
2011
RUDY BRUNER AWARD

PROJECT DATA

8



Please answer questions in space provided. Answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not 
used and answers are typed on a separate page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of each 
answer should be limited to the area provided on the original form.

NOTE: This sheet and a selected image will be sent to the Committee in advance.

PROJECT DATA

Project Name	 Location

Owner

Project Use(s)

Project Size	 Total Development Cost

Annual Operating Budget (if appropriate)

Date Initiated	 Percent Completed by December 1, 2010

Project Completion Date (if appropriate)

Attach, if you wish, a list of relevant project dates

Application submitted by:

Name	 Title

Organization

Address	 City/State/Zip

Telephone   (           )	 Fax   (           )

E-mail	 Weekend Contact Number (for notification):

Perspective Sheets:

Organization	 Name			                 Telephone/e-mail

Public Agencies

Architect/Designer

Developer

Professional Consultant

Community Group

Other

Please indicate how you learned of the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence. (Check all that apply).
__ Direct Mailing	     __ Magazine Announcement	 __ Previous Selection Committee member	 __ Other (please specify)		
__ Professional	     __ Previous RBA entrant										              	
     Organization	
	  									            	 _______________________________

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, and to 
post on the Bruner Foundation web sites, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and authority to 
submit the application and all attached materials and to grant these rights and permissions.

Signature	 Date

__ Bruner/Loeb Forum
__ Online Notice

9



2011
 RUDY BRUNER AWARD

PROJECT
 AT-A-GLANCE

10



Please answer questions in space provided. Answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not 
used and answers are typed on a separate page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of each 
answer should be limited to the area provided on the original form.

NOTE: This sheet and a selected image will be sent to the Committee in advance.

Project Name

Address	 City/State/ZIP

1. Give a brief overview of the project.

	

2. Why does the project merit the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence ? (You may wish to consider such factors as: effect on the 	     	
	  urban environment; innovative or unique approaches to any aspect of project development; new and creative approaches to urban 	     	
	  issues; design quality.)

PROJECT AT-A-GLANCE
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION
Please answer questions in space provided. Answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not 
used and answers are typed on a separate page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of each 
answer should be limited to the area provided on the original form.

1.  Describe the underlying values and goals of the project. What, if any, signifcant trade-offs were required to implement the project?

2.  Briefly describe the project’s urban context. How has the project impacted the local community? Who does the project serve? How
     many people are served by the project?
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3.  Describe the key elements of the development process, including community participation where appropriate.

5.  Is the project unique and/or does it address significant urban issues? Is the model adaptable to other urban settings?

PROJECT DESCRIPTION (CONT’D)

4.  Describe the financing of the project. Please include all funding sources and square foot costs where applicable.
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Date
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                              Rudy Bruner Award List of 'Perspective' response contact information for Learning Landscapes 
First Name Last Name Title Department/Program Company Phone Email

Scott Ascherman Vice President, CFO, Co-Owner Commercial Division Designscapes, Colorado 303-721-9003 sascherman@designscapes.org

Jennifer Barton Principal Denver Public Schools Teller Elementary School 720-424-3560 Jennifer_Barton@dpsk12.org

Michael Buchenau Executive Director Denver Urban Gardens 303-292-9900 Michael@dug.org

Christine Clarke Former Student UC Denver 720-272-7970 cokayakgirl@gmail.com

Darin Delay Project Manager Construction Services Denver Public Schools 720-424-5492 darin_delay@dpsk12.org

Jill Gaschler Gpd Land Design 303-788-9604 jgaschler@gpdlanddesign.com

Leslie Henson 303-882-5544 lahenson03@comcast.net

Gigia Kolouch Program Director Seed to Table Slow Food Denver 303-321-3322 thenaturalpantry@estreet.com

Robby Layton, RLA, ASLA, CPRP Principal Design Concepts 303-664-5301 rob@dcla.net

Peggy Lehmann Council President Pro Tem District 4 City of Denver 303-504-5781 peggy.lehmann@denvergov.org

Paul Mills, RLA Partner Russell + Mills Studios 970-484-8855 pmills@russellmillsstudios.com

Claudio Nigg, PhD Associate Professor, Social & 
Behavioral Health Sciences Office of Public Health Studies University of Hawai'i 808-956-2862 cnigg@hawaii.edu

Ray Palma 720-580-2991

Robert Pietruszewski Artist 303-477-4455 bobp@visualidea.com

Frank Roti Principal Beach Court Elementary 
School 720-424-9470 Frank_Roti@dpsk12.org

Jerry Wartgow Chancellor CU Denver University of Colorado 
Denver 303-315-2500 Chancellor@ucdenver.edu

Troy Garner Public Relations Manager DPS Denver Public Schools 720-423-4181 (office tgarner@dpsk12.org
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COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVE PERSPECTIVE
Please answer questions in space provided. Answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not 
used and answers are typed on a separate page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of 
each answer should be limited to the area provided on the original form.

This sheet is to be filled out by someone who was involved, or who represents an organization that was involved, in helping the project 
respond to neighborhood issues.

Name Title

Organization Telephone   (          )

Address City/State/ZIP

Fax  (           ) E-mail

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, for 
any purpose whatsoever, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and authority to submit the 
application and all attached materials and to grant these rights and permissions.

Signature Date

1. How did you, or the organization you represent, become involved in this project? What role did you play? 

2. From the community’s point of view, what were the major issues concerning this project?

Leslie Henson Teller Elementary Parent

PTA 303 882-5544

1103 Cook Street Denver, CO 80206

lahenson03@comcast.net

Leslie Henson Digitally signed by Leslie Henson 
DN: cn=Leslie Henson, o, ou, email=lahenson03@comcast.net, c=US 
Date: 2010.11.02 12:35:15 -06'00'

November 2, 2010

I became involved as a PTA co-chair to help pass the 3A Bond Initiative that would fund improvements for Teller
Elementary, including a new Learning Landscape. Once Teller was approved for its Learning Landscape I was on the
committee to oversee the process.

Teller had a small area available for a multiple use LL. We had a relatively small budget for a major overhaul. We
wanted a LL landscape that the children, parents, faculty and community would use and love.



3. Has this project made the community a better place to live or work? If so, how?

4. Would you change anything about this project or the development process you went through?

COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVE PERSPECTIVE (CONT’D)

It's an amazing transformation. I live nearby and whenever I pass the school there are people out using the LL. It has
creating a new sense of community in the neighborhood. The kids love it!

I thought we had a very collaborate process and was pleased with the professionalism. We have a wonderful new
Learning Landscape.



COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVE PERSPECTIVE
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The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, for 
any purpose whatsoever, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and authority to submit the 
application and all attached materials and to grant these rights and permissions.

Signature Date

1. How did you, or the organization you represent, become involved in this project? What role did you play? 

2. From the community’s point of view, what were the major issues concerning this project?

Gigia Kolouch  Seed to Table Director

Slow Food Denver 720 235-6230

1250 Emerson St. Denver

thenaturalpantry@estreet.com

Gigia Kolouch
Digitally signed by Gigia Kolouch 
DN: cn=Gigia Kolouch, o=Slow Food Denver, ou, 
email=thenaturalpantry@estreet.com, c=US 
Date: 2010.11.08 06:13:20 -06'00'

11/4/2010

Slow Food Denver has been partners with Learning Landscapes for the past ten years. During that time, Learning
Landscapes has provided us with the infrastructure and outdoor educational gardens that provide the background for
our multidisciplinary food, nutrition, science and culture programming. When we first began our project to transform
students’ relationship to food, we were a small group of 6 people with a passion for gardens but very little money. We
wanted to offer public school students the experience of planting, growing and harvesting their own food that they
would cook and share with their communities. While we had volunteer who wanted to teach these classes, we had no
resources to build or maintain the gardens.

At this point, Learning Landscapes offered to support us in our efforts. Our first garden at Bromwell Elementary was
also the first Learning Landscapes site. That program still exists today. Two parents from the school lead the children
in garden classes, a youth farmers’ market, seed starting and a spring plant sale as well as cooking classes. This year,
the garden’s popularity allowed them to expand the size of the garden, doubling it.

As parents, staff and community members came to us asking for garden programs, we have been able to use Learning
Landscapes as a source for designing, building and providing the necessary infrastructure for their school gardens as
well. LL is committed to providing school gardens to all Denver Public Schools.

At the beginning, we had many administrators and DPS officials who were skeptical of the garden effort and were
concerned about maintenance issues. LL’s relationships with DPS administrators allowed us to persuade them and

The major issues involved in these projects are: 1) Scarcity of funding, 2) Complicated or unclear regulations and 3)
Program sustainability.

1. Over the years, we have increased our funding efforts and now have more money available to schools for supplies
and basic costs. In addition, LL has been able to add garden building costs into all new designs. However, schools
that are not in the DPS system or older schools who already have updated playgrounds are not eligible for this
funding. LL has often helped us in these efforts by trying to secure funding. Sometimes the school itself finds money to
pay for the necessary irrigation and fencing.
2. School gardens have not been in Denver schools for many years and are not covered by current regulations. LL,
Slow Food Denver and Denver Urban Gardens have worked together to form the Denver School Garden Coalition.
Our coalition has developed policies and procedures to manage school gardens so that maintenance responsibilities,
safety issues and procedures for starting gardens are clear to the community.
3. Many gardens are run by parent volunteers and/or teachers. The Slow Food Denver School Garden Alliance offers
some stability so that when current garden leaders retire, others can be trained and take their place. However, the
ideal solution would be for gardens to have paid garden educators, in order to more seamlessly integrate garden
activities daily academic studies.



3. Has this project made the community a better place to live or work? If so, how?

4. Would you change anything about this project or the development process you went through?

COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVE PERSPECTIVE (CONT’D)

This project has improved the participating school communities academically, physically and emotionally in the
following ways:

1) Academically: School gardens offer one of the few avenues to experiential learning. In our programs, students get
to see life cycles happen before their eyes, touch and play with insects and bugs, and learn the purpose of seeds. In
addition, cooking classes teach them about countries from all over the world, how they eat, their geography and how
they grow food. Often children who are uninterested in traditional studies love coming into the garden.

2) The combination of growing fresh fruits and vegetables and then cooking them leads to an astonishing increase in
fruit and vegetable consumption. Throughout the year, our students often enjoy eating zucchini flowers, eggplant,
tomatoes, peppers, arugula, carrots and beets in the form of stir fries, soups, stews and pastas. Their parents are
usually delighted and surprised with their children's new found love of vegetables.

3) Garden programs offer a community space in a school that can be shared by all ages. Children bring their parents
to the garden to show them their work. Many programs have a community celebration or feast in the fall where
parents can come to share in their students success. The school garden is a valued tool in building a sense of school
community.

The project up to this point is a result of the constraints we have faced due to lack of staff and lack of resources.
However, the benefit to these constraints is that we have had to rely more on community support in all forms including
local businesses, parents, administrators, other organizations such as LL. Without these constraints, we would not
have the diverse and pervasive support for the gardens that exist today.

