed to help facilitate
the delivery o f the m andated curriculum in the outdoor classroom .
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W hile my dissertation adds to the understanding o f som e o f the impacts o f green(ing)
school grounds, we are far from understanding the com plex relationships between green school
grounds, ‘nature,’ and young people. M y research and the other studies described throughout,
how ever, have begun to articulate the im portant param eters on which to focus and set directions
for future work. The continuation o f research on green school grounds remains critical.
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A p p en d ix A Invo lv ed T ea ch e r Q u estio n n aire
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Your school is invited to participate in th e
School Ground Greening Survey, a partnership initiative
of the T.D.S.B., Evergreen and Lakehead University.

This survey should take about 20 m inutes to complete.

Please complete and retu rn this survey, in th e envelope provided,
to your principal by February 7, 2003.

All schools th a t retu rn surveys will be entered in a draw to
win a copy of Lorraine Johnson's “100 Easy to Grow Native Plants"
or their choice of one of Evergreen's books or videos.

T h an k you fo r p a rticip a tin g !
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January 16, 2003

Dear Participant,

Thank you for participating in a study concerning school ground greening in your school board. You have been
asked to com plete th e survey because of your school's efforts to green its school ground. Greening your school
ground, in th is case, is m eant to describe a collaborative effort to improve th e school grounds th ro u g h th e
introduction and addition of trees and shrubs, gardens, art, gathering areas, etc. You are being asked to respond
to th is survey because of your active involvem ent in th e greening project at your school. We h ope you take th e
tim e to com plete th e questionnaire as we look forward to hearing about how you th in k th e project has
influenced teachers and students a t your school.

I am a doctoral stu d e n t a t Lakehead U niversity and I am working with Evergreen and th e Toronto D istrict School
Board to conduct a study e n titled "An evaluation of school ground greening in an urban S outhern Ontario
school board: Current status, best practices, and future directions." Both th e T.D.S.B. and Evergreen are aware
of and endorse my research and th is questionnaire. If you w ant to confirm th is w ith eith er organization, please
contact Richard Christie, District wide coordinator of Environm ental Education a t th e T.D.S.B. a t (416) 571-0374
or Cam Collyer, Program Manager for Evergreen's Learning Grounds Program a t (416) 596-1495 x 28.

I am conducting th is stu d y to in v estig ate th e scope of change on T.D.S.B. school grounds and to b e tte r
un d erstan d th e ir p o ten tial. Very little is understood a b o u t th e general tren d s or overall effects of green
school grounds in Canada and my research will add to a growing body of litera tu re th a t explores th e p o ten tia l
of th ese im p o rta n t spaces. I t is appropriate to perform research in your school board because approxim ately
30% of th e schools have green school grounds, making th is area an ideal lo catio n to in v estig a te th e effects
of a large num ber of green school grounds. The purpose of th e p resen t research p roject, th e n , is to determ ine
te a c h e r/a d m in istra to r/p a re n t perceptions of school ground greening and to gen erate a sta tu s rep o rt on th e
s ta te of existing green school grounds in your board, focusing on salien t characteristics and lim iting or
enabling factors of school ground greening projects.

As a participant in th is study, you will be asked to complete th e following questionnaire related to school ground
greening. All inform ation gathered in th is research project will rem ain confidential and securely stored at
Lakehead U niversity for seven years. While you will be asked to identify your school on th is questionnaire, no
individual or school will ever be identified in any report of th e results. You may w ithdraw from th is study at any
time. The findings of th is project will be made available to you, at your request, u p o n com pletion of th e project.

Please return th e completed questionnaire to your principal in th e enclosed envelope by Friday, February 7, 2003.

Thank you for your cooperation.
Sincerely,

Ja n e t E. Dyment, Research Associate
TDSB and Evergreen School Ground Research Initiative

Dr. Constance Russell, Thesis Supervisor
c /o Faculty of Education, Lakehead University
955 Oliver Road
Thunder Bay, ON P7B 5E1
Telephone: (807)343-8049
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PART 1 :
ABOUT YOURSELF

O

Female

O Male
O 40-50 O

a.

Gender:

b.