In the future, we plan to expand our programming capacity by developing funding for staff members to provide
continuity and programming support to our gardens. With the help of LL, we also plan to incorporate school gardens
into Denver Public Schools administrative structure, in order to ensure their long term success.
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Please answer questions in space provided. Answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not 
used and answers are typed on a separate page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of 
each answer should be limited to the area provided on the original form.

This sheet is to be filled out by the person who took primary responsibility for project financing or is a representative of the group which did.

Name Title

Organization Telephone   (           )

Address City/State/ZIP

Fax   (           ) E-mail

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, for 
any purpose whatsoever, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and authority to submit the 
application and all attached materials and to grant these rights and permissions.

Signature                                                                                                     Date

1. What role did you or your company play in the development of this project? Describe the scope of involvement.

2. What trade-offs or compromises were required during the development of the project?

DEVELOPER PERSPECTIVE

Troy Garner Community Relations Manager

Denver Public Schools 720 423-4181

2800 W. 7th Avenue

720

Denver, CO 80204

423-4169 Troy_Garner@dpsk12.org

12/09/10

In 1998, DPS and UCD began reviewing the current state of play at our elementary playgrounds and we both walked
away from that review, saying our kids deserve new and exciting opportunities for play. The first Learning Landscape
was constructed at Bromwell Elementary and since then, the Learning Landscape model has turned into an urban
initiative that has renovated elementary schoolyards in every sector of our city. Currently, we are scheduled to
complete all Learning Landscape construction in the summer of 2012.

In 2008, Denver voters overwhelmingly showed their support to DPS by voting positively for the school bond. And
thanks to their generous support, we are now able to complete Learning Landscape construction at the balance of
schools not designated as such. Prior to construction, the following steps take place:

1. DPS hires landscape architects to work side-by-side with UCD students and each school’s “playground” committee
(made up of staff, parents and community members) to finalize the site plan and the educational theme of the
playground.
2. From there, the landscape architects work with the DPS Project Manager and internal departments to design a play
space that accommodates the Learning Landscape program elements and the needs of our internal departments and,
most importantly, they work to design a kid friendly and fun environment.
3. Once all stakeholders have approved the design, the landscape architect then submits a series of drawings
(schematic, design development, 50% construction documents and then the bid set) to DPS Operations for quality
review.
4. While construction documents are being completed, The “Playground”committee is offered an opportunity to choose
between traditional or modern playground equipment from a list of pre-approved play equipment vendors.
5. When the construction documents are approved, DPS then solicits bids from pre-approved contractors to perform
the work.
6. Toward the conclusion of most Learning Landscape projects, DPS, UCD and the participating schools schedule a
Community Day whereby the community can plant shrubs, trees, spread mulch, etc. The Community Day goal is to
increase community stewardship of each Learning Landscape site and to unite school with their community. We are
hopeful that these Learning Landscapes will continue to give back to our community and to our youth for decades.



3. How was the project financed? What, if any, innovative means of financing were used? 

4. What do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of the project?  

DEVELOPER PERSPECTIVE (CONT’D)

In 2000, The University of Colorado at Denver Program partnered with Denver Public Schools and private foundations
to raise the initial funds to construct 22 inner-city schools. In 2003, the Denver Public Schools General Obligation Bond
was passed, securing an additional 10 million dollars in funding for 25 more schools. In 2008, Denver voters passed a
General Obligation Bond with funding to construct 37 new Learning Landscapes from 2009 - 2012.

The most successful aspect of the Learning Landscapes program can be found in the increased level of positive
playground use during school hours and after school hours. The foot traffic to our schools has been increased by the
overwhelmingly positive support by the community to utilize these spaces for activities that were not possible, prior to
Learning Landscapes construction replacing the arid, pea gravel ball fields.

Sadly, due to the tight construction windows we operate under in the summer months ,our volunteer opportunities have
been limited to smaller-scaled activities to ensure no conflict with the general contractor's schedule. On average, our
goal is to transform these landscapes in 12 weeks so that when kids return from summer break, they return to a 21st
Century playground that both they and their parents love.
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ARCHITECT OR DESIGNER PERSPECTIVE
Please answer questions in space provided. Answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not 
used and answers are typed on a separate page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of 
each answer should be limited to the area provided on the original form.

This sheet is to be filled out by a design professional who worked as a consultant on the project, providing design, planning, or other services. 

Name Title

Organization Telephone   (          )

Address City/State/ZIP

Fax   (          ) E-mail

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, for 
any purpose whatsoever, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and authority to submit the 
application and all attached materials and to grant these rights and permissions.

Signature Date

1. Describe the design concept of this project, including urban design considerations, choice of materials, scale, etc.

2. Describe the most important social and programmatic functions of the design.

Christine Clark MLA, MUP Graduate Student - UCDenver MLA

UCDenver School of Architecture and Planning 720 272-7970

8850 S Blue Creek Rd, Evergreen, CO 80439 CO

cokayakgirl@gmail.com

Christine Clark Digitally signed by Christine Clark 
DN: cn=Christine Clark, o, ou, email=cokayakgirl@gmail.com, c=US 
Date: 2010.11.09 19:46:33 -07'00'

11-09-2010

Learning landscapes provided me with a rare educational opportunity to dive hands on into the design process while
still earning my graduate degree. The design process, stressed both the practical code side of design as well as the
more creative, innovative side of designing unique urban spaces. Barnum Elementary provided the community with a
unique final product that complemented their culture and schools educational goals. The design of the project was
inspired by PT Barnum's circus as Mr. Barnum was a major financial contributor for the school to get built in 1934. As
such, I took ideas from the circus such as the idea of creating areas for performance acts (recreational equipment and
activities throughout the site), animal acts (animal patterns and footprints) and a center stage (an raised central
gathering area for performing). The main shade structure, center stage, was painted bright fire engine red and really
added life to the playground. At the gateway entry there is a large zebra pattern sandblasted into the concrete
marking the entrance into the vibrant playground. Additionally there was a lot of seating in the form of concrete walls
- that have tile mosaics all of which were decorated by either the schools art classes or after school community
groups. Also because the neighborhood is so dense - the site is greatly used as a park when the school is not in
session. Any given weekend - you can find people there using the play equipment; playing soccer, basket ball and
enjoying the new play equipment and shade structure.

The most important aspect of the design was converting the 3+ acres of pea gravel into sod playing fields, new age
specific play equipment, a shade structure, a bio-swale and many unique educational components. We designed a
new drop off area for the parents and as a result we moved traffic to a less busy street. And now the parents have a
place to wait for the kids when school lets out. Socially the school is mixed between Latin American and the other
ethnicities, however the play ground brings everyone together. The project built a greater sense of community by
joining the community and school together through projects such as the tile project and banner pole project which,
included art tiles and banners designed by the school and greater community into the project . The educational
components include words and poems inscribed on the pavement and on the games of hopscotch,four square, etc..



3. Describe the major challenges of designing this project and any design trade-offs or compromises required to complete the project.

4.  Describe the ways in which the design relates to its urban context.

ARCHITECT OR DESIGNER PERSPECTIVE (CONT’D)

The biggest challenge was including both what the school and the community wanted into the design - we had a
limited amount of funds so all the items on the shopping list had to be prioritized. Further, because the community is
primarily Latino - we had to address the Spanish speaking parents and get their input as well. This required a lot of
back and forth between the principals, teachers, the design team, and the parents/community members in order to
include the ideas and design goals of every stakeholder into the final design. In the end, I fully enjoyed working with
my school's, Barnum Elementary, community of students, teachers and parents. Throughout the design process it
was evident how important the Learning Landscape program was to the community; the excitement of the parents,
who were overwhelmed with appreciation that their children would finally be playing on safe, new equipment. The
relief of the teachers that they could finally take their students outdoors during the school day to physically learn and
interact with the landscape and the excitement of the children when they heard there would be playing on grass fields
and new play equipment.

Seeing the positive impact that learning landscapes has had on the school I worked as a student, will continue to
positively influence my career as a Landscape Architect.

Contextually Barnum Elementary is both a school and a neighborhood park and has become a center of focus for the
neighborhood; it is used in off hours and on the weekends by the community. The design relates to its urban context
by allowing for more types of play as well as providing educational elements in the design. The culture of the
community and its history was displayed and appreciated in every design decision made. The result is a
transformation from a under-used school playground into a community gathering area that is used, protected and
embraced as a place of pride for the entire community.
Further the bio-swale proactively uses rain run-off to water a butterfly garden and all of the other plants, shrubs, and
trees. The bio-swale acts as an educational element as well as provides natural, low-maintenance plant life into the
center of the site.



2011
RUDY BRUNER AWARD

PROFESSIONAL
CONSULTANT
PERSPECTIVE



PROFESSIONAL CONSULTANT PERSPECTIVE
Please answer questions in space provided. Answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not 
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each answer should be limited to the area provided on the original form.

This sheet is to be filled out by a professional who worked as a consultant on the project providing services other than physical design
or planning (e.g., legal services).

Name Title

Organization Telephone   (          )

Address City/State/ZIP

Fax   (          ) E-mail

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, for 
any purpose whatsoever, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and authority to submit the 
application and all attached materials and to grant these rights and permissions.

Signature Date

1. What role did you or your organization play in the development of this project?

2. Describe the project’s impact on its community. Please be as specific as possible.

Claudio R. Nigg, PhD Associate Professor

Dept. of Public Health Sciences, University of Hawaii 808 956-2862

1960 East-West Rd. Honolulu, HI 96822

808 956-5818 cnigg@hawaii.edu

11/02/10

The Learning Landscape (LL) team approached me in 2004 to be the consultant on their Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation (RWJF) grant where I guided their efforts in objectively evaluating the impact LL playgrounds had on
children's physical activity levels. Upon successful completion of this project we took the next step and
collaboratively developed and received an National Institute of Health (NIH) RO1 grant to investigate the synergy of
LL playgrounds with curriculum intervention on childhood obesity related behaviors over a 5 year span. This is
indeed a true collaboration with three Principal Investigators (Lois Brink expertise in architecture and LL; James Hill
expertise in childhood obesity; and myself expertise in children's physical activity and data).

LL playgrounds promote children's physical activity. The best way I can describe this is through the results of our
study: The volume of schoolyard use was significantly higher at schools with renovated schoolyards than at control
schools, and students were significantly more active at these schools. Because few public elementary schools in the
United States provide daily physical education or its equivalent for all students throughout the school year,
noncurriculum approaches to increasing children’s physical activity are important. Renovated schoolyards increase
the number of children who are physically active, as well as their overall activity levels, and reduce sedentary
behaviors. (Am J Public Health. 2010;100:1672–1678).

I can also speak to the impact on the Denver Public Schools' involvement and interest in research. Regarding the
interest and involvement of the school system in research - this has been a very positive experience with Principals
and PE teachers embracing the health aspect and really promoting our project and data collection requirements at
their schools. Our liaison with the DPS has been at all of our meetings and communicates with our Project
Coordinator on a regular basis and is an invaluable resource on the inner operations of the school system. As key
gatekeepers to our population for our project, this kind of support is essential to the success and furthering of the
science.



3. How might this project be instructive to others in your profession?

  

4. What do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of this project? 

PROFESSIONAL CONSULTANT PERSPECTIVE (CONT’D)

This project has direct impact and will provide important lessons to the research community. As such the paper
resulting from the RWJF grant expanded the literature on the influence of the physical environment on children's
physical activity to the playground environment and was published in the premier public health journal - The
American Journal of Public Health. The current NIH funded RO1 project will provide significant knowledge on the
types of activities impacted by LL playgrounds, possible unique effects of LL playground components by gender
(which will provide information on promoting physical activity for girls who typically are less active than boys) and by
ethnicity, and how to best motivate children to engage in physical activity to prevent obesity and chronic disease later
in life.

From my point of view the most successful aspect was receiving the City Bond to finance the building of the LL
playgrounds. This directly enabled us to put together the large project proposal to NIH. The only aspect (this is a
stretch) that I could come up with that is "less successful" is that my team cannot be on-site in Denver to participate
and see the growth of this one-of-a-kind project.
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Currently landscape architects reserve their highest reverence for one of a 
kind built landscapes...but equally compelling, if less imageable, are landscape 
‘systems’ that alter, in a much more sweeping way , the places that we and our 
families live in everyday.   Yet, too often, these large scale intiatives remain 
unheralded.
     J William “Bill” Thompson
     Former Editor   Landscape Architecture
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Learning Landscapes 
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Outdoor classroom, shade structure 
and hard surface games

Hard court games and maps are used as learning 
components.
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Project Images
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Project Images

Early Childhood education area at Teller Elementary
constructed  summer 2010

One of  kind shade structure at Holme Elementary



Project Images

Community gateway and shade structure at 
the historical Ashley Elementary.

Bold design features at McGlone Elementary
constructed in Summer of  2010
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Project ImagesProject ImagesProject Images

At Force Elementary  - The Plaza of  the America’s can be 
seen in this fi sh eye aerial.   South America was made out of  
multiple materials including concrete and hot poured recycled 
rubber matting.  

A river ‘Confl uence’ was the  theme for the 
historic Dora Moore School in a dense, urban 
neighborhood on Capitol Hill.
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Project Images

Outdoor class room at Marama Elementary 
uses locally harvested sandstone. 

Community gateway and shade structure 
at Teller Elementary.Detail of  Shade structure leaf  patterns
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Project Images



Shade structure designed by graduate 
student Christine Clarck
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Project Images



Tile project for Steck Elementary where 
students painted tiles in art class and the 
contractor installed them. 
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Project Images



Dora Moore school has a new artifi cial turf  
fi eld.  In the previous 10 years the sod fi eld 
had been replaced 3 times dues to high 
use in this dense urban neighborhood.
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Project Images



Project Images

Harrinton Elementary sits adjacnet to an 
existing park.  Dinosaur prints were sand 
blasted into the existing concrete.
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Maps, Drawings and Diagrams

Each dot represents 
a single school and 
encompassing school 
neighborhood boundary.



Teller Elem
entary:

Existing Site A
nalysis

Existing Surface
Area (SF)

Percentage of Site
Asphalt

21,960
15.6%

Pea Gravel
9,325

6.6%
Grass

32,775
23.3%

Concrete
20,665

14.7%
Building

35,175
25.1%

M
isc. (walkways, landscaping)

20,500
14.7%

Total
140,400
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Learning Elem
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Topography - D
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Program

School C
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-Field not large enough
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for E
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E
 and P
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ary

-Teatherball &
 4 

S
quare are the favorite 
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ents

D
esigner C

om
m
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-E
C

E
/ P

rim
ary A

rea too 
sm

all

-E
C

E
/ P

rim
ary A

rea &
 

S
w

ings separated from
 

rest of the program

School C
om

m
ents

-Too m
any entry points

-S
w

ings cut off from
 

Interm
ediate A

rea

D
esigner C

om
m

ents

-Aw
kw

ard C
irculation

-N
o organizing 

principle

School C
om

m
ents

-P
ea G

ravel is safetly 
concern and m

essy

-N
eed m

ore soft 
surface play areas

-N
eed m

ore trees &
 

shade

D
esigner C
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m

ents

-A
sphalt is in poor 

condition

-B
eautiful old trees 

m
ust be preserved

-S
od is in poor 

condition

School C
om

m
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-N
eed m

ore learning 
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ents

D
esigner C

om
m

ents

-N
eed m

ore learning 
elem

ents

School C
om

m
ents

-D
rainage issues

-N
eed flat area for 4 

square &
 B

asketball

-W
ould like the site 

regraded

D
esigner C

om
m

ents

-S
everal drainage 

issues

-15’ difference in eleva-
tion from

 S
W

 corner to 
N

E
 corner

18,600 SF
18,600 SF

Teller 
Elem

en
tary

Location Map

R
ebecca S

ilva - Learning Landscapes - O
ctober 26, 2009

Teller E
lem

entary is located in the C
ongress P

ark 
N

eighborhood, and is bordered by 11th street to the 
south, 12th street to the north, G

arfield street to the w
est 

and Jackson street to the east.

-The E
C

E
 and prim

ary play areas are com
bined and 

located in the southw
est corner.

-The sw
ings are located on the south side of the 

playground, next to the Field and E
C

E
/ P

rim
ary area.

-The interm
ediate area, basketball court, 4 square and 

teatherball courts are located in the north east corner of 
the playground.

-The current grass field is 18,600 sf.

-The Interm
ediate and E

C
E

 play structures are relatively 
new

.

-There is an alcove on the east side of the building that is 
currently unusable.

-There are several older G
reen A

sh, H
oneylocust and 

O
ak trees on the property.Design boards generated by 

UCDenver Graduate student 
Rebecca Silva
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Rebecca Silva - Learning Landscapes - October 26, 2009

Teller Elementary:

Schematic Design

Bioswale
A bioswale will be created to deal with drainage 
issues at the south west corner of the building. It will 
also be used to teach children about stormwater, 
drainage and water issues.

Shade Structure
This metal structure will encompass an elevation 
change and a sundial.  It will be centrally located and 
border the main entry walkway, the field and swings.  
It will also include references to the four elements, 
four seasons and four directions. 

Teller Gateway 
This simple metal structure will welcome visitors from 
Garfield Street.  The series of arches will span from a 
retaining wall of the ECE area to ground level on the 
other side.  It will include the school name and 
encourage vegetation growth.

Community Garden
The community garden is located around the front of 
the school, adjacent to the Gateway. It can further 
integrate the school with the community, as well as 
being used for education. Children can learn about 
ecology, plants and soils.

Proposed Site Plan

Quiet Area

Community
Garden

Gateway

ECE Play 
Area

Bioswale

Primary Play
Area

Intermediate
Play Area

Basketball Court

Boulder/ Geology
Area

Concrete Seating

Athletic Field
19,000 sf

Shade Structure

Planter

Kinetic Wind 
Sculptures

Swings

N
Scale: 1:25

China: Wu Xing
- Wu Xing is the Chinese representation for the  
 five elements: wood, fire, earth, metal and  
 water

- All of these elements are said to be cyclical 

- The natural elements are also often   
 associated with seasonal cycles

- Many of their beliefs are based on the five
 cardinal points: North, South, East, West  
 and Center

Peru: Incas
- The Incas were polytheistic, believing in  
 multiple gods.

- Inti is the Sun God

- Apu is the god of the Mountain

- Pariaca is the god of rain and water

- Kon is the god of southern wind

- They also developed an advanced calendar  
 based solar and lunar cycles 

 4 Seasons - 4 Elements - 4 Directions
Shadows, Sundial, Temperature Elements, Sun Learning Pillar

Cloud Murals, Weather Elements, Kinetic Sculpture, Air Learing Pillar

Precipitation Elements, Water Channels, Bioswale, Water Learning Pillar

Earth - Fall - South Sand box, Habitat Area, Boulders/ Geology Area, Earth Learning Pillar

Fire - Summer - East

Water - Spring - West

Air - Winter - North

The Earth zone can be used to explore principles of 
geology and ecology.  Climbing and seating boulders 
can reflect rock types, fossils can be tied to time and a 
calendar.  Sand boxes and gardens can be used to 
provide tactile experiences and temporal planting 
elements.

The Air zone can be used for weather, climate, and 
respiratory studies.  Measurement devices can be set up 
to measure the wind and climate changes.  Kinetic 
sculptures can reflect this element and show motion 
and change.  Small generators can be incorporated into 
the learning pillars to show differences in power.

The Fire zone can be used to observe the 
characteristics of sunlight, and other forms of 
energy.  Fire plays a role in chemistry, both 
internal and external of the body. 

The Water zone can be used to show how fluids behave 
and how changes in temperature affect the physical 
properties of fluids.  Investigations of mass and volume 
can be reinforced by the malleable properties of fluids. 

Teller Elementary: 

Physical

Mental

Cultural

Earth

Fire

Water

AirFall

Winter

Summer

Spring

Teller Goals

Calendar
Natural

Elements

Directions

North
East South

West

Precendents & Inspirations:
Native Americans: Lakota Tribe
- The Lakota Tribe believed in the four corners  
 of the universe

- Black is for the west, which brings thunder
 and rain

- White is for the north, which brings the wind.

- Red is for the east, which brings the light

- Yellow is for the south, the earth, which  
 brings the power to grow

Mexico: Zapotec Civilization
- The Zapotec were also polytheistic

- Cocijo is their rain god 

- Coquihani is the god of light or fire

- They believe that their ancestors came from  
 the natural elements such as wind, rain,  
 fire and earth

- They used a 365 day solar calendar, and a  
 260 day sacred calendar

- The previous design was based on    
 principles from Machu Picchu

- Basing a design on a specific place, can
 lead to a superficial imitation of form and  
 material

- Paring down the parti from Machu Picchu
 to essential elements allows greater   
 design freedom and provides a clearer  
 direction 

- The main objective for the proposed   
 design is to simplify and increase its   
 legibility

- The 4 Seasons, Elements, Directions are  
 principles common to several cultures  
 across the world and throughout history

- The new principles will provide more   
 opportunities to tie into Teller’s     
 curriculum

Rebecca Silva - Learning Landscapes - October 26, 2009

Design boards generated by 
UCDenver Graduate student 
Rebecca Silva
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BUTTERFLY BUSH COMPACT- NECTOR 
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CIRCUS THEME

COMPETITIVE COMPETITIVE 
PLAYPLAY

INDIVIDUAL 
PLAYPLAY

SOCIAL PLAYSOCIAL PLAY
SHADE STRUCTURE: 
CENTER STAGE MUSICAL INSTRUMENT

OUTDOOR CLASSROOM:
COLOR WHEEL

COLORADO ANIMAL FOOTPRINTS
 - 7 paths originate at the lunch room playground exit.
 - The footprints morph from large to small mammal    
 footprints.
 - The name of the mammal accompanies the footprint

WORLD MAP MURAL 
 - The Mural will have animal images to accompany the 7  
 continents

 

P.T. BARNUM WAS A FAMOUS RESIDENT 
ENTERTAINER.