Age: O <30

c.

Please indicate your highest level of education com pleted:

O

30-40

>50

O Undergraduate O College Diploma O Masters O
d.

Doctorate

O

Other

If you com pleted post-secondary studies, w hat were your major areas of study?
(Please describe) ______________________________________________ _:___________________________________

e.

First language: _________________- ___________________________________________________

f.

Country of citizenship: _____________________________________________________________

g.

If you were n o t born in Canada, how m any years have you been living in C anad a?______

h.

How many years have you been teaching in th e public/private education field? ________

i.

How many years have you been working a t your present school?

j.

Rate your level of involvement w ith th e school ground greening project a t your school:
1

2

Not at all in volved

k.

3
Fairly in volved

Rate your level of interest in th e school ground greening project
1

2

Not a t all in te r e ste d

L.

N ot very in v o lv ed

N ot very in te r e ste d

3
Fairly in te r e ste d

____________

4
Very involved

a t your school:
4
Very in te re ste d

How many years have you been involved in school ground greening projects?
(i.e., include the current project and other projects) ________________________________________________

m. Please briefly describe how you have been involved in th e school ground greening project
at your school.

'PLEASE NOTE THAT ALL INFORMATION PROVIDED IS CONFIDENTIAL. NO INDIVIDUAL
OR SCHOOL NAMES WILL EVER BE IDENTIFIED IN THE SURVEY REPORT OR SUBSEQUENT
DOCUMENTATION THAT EMERGES FROM THE RESULTS OF THE STUDY
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PART 2 :
A B O U T YOUR SCHOOL

a.

Name of school:

b.

Number of staff:

c.

Number of students:

d.

Estimate the percentage of the following ethnicities represented in the student body
at the school:

i.
ii.

e.

Caucasian

%

African Canadian

%

iii.
iv.
V.

Asian

vi.

Other (please name)

Aboriqinal

%
%

Latino/Hispanic

%
%

Estimate the average time, per day, that students spend on the school yard during
the following times:

i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
V.
vi.
f.

Before school:
Morninq recess:
Lunch hour:
Afternoon recess:

m inutes/day
m inutes/day
m inutes/ day
m inutes/day

After school:

m inutes/day

Other times:

m inutes/day

Estimate the average time per week that your students spend on the green school ground
as part of formal classes:

i.

Time in classes

hours/week

g.

Time that your school timetable officially starts:

h.

Time that your school timetable officially ends: _

L

Estimate the number of teachers who instruct lessons on the green school ground:
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3

PART 3 :
A B O U T YOUR GREENING PROJECT

3.1

a.

Initial Motivation
Please select the one individual or group who, in your estimation, provided
the initial motivation to start the project/process of greening at your school
(Please check only one).

O
O
o
O
b.

Students
Principal
Parent teacher committee
Neighbours

O Teachers
O School Board
O Individual parents
O Other (please describe):

Please indicate the top 2 reasons why you think the individual who you selected above
was motivated to transform the school ground (Rank l and 2 ).

Rank top
2 reasons
To enhance the c u rricu la r o p p o r tu n itie s for teaching outdoors
To m eet the le a rn in g s ty le s of a wide number of students
To enhance the so cia l environment for students
(e.g., reduce bullying, provide more sm all group gathering areas)

To enhance the e n v ir o n m e n t for flora and fauna (e.g., wildlife habitat)
To increase c o n ta c t w ith th e n a tu r a l w orld for students
To create a sa fe r school environment (e.g., less vandalism, less accidents, less fighting)
To improve p la y opportunities for students (e.g., less hard surface, more play options)
To create a h e a lth ie r school ground environment for students
(e.g., provide increased shade, reduced exposure to pesticides)

To create a p e a c e fu l space (i.e., where people can rest, contem plate, and cool down)
To create a more in c lu siv e school ground space, with respect to gender, socio
economic status, ethnicity, ability
Others (please d escrib e): ____________________________________________________________
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3 .2

History

a.

What year was school ground greening first initiated at your sch ool?------------

b.

Since the project was first initiated at your school, have there ever been periods
of inactivity?