THE DESIGN THEME FOR BARNUM  ELEMENTARY 
SCHOOL WILL REFLECT THE IDEAS AND DESIGN 
IDEALS OF A CIRCUS

The aesthetic ordering system is based on 
a Three Ring Circus. The circus can be 
defined as an “Arena Enclosed by tiers of 
seats and used for the spectacles” or an 
activity of “Showy Public Display”. A three 
ring circus hosts performances 
simultaneously in three separate rings. 

COLOR
FORM

LEARNING IN THE LANDSCAPE:

THEME COMPONENTS: PLAYGROUND AS A SOUND SYSTEM

ANIMAL FOOTPRINTS

PERFORMER 
ACTS

CIRCUS 
MUSIC

CIRCUS
 ARTS CENTER 

RING

ANIMAL 
ACTS

ANIMAL 
HABITAT

ANIMAL 
EDUCATION

ENTRANCE ART

COMMUNITY ART AS MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS
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Barnun Design boards generated 
by UCDenver Graduate student 
Christine Clark.  

Design boards generated by 
UCDenver Graduate student 
Christine Clark.  



Final rendering for Barnum 
Elementary constructed by 
Russell Mills Studio
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Design Process



Final Rendering of  Force 
Elementary  by Design 
Concepts. Notice the Plaza of  
the Americas. 

Aerial photo of  ‘Plaza 
of  the Americas’
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Preliminary design for Schmitt 
Elementary scheduled for 
construction Summer 2011

Existing condition of  school 
yard includes 4 acres of  pea 
gravel and 1950’s play equip.
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Play grounds were 
constructed summer 2010

Maps and Diagrams
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Graduate students from UCD
make presentations about their 
designs to a  guest panal of  
private practionsers.  Fall 2010
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Children’s Drawings

Children’s drawings of  their 
dream landscape conducted 
during master planning 
interviews
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Children’s Drawings

Children’s drawings of  their 
dream landscape conducted 
during master planning 
interviews
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Children’s Drawings

Children’s drawings 
used for the 
construction of  play 
animals at Force 
Elementary 
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Before and Afters

Columbia Elementary 
constructed in 2006
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Before and Afters

Greenlee Elementary 
constructed in 2006
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Before and AftersBefore and Afters

Bradley Elementary boasted 5 acres of  pea gravel.  The site was so big 
- the available funds required the site construction to occcur in 3 phases. 
There is a wonderful shade sturcutere now on top of  the mound (inset 
below)  and one of  Denver’s Largest Urban ‘Farms’ operated by a separate 
non profi t entity.  
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Before and Afters



Before and Afters
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Before and Afters
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Before and Afters
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Before and Afters

  Learning Landscapes • Denver, Colorado 

  Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence 37



Dedications & Ceremonies
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Community UseCommunity Use
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Community Use
  Learning Landscapes • Denver, Colorado 

  Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence 40



Community Use
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Community Use
  Learning Landscapes • Denver, Colorado 

  Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence 42



  Learning Landscapes • Denver, Colorado 

  Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence 43

Volunteers
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Volunteers



Volunteers

Volunteer tree planting in conjunction 
with Biennial of  the Americas at Carson 

Elementary Summer 2010

Community volunteer planting day at 
Beachcourt Elementary summer 2010. 
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Volunteers and Community Participation

Community volunteer planting day at 
Beachcourt Elementary summer 2010

Collaborative project with parents and art class 
painting banner pole canvases.
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Volunteers
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Volunteers
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Volunteers
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Volunteers
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Pioneer Ployground Poem

By Amy Sims
4/29/2010

The time hqs come

To say goodbye
To rusty, oncient friends

5o long old swings

Adios old rings
Our friendship now must end

Out with the old
fn with Ìhe new

fs whot f olwoys soy

WePioneer Ponthers
Reolly need
A saf e new place to ploy

But while we woit
These next few months
Potíence is the key

We won't hove

Normol recess
That's just the woy it has to be

Bul chonge
ïs necessory
To get this big job done

5o you con hove

A brond new place
To jump ond plcy qnd run

So, do your best
To not gel slressed

These rules musl be obeyed

Cause when it's done
It will be fun...
Unless you're in óth gradel



ia



I
(

r? {¡

rÞ q,

'Ørr,* ,q"/á 7¿,"/
Proclamation

\IIHERE{S, ft has bng lren ncognized that e]ementary stlnrul

plargrounds contribr¡tt' to the ovenll leaming envircnmcnl oi our childrcn; and

\ITHEREAS, elementary schoolpl*gnrunils prnvkle a p.eiti'e fon¡s for

communities and neigü'orlmods; and

\'l¡HEREAS, L.'it Brinl¡, Pmtþs-sur, thivenit¡' of Colorado

at Denvcr, has spcnt ctruntless hours developing antl organizing

graduate coursc cr¡rriculum end strdents to design rcnovations

to District No. I e[ementa4' school pla¡'gmunrls into l.earnin¡1

l.andscapes; anrl

\'\rHEREAS, Loir Brink, has or¡anized anrJ dinctcd studenrs.

communhv and contractors efforts to conslrucl Learniog Landsrapes

l'or Dislnct \u, I elenrntan school playgrunrls; lorJ

\\-HEREAS, I.oi. Brink's eflõrts ¡:rcated a safe learning

entinrnment for the childnn and these ner*'playgmunds challenge

their enrotinn'tl, ph-ysical and social skills;

M)\l'THEREFORE BE lT PROCLAI\IED thar the Board

ol' Education ol District No, I ¡n the City antl Couniy of Drnrer anrl

State of Colorarlu olficielh- recogoizes and thanks
I¡is ßriok for her crlraonlinar¡- efftrrts in support ol'the children

of f)istrit t No. I ¡¡nd the Leurning Lantlscape irritiathr'.

o
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Resolufion No. 2, Serit's of 2001

Rccognizing Ihc Gtrr.lcn Pl¡cc -.\carJeru¡' ..\llilnce

\l'HER.LAS. it has lrccn ioug recugnizccl thut thc Citr alrd i]r,,:ìrr t¡l'Dcnr,.,¡ ¡¡¡¡¡rr i¡1¡1 s
íl grl'at c¡t)' ¡nd qrr.'al rreighbortrurds n'ithour grc¡t sr.'i¡¡r<.ris: arrd.

lVHEllt.-,{S. lbr tltc ¡.urp'-r-¡!'uitran:l'trrnting tite Cartlcn l'hcr' {:i.i,.nr','pll-ruror.rntl. lLn

entreprcneut'ili ctrrnnrunitr'-nlind.xi rllì¡:¡-:ce u'rs lo¡nled.'l hlt:rll¡:n:c inch¡dcJ: l)r'l
Cetnstructi<-rn Scn'ices: lnc. Grcalct Out,-icrtrs Colorlrdo: lltrusilq i:utl ('trtrì,nunttr
Sc'n'icr's of f)enrer: Gates F¿rrnilv I-orrnd¿¡tion: ljnivr-r:.itr trf Loloratio:lr f-,e:rver: f )r:rtrcl
l¡ublic Schools: lvlcrrill l,¡'nch: ['lril Long ljoid: i),.rnrinion Crrpì:el tirou¡r: 5rrill.s
Rcslauranl: Gardcn Piacc.A.c¡rJcm¡ anrj thc PiA; Alil¡ra Crrruse. I)rir¡cil:¡l: llor:kr
\,fountain Rcceglion. Inc.: l{¡tional .Adrrh Bascbnll ,.\ssociarion: und t tìtL-ricorps: arìd.

\\'HERÈAS. th.:ir t!rcless c(rmrnitrìr!ìrt io (his prdiscr lr¡s grri::.tlJ bcncf iicd lhe clrilJrr'rr
of Carden Place Âcadenrr and tlte Clohevillc conlrììunitt't arlú-

\\'!il.REAS. this parrnen;hi¡ cre:ttcC a sar'e lcarning i:lrli¡'rrnllrclrI lirr ritu'chilrl¡err:rs plur
is thr'rrork ot'childrcn and tiìls tteru plar-rround challengc:r therr enioii.-ui"!. plrrsic:rl rinti
scci¡l skills. and.

\t'l lF-Rl:AS. tlte rcJttslion ol'r'r¡tdalìsnl iti ii,is puhlic ¡:le-ryrrrurrJ is dirccr critl..ncc tll:rl
this a!lia::ce has gitc'n b¡lck tlre ct-nrnìuni:r i{s so¡sc c!'os'n;rshi¡

NO\\',1'ftLItPiTORtÌ.
Blj l.r RESOLVIiI) Bl', 'ntß: (to(ri\('u, oF 'rHt ct't-\' ¡\Nt) ( ()t,tti't'\' (ì:
DElriVEll:

Stttior' l. -['ltat thc Counuil t'ùcú!.niz.Ès !iìc ']rr!.1r]rdjn;ir1 corrrnritur:rlt. 'ision- .rrrri

lltssio,l ol' tltis -rlIirncc.

Scclir;n l. l-hat llt,-'L'lcri ol'thc L'ir¡ ¿uìJ Countv r-rl l)cnr.. sl¡ull ttresl err.i rllix rh(. sL'il|
of thr'C'it1 rnd Cclttntt oll)r'n\er to this resolul:cn. u,l that I !'i'pl il.:ri'ol'[:c lranslllittcd
to ¡ltc tbcrçe nlcrtionerl alli::uce: PCI- C'onsur.¡ctior: Se,r'iccs: ll:u.. Cìlellel'()uttlotrrs
C'oloradit: ilou¡-¡¡g and Ctlnr¡nttnil;. Sc¡':cr's ol'l);Iltcr: Gatcs lia¡rìl¡' Irçuntl:¡titul:
Llniversit)' of Colorado at f)ctrver: Denrer Prrhllc Schools: \lcnill l-_rr:ch: lrhil Lrrns
F-ord: Donliuion Capital .ìroup: .Stririgs Rcstar!rli!t: Carrlen [,llcc Acadetnl and thù lrT,{,:
.,\linva Crouse- Principa!. ll.¡il'r; \f1¡u¡¡¡ain Rccc-alior:. lnc.: N¡tionul .1r!uir !i;sctrall
Associ¡tion: ;urd .Anicricorp¡

P..ISSEÍ) ß\' -lli[ a'Cl rfiL lí-
---lc, 

',¡;ú-. .9 --:,tol, -./- l'iil-.sll)ElJ'i,- ,'"t/, '-,' -i-
a,_ '

l(l(ì I
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Denver Learning Landscapes to date:o Built Learning Landscapes - gl
. Construction costs - g49, OOO,OOO. Elementary Students Served - gg,72i3

LEARNING LANDSCAPE HISTORY

Denver neighborhood schools and soon the Bromwell
Learning Landscape project evolved into a citywide
urban in¡tiative evoking social change and physical
transformation of public grounds.

partnership between UCD and DpS has resulted in
the transformation of 81 neglected public elementary
schoolyards into Learning Landscape playgrounds.

In 2008 Denver voters expressed satisfaction w¡th the
program by passing a multi-million dollar bond initiative
to fund the redevelopment of every DpS elementary
schoolyard into a learning landscape by 2013.

WHAT WE DO
With a budget of approx¡mately g450,000 per
playground, Learning Landscapes leads UCD students,

elementary
redesign of

designed to
community.
reconnect a he
graduate students get meaningful, hands-on experience
working with the commun¡ty to create master pians and
designs for a Learning Landscapes schoolyard.

HOW WE DO IT

maintenance issues after construction is complete. The
Learning Landscapes team recruits students, parents
and surrounding community help to build, maintain and
improve the Learning Landscape. Each new learning
landscapes has a volunteer build day where the
school and community volunteers dévelop a sense of
ownership and civic pride by creating outdoor aftwork
planting gardens, laying sod or building play equ¡pment.

We document and distribute site-specifi c resources
for educators and community members on the
outdoor educational elements unique to each Learning
Landscape schoolyard. Promoting the programmatic
use of the Learning Landscape is critical for the
long-term viability and sustainability of these projects.

llíi'/'¡^q.*, | 28(



A learning landscape ¡s a multi-use park for
outdoor learning, discovery, creat¡vity and play that
celebrates the unlque character of the school'and
community.

f grass playing
trees, shade

onal play

Learning Landscapes funct¡on as local public parks
prov¡ding much needed green space and social
gathering places while fostering neighborhood pride for
local communit¡es.

Educational Elements found on a Learn¡ng Landscape:
Hlstory, Geography, Mathematics, Reading & Writing,
Earth, Life, and physical Science

29 r,-

Climbing
a

-

Grass FieldShade



Denver Public Schools
Metro District Area

Learning Landscapes
Construction Phasing Map

2000-2003

2004-2008

2009-2010
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The Learning Landscape seminar course and desiqn
development pract¡cum studio follow a civic-
engagement focused academic curriculum.

To develop the master plan, elementary school students
create drawings of what they would l¡ke on to see on
the new playground and parents and teachers discuss
problems with the current playground. A photo survey
solicits init¡al community/school preferences and
encourages everyone to think of creative solutions.

By asking constituent groups to select their ñ ve
preferred elements, UCD students are able to orioritize
components for the master plan.

During the des duate
students synth er plan into a
into a detailed side by side
with landscape public schools
to see the projects through the construction process.
Students visit existing Learning Landscape schoolyards
as case studies, conduct site assessments, facil¡tate

commun¡ty meetings and develop a design refl ecting
the vision, culture and curriculum of the school. The
end products for the studio are typically models of

site specifi c des¡gn elements and a set of design
development drawings.

UCAN SERV Program
The community engagement focused curriculum
provides an opportunity for the UCD students to
participate in the AmeriCorps UCAN SERV program and

ent. UCAN Serve is a camDUs-
g students and community
serv¡ce to address critical needs

in local communities through higher education.

V̂

Learning Landscape Spring

Instructor: Lo¡s Brink

Students:

Emily Greenwood
Samuels Elementary School

Trevor Hamrich
Palmer Elementary School

Kent Martin
Stedman Elementary School

Katie McCain
Bradley Elementary School

Nate Rooney
Amesse Elementary School

Jeff Webb
Palmer Elementary School

Studio 2OO9

Landscape Architecture F¡rms:

Christopher Hoy Design Group
Design Concepts
GPD Land Design
Russell Mills

Examples of Student Work



t-¡---¡

Learning Landscape Fall Studio 2OO9

Instructor: Christopher Schooler, MLA

Students:

Denise Brady
Beach Court Elementary School

Christine CIark
Barnum Elementary School

Lisa Clement
Harrington Elementary School

Deborah Finch
Ashley Elementary School

Lindsey Gerlach
Force Elementary School

K¡m Gortz-Reaves
Ford Elementary School

Alison Kelly
Dora Moore Elementary School

Katie McGain
Marrama Elementary School

Rebecca Silva
Teller Elementa ry School

Landscape Architecture F¡rms!

Christopher Hoy Design Group
Design Collaborative
Design Concepts
DHM Design
Lime Green Design
Russell Mills

331 ¡f "g,,,



Learning Landscape staff help to organize and oversee
the volunteer build events. The Volunteer and

events are a fun way for students and community
members get their hands d¡rty, dig in and help to build
the Learning Landscape playground.

Lessons Leaned. Volunteer build events can be small scale and still
be effective.. Coordinating the volunteer build date with school
registration worked well.. Having parents help recruit community volunteers
was helpful.

Goals for next year

Denyet CO 80221

Tuerdog
6Ì[.JG[J5T IG.20t

?:00 - 4:oo oo
Coñ.où? and halÞ buîld

ùe new Lúm¡ng Landscaæ

Þtu.tut.botuúøE.ndw.

minqcfudbûú..ndßa.ñ.n
d s c¡-D q s'&:i^,*-."**,

)

Get 100o/o of Principals on-board and excited for
volunteer build events earlier in the spring.
Provide a var¡ety of activities at each eveñt.
Encourage the school to plan additional volunteer
events throughout the school year.

flv

Dio del Voluntocl

nofla,
e[ [0defloo¡t

r0[0-
?:00 - 4Om

Vtênøn y tyuden
e ødincer ol nuevo
Loamlûg L.ndsc.æl

tuw û hq uñ hffi. ú.rr., y

''learnino u'.l,.Ftøù.'Few'ofu
úl-,.-i.^.Y--. ffi:
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Outdoor aft is a design element included in each

de

playground. Banner and tile projects are a great way
to display the student artwork and give theltudents a
sense of pride and ownership in the playground.

The Learning Landscape Art Coordinator works with
each school to develop a theme for the outdoor art on
the playground. Themes vary from Colorado culture,

history. and symbols; bugs, fl owers, animals, poems,
school mottos, ¡nternational themes, children,! books,
and authors.

Students and teachers brainstorm ideas, sketches are
made, and the creations begin. Some students paint
individual tiles and some work on the banners. it ¡s

divide who
rtant to
, the more

Each banner pole holds two (44,,x24,,) canvas banners
painted with acrylic paint and sealed. A total of 4
images of students artwork are displayed on each
banner pole. The Art Teacher or another supervising
adult uses chalk to transfer the student,s sketches onro

fi red to 1500 degrees and then installed in a varietv of
places around the playground.

Learning Landscapes met with DpS Art Curriculum
Coordinators and district art teachers in an effort
to incorporate the Learning Landscape Outdoor art
projects ¡nto the DPS curriculum standards. We founo
that the outdoor art component supports several K-5
Visual Arts Standards.

\

Lessons Learned
. Needs to be a school wide collaborative project

not just best artists
o Need to have banners drawn and tile themes

picked in advance
. Involve the schools in scheduling parent volunreers

at school to help with art projects
. Although the projects support arts standards there

is often not enough classtime to complete the
projects

Goals for next year
. Acquire and deliver art materials earlier in the

school year
o Involve the outdoor art coordinator in the initial

project manager/UCD/ school meetings to get
everyone on the same page.
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Denver Public Schools
Denver Public Schools- Facilities

Denver Offi ce of Economic Development
Denver Parks and Recreation

Denver Partners Against Graffi ti

Denver Urban Gardens
Slow Food Denver
Colorado Organic producers Associat¡on
Operation Frontline
Denver Botanical Gardens

Mile High Million Tree Initiative
The Park People

Denver Digs Trees

Project Learning Tree
National Renewable Energy Lab NREL

AmeriCoros

NCCC

UCAN SERV

Summer of Service

GreenWorks Denver
L¡vewell Westwood
Ka¡ser Permanente
Southwest Denver Kiwanis Club
Mayfair Neighborhood Association
Montbello High School
University of Denver Asian Alliance

Emily Greenwood
Summer 2009

Jeff Webb
Summer 2009

Melina Fahari
Fall 2009

Nick Perschitte
Fall 2009, Spring 2010

Matt Rennert
Fall 2009, Spring 2010

Scott Muir
Summer 2010

Sarah Sibley
Summer 2010

Garrick Swanson
Summer 2010

Kim Gortz-Reaves
Volunteer

Trevor Hamrich
Volunteer

Kent Mart¡n
Volunteer

Bailey Ferguson
Volunteer

Ma ntenance

D
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P tenured fa
U do's Colleq
P artment ola r of CCCD
received her MLA from the University of pennsylvania in
1978. Prior to joining UCD, professor Brink spent ten
years in pr¡vate pract¡ce in philadelphia and Denver.

Learning Landscapes have been her primary research
dur¡ng the past ten years. This current research is
threefold: 1) design and construct environments that
contain a range of opportunities or affordances for
healthy living; 2) empower children and communities
through programs for after-school activities, commun¡ty
organizing, healthy eating and active living; and; 3)
evaluate and research in a comprehensive manner.

In 2008 Cate Townley received a dual Masters degree in
Urban Planning and Urban Design from the Univeisity of
Colorado Denver. While in graduate school Cate became
involved with Learning Landscapes. Her ¡nterest in
the program began with a seminar class focused on
developing a Learning Landscape master plan for a
school that was devastated by hurricane Katrina in the
lower ninth ward of New Orleans.

Cate became an intern for the Learning Landscapes
doing a var¡ety of tasks such as leading volunteer reams
and website develooment.

In spring 2009 Cate became the Learning Landscapes
Volunteer and Maintenance Coordinator. tate orqanizes
and oversees the community volunteer builds foi eacn
new Learn¡ng Landscape schoolyard. Cate actively
recruits parents and community members to take
an active role in keeping their Learning Landscape a
beautiful focal point of the school and surroundinc
neighborhood.

Christoper P. Schooler received â n
Landscape Architecture from Univ o at
Denver in 2001, Mr. Schooler has iety of
projects in both the public and pri reas
of planning, architecture, landscape architecture ano
urban design.

Studio: Learning Landscapes Design.

Most recently Chris has been focusing on academia and
operates as a part time Research Associate with tne
Colorado Center for Community Development.

( ¡Finro I +o



Coordinator for Learn¡ng Landscapes. She is an active
participant throughout ãll levels of .onstruciiðn 

-
me
sk¡ cess'

ç^- g suPPliesrur of the
scn
coordinating and following up with each school
project, Suzanne makes it a priority to work with
students, parents and volunteers.

At the end of the projects, mater¡als are
coordinated for pick up, fi ring, and delivery to the
respective schools. Suzanne,s coordination efforts are
rewarded at.the completion of the construction process
with the sealing and hanging of student crafted'bunn".,
at each of the learn¡ng landscape school yards,

Suzanne Coxhead is the Outdoor Art Darìn Delay is a Landscape Arch¡tect and serves as the
Project manager for all new Learning Landscapes built aspart of the 2008 ceneral Obligation Bond.