O Yes O No

If you responded YES, please explain:

3.3

Elements
Please indicate all the elements that are now found on your school ground (Check all th a t apply).

O

Butterfly garden

O
O
O
o
O
O
O
O
O
O

Nesting structures for birds

O

Sand and water element together

O
O
O
O
o

Pond/Wetland/Water element

O
O

Seating for class (e.g. log circle, am phitheatre)

O

Public art (murals, p ainting on w alls/ground)

O

Nature trail

O

Other (please describe):

Composting stations
Vermicomposter (worms)
Coniferous trees
Deciduous trees
Woodland
Hedge rows
Berms
Rocks/Boulders
Sand

Vegetable garden
Wildflower meadow
Bird feeders
Greenhouse
Signage/Interpretive displays
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5

3.4 Physical site profile
Please complete this chart using the following two scales:

How important do you think

How adequate are the

the spaces described in the

spaces that are described

middle column are on an ideal

in the middle column on

or exemplary school ground?

your school ground?

VERY IMPORTANT

FAIRLY IMPORTANT

NOT VERY IMPORTANT

NOT AT ALL IMPORTANT

VERY ADEQUATE

FAIRLY ADEQUATE

NOT VERY ADEQUATE

NOT AT ALL ADEQUATE

NOT PRESENT

4

3

2

1

Grass fie ld /y a rd /p itc h

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Hard surface play spaces for sports and games
(e.g., court, rink, pavem ent, tarmac, walls)

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

M anufactured equipm ent and play stru ctu res
(e.g., ju n g le gym s)

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Loose p a rts p lay elem ents (e.g., balls, portable
p lay equipm ent brought fro m inside school)

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Sand play area

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Elements th a t support creative play (e.g., m usical
installations, theatrical stages, playhouse)

5

4

3

2

1

ESSENTIAL
5

TYPES OF SPACES/ELEMENTS

5

4

3

2

1

Small group gathering spaces (i.e., 2 - 10 stu d en ts)

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Meet and g reet spaces (e.g., entrance seating
and garden beds)

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Places for in d iv id u al/p airs to find refuge
for play, learning and reflection

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Class sized gathering spaces

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Large group gathering spaces
(i.e., larger than one class)

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

B uilt elem ents to support learning
(e.g., w ea th ersta tio n , composter)

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

N atural elem ents to su p p o rt learning
(e.g., fo o d gardens, h abitat areas)

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Shaded areas (e.g., groves o f trees, built shade
shelters, seating in shade)

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Areas sh eltere d from th e wind

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Areas sh eltered from th e rain and snow

5

4

3

2

1

5

4

3

2

1

Other:

5

4

3

2

1
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3.5 Roles and responsibilities

1

2

3

Not a t all in v o lv ed

N ot very in v o lv ed

Som ew hat in volved

4
Very in volved

How involved were each of the following

How involved are each of the following

in the initial phases of the project?

in the on-going maintenance?

(e.g., designing, fundraising, visioning,

(e.g., harvesting, watering in the summer,

initial planting)

weeding)

Students

l

2

3

4

Students

1

2

3

4

Teachers

1

2

3

4

Teachers

1

2

3

4

4

Individual parents

1

2

3

4

Parent teacher committee

1

2

3

4

Individual parents

1

2

3

Parent teacher committee

1

2

3

4

Community members

1

2

3

4

Community members

l

2

3

4

Principal

1

2

3

4

Principal

1

2

3

4

Custodial staff

1

2

3

4

Custodial staff

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

School board ground
maintenance staff

School board ground
l

2

3

4

Other school board staff
or trustees

maintenance staff
Other school board staff

1

2

3

4

Other (please name):

or trustees
Other (please name):

1

2

3

4

3 .6 Volunteers
In your opinion, who are the 3 individuals/groups that have donated the most volunteer
time throughout the entire project? (Please rank 1, 2 and 3)
Students
Teachers
Individual parents
Parent teacher committee
Communitv members
Principal
Custodial staff
School board ground maintenance staff
Other school board staff or trustees
Other (please name):
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PART 4 :
WHAT I S H A P P E N IN G ON
YOUR GREEN SCHOOL GROUND?
Rate the following statements using the scales provided. Circle the number that best corresponds
with your opinion.