Darin works closely with UCD students and landscape
architects during the design phase and works with
contractors during the construction of all Learning
Landscape projects.
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Grounds, Plumbing, and Protective 
Coatings:  Provide major repairs and 
maintenance.

■■ Mow, aerate, reseed, and control weeds for 
large  grass fields

■■ Apply weed control in landscaped areas
■■ Respond to work requests for:   

              Broken play equipment and site furniture
                 Asphalt repair
                 Tree pruning (above 8’)
                 Removal/ replacement of dead trees
                 Vandalism
                 Graffiti on building
        	       Re-striping asphalt with games: tether ball etc...
	       Major irrigation repairs

                

Principal: Oversees the school site.
Facility Manager: Primary provider for routine 
maintenance, work requests and reporting.

■■ Report vandalism within 24 hours
■■ Maintain a safe level of EWF in play pits 
■■ Monitor irrigation and make minor repairs
■■ Remove graffiti on play equipment
■■ Communicate requests for help with 

schoolyard clean-up, mulching, pruning, etc...  
to principal and school committee 

■■ Inspect play equipment for damages
■■ Prune and thin vegetation below 8’ 
■■ Empty trash cans
■■ Mow small grass areas 
■■ Edge grass along fence and planting areas       
■■ Remove snow and apply sand on walkways
■■ Submit work requests for: 

             Broken play equipment and site furniture
               Materials (EWF, mulch) when needed
               Dead plants and trees
               Major pruning
               Major irrigation repairs  	 	

Your School’s Role:

Supporting Each Other

Operations and Maintenance Role:

Technical Assistance Program

■■ Developing school-based  Learning 		
Landscape committees

■■ Providing volunteer support to school 
personnel for schoolyard projects

■■ Organizing schoolyard improvement projects
■■ Advocating for improvements at each 

Learning Landscape

■■ Organize  schoolyard clean-ups, fluffing,    
mulching, habitat and vegetable garden 
planting  and improvement events

■■ Maintain art elements: banner painting, 
murals, tiles

■■ Assist with reporting:  vandalism, safety  and 
maintenance issues 

Your Community Can Help!

Form Your Own Schoolyard/
Learning Landscape Committee 

A partnership with the University of 
Colorado Denver provides support for:

Helping Hands

Denver Public Schools supports partnerships to 
increase neighborhood stewardship and civic 
engagement. From the design to completion of the 
school grounds, the neighborhood’s participation 
is encouraged. DPS encourages each school to 
form a committee comprised of parents, teachers, 
staff, students, community members and local 
businesses. The role of a schoolyard/ Learning 
Landscape Committee as part of  the DPS Technical 
Assistance Program is:

Sharing Maintenance Duties

Christopher Alexis, “I like it!” 
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Did You Know?
All the information about your school’s 

Learning Landscape is available at:

www.learninglandscapes.org

Questions? Contact Us:      
Troy “Mr. T “ Garner

DPS Customer Relations and 
Special Programs Manager 

(720)-423-4181
Email: Troy_Garner@dpsk12.org

J.C. Robb 
DPS Maintenance Supervisor

 (720) 423-4217 
E-mail: John_Robb@dpsk12.org

Cate Townley
Volunteer and Maintenance Coordinator

303-556-2608 
E-mail: Cate.Townley@ucdenver.edu

Suzanne Coxhead 
Outdoor Art Coordinator

Phone: 303-556-2608
E-mail: sgc3933@aol.com

Community Outreach
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responsible.
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■■ Torn-up drip irrigation lines
■■ Rubber surfacing destroyed
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vandalism issue is not mitigated.

Please keep our schoolyards beautiful,
report vandalism within 24 hrs!

A partnership between Denver Public Schools and
  University of Colorado Denver 

College of Architecture and Planning

KEEPIN
G 

YOUR

SCHOOLYARD 

BEAUTIFUL!

A Quick Guide 
to:

REPORT VANDALISM!



Grounds, Plumbing, and Protective 
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■■ Communicate requests for help with 
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■■ Mow small grass areas 
■■ Edge grass along fence and planting areas       
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■■ Submit work requests for: 
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murals, tiles
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A partnership with the University of 
Colorado Denver provides support for:
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Denver Public Schools supports partnerships to 
increase neighborhood stewardship and civic 
engagement. From the design to completion of the 
school grounds, the neighborhood’s participation 
is encouraged. DPS encourages each school to 
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Want to learn more, get involved,  
volunteer or donate? 

an educational setting
a healthy environment
a community space

A Learning Landscape Is:

For the community
	� Public focal point to be  

proud of and to enjoy

For the parents
	� Safe recreational environment  

for students and families

For the students
	� Increased levels of activity  

and creativity   

For the teachers
	� Outdoor learning and  

exhausted, happy children

Potential Benefits of  
Learning Landscapes:

Check us out on the Web: 
http://thunder1.cudenver.edu/cye/LLA/home.html

or view an informational video:
www.colorado.edu/journals/cye/CYE_Videos.html

Contact:
Learning Landscape Initiative

University of Colorado at Denver and 
Health Sciences Center

College of Architecture and Planning
Attn: Lois A. Brink

PO Box 173364, Campus Box 126
Denver, Colorado 80217

Phone: 303-556-5909  •  Fax: 303-556-6651
E-mail: lois.brink@cudenver.edu

Funding and Research
Partnerships

Colorado Center for Community Development 

Colorado Department of Public Health and Environments: 
Physical Activity and Nutrition Coalition (COPAN)

Children, Youth and Environments Center

Denver Housing and Neighborhood Development

Denver Parks and Recreation

Denver Public Schools 

Gates Family Foundation

Mayor’s Office for Education and Children

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation

University of Colorado at Denver & Health Sciences Center
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Enhancing education and  
community outreach through  

public school grounds 

University of Colorado at Denver & Health Sciences Center,
Denver Public Schools and the City & County of Denver

Building schools and  
communities through play ...

Denver

Learning

Initiative
Landscape



Accomplishments of the  
Learning Landscape Initiative* 

How We Got Here

“Once the playground was open, there was a sense of 
calmness in the children when they entered the  

building that didn’t exist before.” 
—Principal, CRS Report 2003

“Building the new playground has brought  
our community together” 

—Community Member, CRS Report 2003

“I can speak for my PE classes that students are more 
attentive. I believe that’s the case for the other teachers.” 

—Teacher, CRS Report 2003

   56 built Learning Landscapes
   $25 million raised to date
   8,000 community volunteers
   18,000 students served
   250,000 city residents served
   200 AmeriCorps volunteers
   20 volunteer organizations
                                                                         * As of November 2006

Where We Go

Community Outreach

Program Partners

AmeriCorps NCCC  

AmeriCorps UCAN Serve

Butterfly Hope

Denver Scores

Denver Urban Gardens 

Front Range Earth Force

Grounds for Learning

Hands On Denver

Hope Communities

Interpret This

Junior League of Denver

Slow Food

Mayor’s Office for Education and Children

Mile High United Way

Mile High Youth Corps

Metro Volunteers

National Wildlife Federation

Northwest Artist Coalition

Win-Win Community Leadership Project

Young Nonprofit Professionals Network

Youth Employment Academy

	 With the achievement of 56 built school yards to date,  
the Learning Landscape Initiative is in the process of eval-
uating the playgrounds. Using multiple methods to  ap-
praise the Learning Landscapes,   the organization hopes  
to determine: what features greatly influence children’s 
physical and creative activities, how guiding principles 
and educational programs increase opportunities for 
the students, and the how neighborhoods influence  
children’s educational and physical opportunities.

	 Since 1998, through a successful collaboration between 
multiple stakeholders, the Learning Landscape Initiative 
has transformed 56 neglected Denver public elementary 
school playgrounds into attractive and safe multi-use 
parks tailored to the needs and desires of the local 
community.   The success of the Learning Landscape 
project is founded on a healthy enthusiasm for aesthetic 
issues with a pragmatic approach to maintenance, safety 
and recreational issues.
	 All Learning Landscapes are comprised of grass 
playing fields, age-appropriate play equipment, trees, 
shade structures, gateways, artwork, gardens, traditional 
play elements and non-traditional play elements. Learning 
Landscapes function as local public parks providing much 
needed green space and social gathering places while  
fostering neighborhood pride for local communities.

	 A major component of the Initiative is providing 
technical assistance for Denver’s Learning Landscapes. 
This program focuses on strengthening commun-
ity relationships, enhancing civic engagement, and  
cultivating school and community leadership.  From 
the design to completion of the school grounds, the 
neighborhood’s participation is encouraged.

“By bringing together diverse groups,  
a civic process—not a design project— 

is created.”
—Lois A. Brink, MLA, associate professor

Photographs by Bambi Yost

Photograph by Denver Public Schools



Favor de traer una botella de agua, y
usar zapatos cerrados y protector solar.

Contacto:
Cate.Townley@ucdenver.edu	
(303) 315-5865

Dia del Voluntad
de La Comunidad

HARRINGTON 
ELEMENTARY

2401 E. 37TH Ave. 
Denver, CO 80205
viernes

 el 6 de Agosto 
2010

9:00 a.m.
Vienen y ayuden

a edificar el nuevo
Learning Landscape!



Please bring a bottle of water, and wear
closed toe shoes and sunscreen.

Contact:
Cate.Townley@ucdenver.edu	
(303) 315-5867

Community
Volunteer Day

HARRINGTON 
ELEMENTARY

2401 E. 37TH Ave. 
Denver, CO 80205

Thursday
AUGUST 5, 2010

9:00 a.m.
Come out and help build 

the new Learning Landscape!
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 WEST FEATURES  

Putting Landscapers to Work  
 
by Tom Crain  

The Learning Landscapes program transforms school grounds and brings new 
opportunities 

It all began 11 years ago when Lois Brink, a concerned mother whose kids were attending Denver’s 
Bromwell Elementary, couldn’t tolerate her children’s school playground. In her mind, and that of most of the 
other parents, the playground more closely resembled a crumbling prison yard than a kid-friendly 
recreational oasis. 

Brink, a 
University 
of 
Colorado-
Denver 
(UCD) 
professor 
of 
landscape 
architecture, 
was 
uniquely 
suited to 
lead the 
battle cry 
to rework 
this piece 
of 
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Before and after picture of Ashley 
Elementary School, which was completed 
in August 2010. 
PHOTOS COURTESY OF 
DESIGNSCAPES IN DENVER, 
COLO.

hallowed 
ground for 
the 
children. 
By 
enlisting 
some of 

her landscape architecture students to design a play area tailored to the neighborhood’s needs, and working 
with other Bromwell parents to raise a quarter of a million dollars, her grassroots efforts succeeded in 
transforming her school’s play yard.

Now, the remaining 80 public elementary school playgrounds in Denver have been transformed, or are in 
the process of being transformed, into attractive and safe multi-use parks designed to reflect the cultural 
heritage of their surrounding communities. What’s more, the Learning Landscapes program, with Brink now 
its executive director, is putting a lot of Denver-based landscapers to work. 

“A schoolyard is more than just a playground,” says Brink. “It’s a catalyst for healthy living; it’s for embracing 
the slow wonder of life and creative play; it’s for experiencing nature in our ever urbanizing cities; it’s for 
vegetable gardens and reuniting our youth with the joy of food, from seed to table; it’s for art as an 
expression of children and local artists; and it’s for bringing communities together.”

According to Brink, the program offers an experiential learning process for students, including assisting 
them in becoming more physically active and civic minded, while reconnecting communities with their public 
schools.

The Learning Landscapes program continues to roll along with a solid foundation of community support. In 
2003 and 2008, Denver residents voted to pass multi-million dollar bond initiatives to fund the program, 
ensuring that all 81 schools are on the roster for a playground overhaul, whether in upscale Cherry Creek 
North where Bromwell is located or impoverished inner-city downtown Denver. 

Designscapes, a Denver-based landscaping company, has been with Learning Landscapes since its 
inception. It has designed and installed at least half of the renovated Denver Public School playgrounds to 
date, and it also has two-year package agreements to maintain the playgrounds it has built. 

Incorporated in 1991, Designscapes is a design-build 
company serving high-end residential properties in 
southwest Denver, and it also provides full-service 
maintenance for residential properties including mowing 
and snow removal. It employs 30 salaried team 
members and nearly 150 seasonal employees. 
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The McGlone Elementary School project 
demonstrates design elements that are 
incorporated into every learning landscape. 
This design has a Four Seasons theme. The 
Four Seasons Plaza has a calendar 
sandblasted into the playground, as well as 
an asphalt painting, sod field, central 
gathering space and shade structure.

“Generally, the Learning Landscapes playgrounds will 
integrate three surfaces including mulch, SBR rubber 
and natural or synthetic turf,” says Tom Brownfield, 
Designscapes division manager. “When these 
playgrounds are transformed, so are the kids that attend 
these schools. They now want to come to school and 
want to learn. It’s incredible to see this kind of 
transformation.”

A Learning Landscapes design consists of traditional 
elements, including turf playing fields; slides, swings and 
monkey bars; and asphalt basketball courts. Additional 
elements can include cultivated and habitat gardens, 
outdoor sculptures, amphitheaters, shade shelters and 
community gateways. Often, for the first time in the 
schools’ histories, their playgrounds are integrated with 
vibrant colors, elevation changes, artwork and even 
lawns and gardens.

Kerry White of Urban Play Studio, a Boulder-based 
landscaping consulting business, has been involved with 
the design and construction of 14 of the playgrounds, 
including Ellis Elementary Learning Landscape in 
southeast Denver. “Ellis used to be a neglected 
playground with a worn asphalt play pad and pea gravel 
field,” says White. “We replaced it with new colorful court 
games, play equipment and a sodded field.”

Many of Ellis’ students are new immigrants, so local 
artists volunteered to create a giant globe play pad with 
two curving “geography bands” running across the 
playground depicting the latitude and longitude of 
Denver. Two boulder “globes” were cut in half, one along 
the latitude and one along the longitude. Colorful 
markers highlight such locations and corresponding 
landmarks including the monumental statues of Easter 

Island, the famous painting “Las Meninas” of Madrid, The Great Wall of China and the giant crab of the Sea 
of Japan. Because the markers are laid out to scale, Ellis students can measure just how far they are from 
their school. 
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Barnum Elementary project, completed in August 2010. Good Land Construction was the 
landscape contractor at this school.

Other site features include a geography garden, a globe climbing boulder and a colorful custom shade 
shelter decorated with flags from around the world. Gardens were created with native plants and 
composting bins were added, and green roofs were introduced on the school building. 

Students from the school colored animals on paper with the art teacher.Design Concepts 
found a manufacturer to create resin climbing structures based on the students drawings.
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Transforming cracked asphalt and pea gravel playgrounds into lush, green and growing state-of-the-art 
Learning Landscapes isn’t an inexpensive proposition, according to Cate Townley, Learning Landscapes’ 
volunteer and maintenance coordinator. “It takes more than just moving in some monkey bars and a couple 
of pieces of new equipment,” she says. “Most sites are now incorporating green lawns and gardens, so they 
need irrigation. They also need corresponding new hardscapes. The cost can run up to $400,000 to 
$500,000 each.”

With recent budget shortfalls hitting or threatening most major city school systems, including Denver’s, 
keeping up adequate budgets for the program is a constant challenge. So is the scheduling of design and 
construction so as not to disrupt regular school operations, and ensuring long-term maintenance. Then, 
there’s the constant flux of new principals that want to put their own individual thumbprint on the 
playgrounds they’ve inherited. 

Despite the difficulties, the Learning Landscapes program is not only surviving, but thriving via an extensive 
collaborative process. 

Once the new playground is up and running, the Denver Public Schools’ facility managers and grounds 
departments share maintenance duties with private landscaping maintenance companies. Maintenance 
tasks include litter control and vandalism reporting; raking engineered wood fiber; irrigation; mowing, 
aerating, reseeding and weed control of the turf; tree pruning for those trees reaching 8 feet or higher; and 
re-striping asphalt in game areas. Learning Landscapes committees and community members also work 
with school grounds crews and contracted private landscapers to take ownership and help maintain lawns 
and gardens. These teams can also help with organizing schoolyard cleanup events, spreading mulch, 
habitat and vegetable garden planting and reporting maintenance and safety issues.

Mountain High Tree, Lawn and Landscape Company, 
with offices in Denver and Colorado Springs employing 
50 people, is another company involved with the 
program. This summer, the company led volunteer days 
at Carlson Elementary School in east Denver, inviting 
the community to lay sod and plant trees. It employed 
some interesting gardening equipment that included 
shovels crafted from re-fashioned metal from confiscated 
guns and rifles. “What were once weapons of destruction 
for inner city kids are now tools to plant trees of hope,” 
says Ralph Bronk, Mountain High president. “About 30 3 
to 4-inch-diameter trees were planted. We had a great 
turnout and the crowd was very enthusiastic. It was 
rewarding to work with so many volunteers and to get 
that much done.”
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Sandblasted games have been incorporated 
into the design on this playground.

The success of the Learning Landscapes project 
demonstrates a healthy enthusiasm for aesthetics, as 
well as a common-sense approach to maintenance, 
safety and recreational issues. The principal value of 
these projects is their multi-purpose nature and 
individual thumbprint developed by the community. By 
bringing together diverse groups working in concert, a 
civic process, not just a project, is created. UC-Denver 
landscape architecture students provide design services 
to local communities while learning the value of civic 
responsibility; community members, school ground 
crews and landscaping companies work together in 
creating, building, maintaining and celebrating the new 
landscapes; and best of all, the schools’ children are 
energized and enlightened by the fresh new look and 
feel of their school’s renovated playground and 
surrounding landscape. 

For the past 20 years, Tom Crain has been a 
regular contributor to B2B publications, 

including many in the green industry. He is also a marketing communications specialist 
for several companies in the travel, agriculture and nutrition industries. 
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Dear DPS Community: 

One of my best moments of the school year so far wasn't in a classroom. It was a simple walk 

last week around the new playground at McGlone Elementary School-seeing the faces lit up with 

carefree and unbridled joy, hearing the unmistakable playground chorus of kids at play, and 

fighting the very strong urge to shed the suit jacket and make a run at the monkey bars. 

We all talk a lot about what school should be and what kids should get out of their time in the 

classroom. We also need to make sure that we don't forget that a big part of school should simply 

be letting kids enjoy being kids -playing and having fun, without a care in the world. 
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We have new Learning Landscape playgrounds popping up at elementary schools and new 

athletic tracks and fields going in at high schools all across the city, thanks to the bond program 

that our community overwhelmingly supported in 2008. Many of you have probably noticed new 

playground equipment brightening up your neighborhood elementary schools and revamped 

fields at your local high school. Through the 2008 bond program, 55 of our elementary schools 

have newly constructed playground facilities, and 7 of our high schools have new athletic fields. 

(Image: Dora Moore's Learning Landscape)

Learning Landscapes include a playfield, playground equipment, gardens, trees, shade 

structures and a gateway to their neighborhoods. We strongly believe that the playground area 

should not only provide our students with a fun and safe place to play and get some exercise, but 

should also serve as an extended learning environment. Examples of this can be seen with the 

implementation of school gardens, world maps, number lines and fractions incorporated into 

asphalt games, sand-blasted poems, and student tile work and art banners. 

And the playgrounds do much more than serve students during the school day. They are also a 

great community gathering spot and recreational oasis for families on evenings and weekends. 

We want our schools to be anchors of our communities-serving families well beyond the normal 
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school hours-and the Learning Landscapes and refurbished athletic fields are a big part of that 

effort. 

(Image: All-City Stadium at South High School)

And they are just one piece of the $454 million bond program. To date, we are a year ahead of 

schedule and more than $70 million under budget in completing the hundreds of school 

construction and renovation projects that are part of that program.  Due to strong cost controls 

and favorable market conditions, we currently expect to be able to complete all of the original 

bond projects in four years rather than five and have savings to spend on other high-priority 

construction, renovation and technology projects, including a new Stapleton elementary school, a 

new early childhood center in Far Northeast, and significant upgrades to classroom technology, 

including new computers and audio-visual equipment. 

Click here for a full list of Learning Landscape dedications that have taken place over the past 

few weeks.  Click here to download a Fox31 News video report on Dora Moore's Learning 

Landscape dedication. 

Thank you for your support of this program and for your investment in our schools and in our 

communities. See you at the monkey bars. 
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Great Grants and Initiatives 

 
 
 
Grantor:  Gates Family Foundation 
 
Grantee or Initiative:  Learning Landscapes 
 
Period of Grant Award:  2003-2008   
 
Background 
The 85 elementary schoolyards in Denver in the late 90’s mostly consisted of vast stretches of 
asphalt and pea gravel, a few pieces of old play equipment and high fences that separated the 
school from the community. In most cases, the playgrounds in DPS elementary schools could 
only safely serve a few classes at a time. Recess frequently became the time for fights and 
injuries, not for exercise, learning or fun. Usually, the poorest neighborhoods had the worst 
schoolyards.  

A new concept developed out of the College of Architecture and Planning at the University of 
Colorado at Denver (UCD). It involved transforming the elementary schoolyards into mini parks 
that served the school and welcomed the community after hours. Under the leadership of Lois 
Brink, a landscape professor, using her landscape architectural students, schoolyard designs were 
created for schools interested in a playground makeover, using graduate students with input from 
members of each school community. A model project at Bromwell elementary school that was 
funded by parents caught the attention of the Denver Public School District.  