Curriculum

zm

70
>
70
m

<

m

50

-<

rr

I use our school ground to help m e instruct curricular
material related to:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Language arts
M athematics
Physical education
Geography
Science

1

2
2
2
2
2

1
1
1

to
o2
a
3C
C?

o
3PI
z

3
3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4
4

TO

m
O
C
1—

>

TO

Z

5
5
5
5
5

Comments:

E f f e c t o n T e a c h in g P r a c t ic e s

6.
7.
8.

I use an interdisciplinary approach
w hen I am teaching on th e school ground.
Other teachers su p p o rt my use of th e
school ground for teaching.
My adm inistrators (e.g., principal, vice-principal)
support my use of th e school ground for teaching.

0

1

2

3

4

5

0

1

2

3

4

5

0

1

2

3

4

5

o o

to
OO
pi
2 Q
pi m
2
<
<
X>
to

2
IC o
> -t
z
o
m

As compared to teaching indoors, when I teach on the
green school ground:
9. My m otivation for teaching has
10. My willingness to use innovative
in stru ctio n al strateg ies has
11. The am ount of team teaching I do has
12. My ability to m ain tain class control has
13. My need for assistance (eg ., parent helpers, volunteers) has
14. The am ount of tim e I spend preparing lessons has

>
09
P
PI

>z
-a
o
•o
-H
1
“
>
09
P
m

1<

pi

m
m o
to

>
—
*»m

n■< >

pi

©

> pi
-H

©

AGREI

zm
C
—
701

to yo

>

CJ

STROf

£ °
u
»m' <
r>
j—

©
to
>
CO
20
PI
PI

AGREI

>z

"O ©
"O
r~ H

<r>

i—
■
<

i/> «
o z

2 2
m
^ P~i
«X >to
>» pi
—HO

30 S
o

m
>
H

^
rn

p
-< >
to
pi

©

0
0

1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5

1

Comments:
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Student Learning and Academic Achievement
As compared to teaching indoors, when I teach on the

> z
3w 2H
r~
r>
CO
rn

<n a
to m
m 2
5 2

v;
O
5
m

~< O')
m
o

x </>
> m
^ ©

o
m
2
»

°
I
^
z

z
o

ln «

Im *£
>
X LO
^ rn
=h a

S
°

<T> 5
>
^
r<

^
nn
>
i/)
m
o

green school ground I fin d that:
15. My ability to m eet th e learning styles
of a diversity of stu d en ts has
16. S tu d en t enthusiasm and engagem ent for learning has
17. S tudent ability to retain know ledge and skills h as
18. S tudent ability to th in k more creatively has
19. S tudent academic learning, as m easured by
perform ance on standardized te s ts and im proved
m astery of curriculum standards, has

0

1

2

3

4

5

4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

Comments:

Student Behaviour and Social Development
As compared to a more typical fla t, tu r f and asphalt school
ground, when students are learning and playing on the

<r> o
jo m
m
> 50
—f m
E
■< >
i/>
m
O

a
O
S
m

o
in
"
TO

x
3> m
-4 O

i-iz
X o
> -t
7
g
w

I/)
o
3*
m
3
<
X

5
r»
m
>
i/>
m
o

30

Ci 5

58
m 5LJ
>
r~\
T—
-<

TO
rn
>
1/1
m
o

green school ground I fin d that:
20. The level of positive and civil behaviour am ongst
stu d en ts has
21. The am ount of effective com m unication betw een
students has
22. Cooperation among stu d en ts has
23. S tudent discipline problems have
24. Positive social interactio n s betw een teachers
and stu d en ts have
25. Overall stu d e n t pro-social behaviour
(cooperation, respectful, non-violent) has

l

2

3

4

5

l

2

3

4

5

l

2

3

l

2

3

l

2

3

4
4
4

5
5
5

l

2

3

4

5

Comments:
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9

©

Environmental Awareness and Stewardship

70

As compared to a more typical fla t, tu r f and asphalt

3E
e

o70

school ground, when students are learning and playing
on the green school ground I fin d that:
26. S tudents are likely to e x p lo re
widely.
27. S tudents are able to le a r n
about
th e ir local environm ent.
28. S tudents sh o w
care and respect for th e
school ground.

As compared to a more typical fla t, tu ft and asphalt
school ground, 1 fin d th a t our green school ground:
29. P ro v id es
stim ulation of stu d en ts'
curiosity and "sense of wonder."
30. Provides o p p o rtu n ity for stu d en ts to have .
interaction w ith th e n atu ra l environm ent.
31. F o ste rs_______ environm ental aw areness in stu d en ts.
32. F o ste rs_______ environm ental stew ardship in students.
33. P rovides_______ o pportu n ities for stu d en ts to have
som ething to care about.
34. P ro v id es
opportu n ities for stu d en ts to
understand th e ir relationship to th e n a tu ra l world
and to u n d erstan d th a t th e y are a p a rt of n atu re.
Comments:

Safety/Health
As compared to a more typical fla t, tu r f and asphalt
school ground, I fin d th a t on our green school ground:
35. The likelihood of "knock and bum p" in ju ries has
36. Aggressive behaviour am ongst stu d e n ts has
37. The incidence of crime (e.g., vandalism, graffiti,
trespassing) on th e school ground has
38. Pesticide use has
39. The am ount of shaded space has

<
n om
70
mn
> tm
o
E in
>
-<
m
O
1
1
1
1
1
1

in
o
Om
3m Q
A
< wJ
%
>
Z
in
>
m
-H O

C
z oz
> -»
•y
<
r>
m
O

2

3
3
3
3
3
3

2

2
2
2
2

in
O£
z2
z °
m
5
0
2 m
S
>
Z in
m
5 cj

o70 ^
mZ
Q
=5 pn
r>
•< m
m
o

4

5
5
5
5
5
5

4
4
4
4
4

Comments:
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3

O

Play

O
70

As compared to a more typical fla t, tu r f and asphalt
school ground, I fin d th a t our green school ground design:
40. P ro m o te s______ cooperative and collaborative play.
41. P ro m o te s______ diversity in th e ty p es of play.
42. Encourages stu d en ts to b e
bored.
43. P ro m o te s______ negative and aggressive play.
Comments:

o
so

Inclusivity
As compared to a more typical fla t, tu r f and asphalt

>

3

school ground, I fin d tha t our green school ground design

3:

o
so

fosters activities th a t are:
44.
45.
46.
47.

. inclusive
. inclusive
. inclusive
. inclusive

w ith
w ith
w ith
w ith

regard
regard
regard
regard

to
to
to
to

gender.
socio-econom ic statu s.
ability.
ethnicity.

Comments:
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PART 5 :
OVERALL I M P R E S S I O N S

a.

Overall, what impacts do you feel the efforts to green your school ground have had on
your school community?

O

Very negative

O

Negative

O

Neutral

O

Positive

O

Very positive

Please explain:

b.

In your opinion, what are the top 3 factors that have lim ited the success of the school
ground greening project at your school? (Please rank l, 2 and 3)
Availability of funding

Availability of training opportunities

Student involvement

(e.g., workshops)

Teacher involvement

Difficulty in maintenance

Parental involvement

Key organizer moved on

Community involvement

Access to expertise

Principal's involvement

(e.g., designers, books, videos)

School board support

Access to physical materials

Other demands on my time

(e.g., native plants, soil, machinery)

(e.g., preparing classes, attending

Vandalism

other m eetings)

Other:________________________

Please explain:

c.

In your opinion, what are the top 3 factors that, in the past, have enabled the success
of the school ground greening project at your school? (Please rank l , 2 and 3)
Availability of funding

Availability of training opportunities

Student involvement

(e.g., workshops)

Teacher involvement

Access to expertise

Parental involvement

(e.g., designers, books, videos)

Community involvement

Access to physical materials

Principal's involvement

(e.g., native plants, soil, machinery)

School board support

Other:______________________

Availability of curriculum materials
Please explain:

12
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d.

In your opinion, what are the top 3 factors that, in the future, will enable the success
of the school ground greening project at your school? (Please rank 1, 2 and 3)
Availability of fundinq

Availabilitv of traininq

Student involvement

opportunities (e.g., workshops)

Teacher involvement

Access to expertise

Parental involvement

(e.g., designers, books, videos)

Communitv involvement

Access to physical materials

Principal's involvement

(e.g., native plants, soil, machinery)

School board suDOort

Other:

Availabilitv of curriculum materials
Please explain:

Additional comments are appreciated,

We may wish to follow upiwith you to further

either here or in aseparate envelope.

discuss your schools ground naturalization
project. Please indicate if this interests you.

O

Yes

O

No

Name:
Phone Number:
E-Mail:

Would you like to receive a summary

•

copy of the project results?
■

O

Yes

O

No

Name:
Mailing Address:
Please return your completed questionnaire
by Friday, February 7, 2003 in the
envelope provided to your principal.

E-Mail:
260
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A ppendix A Involved Teacher Questionnaire
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A ppendix B Interview S chedule

1.

Could you please tell me about the history o f your green school ground (e.g., w hen did it
get started, by whom, funding, ...)

2.

W hat is the m ain purpose o f the green school ground? W hy did the project happen (e.g.,
for environm ental reasons? H ealth reasons? Social reasons?, etc.)

3.

Do you have children attending the school? W ill you stay involved w hen they leave the
school?

4.

Involvem enESupport/Participation o f (during initial and ongoing):
a. Teachers
b. Adm inistrators
c. Parents
d. Students
e. Com munity
f. School board
g. Heidi
h. Custodial staff
i. External support from organizations like Evergreen or local community
groups/organizations
j. O ther partnerships?

5.

What are the impacts on students:
a. Learning and academ ic achievem ent
b. Behaviour and social developm ent
c. Environm ental aw areness and stew ardship
d. Safety/health
e. Play
f. Inclusivity

6.

Please discuss issues o f participation with the students? Clarify their involvem ent in
problem identification?

7.

Please describe how the school ground fits into the overall school philosophy? Is it
incorporated into the school m ission? The school council?

8.

Is the school ground used for teaching? W hat subjects? How many teachers? By
whom?

9.

What are the key barriers? Key enabling factors?

10. How do you evaluate your green school ground initiative? Internal/external evaluations?
Summative vs. form ative evaluation?
11. Do you w ork with any other schools? H orizontal/vertical integration?
12. Does the location o f the school (e.g., suburban vs. urban) influence the success o f the
school ground initiative?
13. W hat is the significance o f the green school ground in your life? W here does it fit in with
the rest o f your life? G eographies o f place?
14. W hat do you envision for the future o f your green school ground?
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A p pendix C T h em atic C o d es u se d to A n aly z e In terv ie w s

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

Barriers
D em ographics o f school
D esigning for sustainability
Design like a hom e garden
D esigns: T rees/R ocks/M ulch
Enablers: T ips/A dvice
Fads Reform
Funding/Funders
Future
History
Impacts
•
A esthetics
B ehaviours
•
C om m unity outreach
•
Em pow erm ent
Environm ental aw areness
H idden curriculum
•
Inclusivity
.
M eeting new people
•
Peaceful
Personal significant
•
Play
Safety/health
•
Social transform ation
•
Student learning/academ ic achievem ent
•
Teachers
• T eaching/curriculum
•
W aste/energy
Involvem ent
Com m unity
•
Custodial sta ff
•
Ephem eral
•
Evergreen
•
G rounds staff
•
Heidi, Richard, Bruce, TDSB
• Landscape architect
O ther partners in com m unity
•
Parent
•
Principal
•
School council
•
Students
•
Teachers
Issues
•
Bad design stories
•
B alance w ith other school priorities
• Environm ental am nesia
•
Ethics
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•
•
.

•

Evaluation
•
•
M aintenance
•
N ative plants
•
School m ission statem ent
• Socio-econom ic status
• Suburban/urban split
•
Tram pling
•
V andalism
O riginal m otivations
Original m otivators
P ollinator schools
TDSB
•
O rganizational structure
•
Ecoschools
•
Playground rem oval
Policy/curriculum
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