The Learning Landscape Alliance 
At this point, with DPS on board, Brink approached the City of Denver and the Gates Family 
Foundation to consider expanding the concept to other schools, specifically those in the poorest 
neighborhoods of the city. Four partners – the City of Denver, DPS, UCD and the Gates Family 
Foundation created the Learning Landscape Alliance that would coordinate the planning, funding 
and construction necessary to improve 23 school- yards over the next 3-4 years. The design was 
coordinated by UCD with input from each school; the contracting and construction documents 
were managed by DPS; with the Gates Family Foundation as the coordinator, all the partners 
worked on the fundraising; and the school community, parents and students, pitched in to help 
with  construction, e.g. laying down grass, planting trees and shrubs, etc. Each facility has a grass 
playing field, age-appropriate equipment, a shade structure, extensive plantings of trees and 
shrubs, an art piece unique to each school, special gardens for flowers and vegetables, and a 
welcoming gate to the neighborhood. 



The Model 
Over the next four years, 22 schools in 16 underserved or “Focus” neighborhoods in Denver 
received new schoolyards at an average cost of $450,000 per site. $9 million was raised by the 
Alliance. Alliance fundraising meetings were held monthly at the Gates Family Foundation 
office. School fundraisers, businesses, over 12 Colorado foundations, Denver’s major sports 
teams, public entities such as Great Outdoors Colorado, and many individuals contributed to the 
initiative. Over 10,000 students, their school community and neighborhood benefitted from 
Alliance’s efforts.  

The Public Weighs In:  2003 and 2008 Bond Elections 
In 2002, a Citizens Bond Committee identified learning landscapes the number two desired item 
for improvement in Denver Public Schools. Subsequently, the 2003 Bond was passed by voters, 
providing $10 million more for additional learning landscapes for 25 elementary schools that had 
applied for new schoolyards. The Alliance funded an evaluation of the learning landscapes, and 
discovered overwhelming evidence that they improved the school culture because of the various 
features that encouraged exercise, complemented the curriculum and attracted families after 
school and over the weekends. After recess, children returned to the classroom ready to learn, not 
agitated over a schoolyard scuffle. Vandalism was reduced sharply and when it did occur, 
students or parents identified the responsible party.  

Predictably, the 37 elementary schools without learning landscapes continued to press the school 
district for new schoolyards, and in the 2008 Bond election, Denver voters approved $29 million 
more to finish all the DPS schools.  

The Impact and Continued Momentum 
The program has led to other innovations, including after-school programs in soccer, a gardening 
group that plants and maintains vegetable gardens that are integrated into school science and 
nutrition programs. Currently, over 21 public and private partners are involved in some way with 
learning landscapes. Major national foundations, including Robert Woods Johnson and Kellogg 
have provided follow-up support for health-related research such as obesity and nutrition. A 
major grant is pending with the National Institute of Health. Recently, the Learning Landscape 
program has been installing vegetable gardens in schoolyards across the district.  

In the end, the public weighed in with over $39 million of support to finish what a small public-
private partnership started and generated ($9 million). The beneficiaries include over 40,000 
students from 85 elementary schools who use the facilities during and after school, their families 
and neighbors who protect and have access to the landscapes, and 160 graduate students who 
helped and were helped by the practical design experience.  
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Introduction 

In 1992, a group of parents, elementary school students, 
school staff and faculty members, neighbors, local 
businesses owners, and landscape architecture graduate 
students began a collaborative effort to transform the 
dilapidated playground at Bromwell Elementary School in 
Denver, Colorado, into a dynamic environment for learning. 
The result, unveiled six years later, was the first Learning 
Landscapes project in the city. Soon thereafter, professors 
of landscape architecture and their graduate students at the 
University of Colorado at Denver (UCD) began similar 
projects at other schools. Over the past decade, Learning 
Landscapes has evolved into a citywide urban initiative 
impacting dozens of schools. 

The main objective of Learning Landscapes is to strengthen 
Denver’s public elementary schools and their surrounding 
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neighborhoods by designing new multi-purpose school 
playgrounds that combine elements of a public park and a 
social gathering place. UCD landscape architecture graduate 
students and professors work with community members and 
school officials to design new school grounds that respond to 
the cultural makeup of the neighborhood, the aesthetic 
tastes of its residents, and the developmental needs of 
children. 

Figure 1. Bromwell Elementary before and after Redesign 

 
The success of the Learning Landscapes project is founded 
on a healthy enthusiasm for aesthetics, as well as a 
pragmatic approach to maintenance, safety and recreational 
issues. The principal value of a learning landscape is its 
multi-purpose nature. In an era of limited municipal 
resources and widespread gentrification, single-minded 
urban renewal projects that are forced on communities are 
neither viable nor sustainable solutions for community 
redevelopment. By bringing together diverse groups working 
in concert, a civic process— not just a project— is created. 
Graduate students provide design services to local 
communities while learning the value of civic responsibility, 
and community members engage in hands-on learning while 
designing, building, maintaining, and celebrating the 
Learning Landscapes.  

While the main objective of this civic process is to reconnect 
communities with their public schools, a learning landscape 
playground and park also creates innovative avenues for 
participatory learning, increases recreational opportunities, 
and provides much needed green spaces in otherwise 
heavily urbanized neighborhoods. The learning landscape 
creates a site for learning and discovery that is fun and 
ultimately celebrates the cultural and historic character of 
each distinct neighborhood.  

How Learning Landscapes Came About  

The ability to transform Bromwell’s renovation project into 
an urban initiative was dependent upon the convergence of 
four variables: 
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1. an aging elementary school infrastructure in Denver 
Public Schools;  
2. elimination of court-mandated busing within the city;  
3. a “new urban university mandate” that encourages UCD 
professors and students to work with city neighborhoods and 
communities;  
4. city, state and non-profit funding as a catalyst for 
implementation. 

Aging Infrastructure  

Bromwell’s schoolyard was not the only playground in 
Denver in need of major renovation– the average facility age 
is almost 50 years. In 2000, the grounds foreman for 
Denver Public Schools, Don Moon, stated that approximately 
75 elementary schools required moderate to extensive 
renovations or upgrades. These included replacing 
playground equipment, providing irrigation and sod (to 
eliminate gravel and dirt fields), providing accessibility as 
directed by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and 
providing an outdoor learning environment. 

Parents expressed concerns about the safety of many of 
these sites, including the lack of fencing, limited lighting and 
dangerous debris found on the school grounds. Many 
expressed the concern that the playgrounds were simply 
“asphalt jungles” unprotected from the hot sun and 
unusable during otherwise desirable play periods during the 
day.  

Figure 2. Cowell Elementary Preexisting Condition 

Elimination of Court Mandated Busing 

In 1995, Denver Public Schools was released from a 
federally mandated school busing plan (Woods 1998). For 
the first time in 20 years, children could freely attend their 
neighborhood school. One of the goals of all Denver Public 
Schools is to open school facilities to the community– to 
provide places to gather, places to enjoy, and places that 
enhance the community’s appearance (Denver Public 
Schools 2004). With the elimination of forced school busing 
in Denver, an unprecedented opportunity emerged to use 
these schools as catalysts to strengthen and reinvigorate 
historic neighborhoods. Rather than sit empty and 
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abandoned after school hours, as they did during previous 
decades, neighborhood schools could serve as landmarks 
and civic centers celebrating the cultural and historic 
character of each distinct neighborhood. 

New Urban University Mandate  

In the late 1990s, the University of Colorado at Denver 
established the principles of its New Urban University 
agenda: 

1. connect the campus to the community;  
2. integrate teaching, research and service;  
3. become increasingly user-friendly.  

In this academic environment, a synergism developed 
between Denver Public Schools (DPS) and UCD that resulted 
in a partnership to conduct master planning and create new 
designs for the city’s elementary school playgrounds. 
Students in three courses in UCD’s College of Architecture 
and Planning would use the 86 DPS elementary school yards 
as case studies. These courses focused on the value of the 
schoolyard as educational and community experience. The 
courses were sequential: theory and planning; design; and, 
finally, implementation and construction.  

City Funding for Implementation  

In the spring of 2000, Lois Brink, a professor of Landscape 
Architecture at UCD, received a $1 million matching grant 
from Denver’s Housing and Neighborhood Development 
Services to assist in the construction of seven learning 
landscapes as part of the Denver Focus Neighborhood 
Initiative (City and County of Denver 2004). The Denver 
Business Improvement District’s Regional Plan targeted 16 
underserved neighborhoods for capital improvements to 
community facilities. It was the city’s hope that improved 
overall physical environments would improve quality of life 
for neighborhood residents and attract new residents and 
improve property values (Mitchell 2001). The schools initially 
chosen to receive learning landscapes were located within 
the 16 focus neighborhoods. These schools have received 
“low” or “unsatisfactory” ratings in state scholastic 
achievement tests; close to 90 percent of the students are 
non-white; 93 percent qualify for free or reduced lunch; and 
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the average student mobility rate is 80 percent. 

With the City of Denver grant as catalyst for collaboration, 
an entrepreneurial and community-based association of 
public and private interests was established– the Learning 
Landscape Alliance (LLA)– to fund and implement 22 
learning landscapes. By leveraging city and district funds 
and community in-kind services the alliance could be 
aggressive and fully fund each project over a three-year 
period. (The average cost of a learning landscape is 
$450,000.) The 22 learning landscapes serve approximately 
11,500 students. The alliance completed its mission in 2003 
with a total investment of $10.8 million. Construction is 98 
percent complete with the remainder being finished in the 
summer and fall of 2004 using funds from a DPS General 
Obligation Bond. 

Learning Landscape Objectives  

Each learning landscape serves two or more of the following 
objectives: 

1. Provide participatory landscapes that support outdoor 
learning in tandem with academic and physical education 
and offer socialization tools for school-age children. 
2. Create a multi-generational space for outdoor play 
opportunities for both students and the community.  
3. Create an aesthetically pleasing focal point for the 
community.  

The following is a composite list of all of the components of 
a Learning Landscape project: 

· Common areas with trees, benches and chairs that range 
in scale from plaza to outdoor classroom. 
· Improved hard surfaces for games, including basketball, 
tetherball courts, four-square, hopscotch, and wall ball. 
· Natural and “wild” gardens characterized as habitat, grass, 
herb, riparian, ecological, native grass and/or rock gardens. 
· Hard surface educational elements, including painted 
maps, sight words, mazes, educational games, a compass 
rose, and the like. 
· Improved multi-purpose fields, prepared with gravel 
removal, weed removal, new sod, grading and irrigation. 
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· Traditional developmentally-appropriate play equipment 
· Improved accessibility and safety with accessible 
equipment, ramps and pathways and other elements as 
specified in the Americans with Disabilities Act.  
· Shady places, such as a shade pavilion and added trees to 
offer a cool alternative to wide-open play areas that receive 
full sun during the day. 
· Community gateway 
· Non-traditional elements for creative play and/or 
instruction. 
· Design elements and ordering systems that reflect a 
specific design vision and build upon the neighborhood’s 
strengths, history, culture and vision.  

Participatory Landscapes for Outdoor Learning  

Supporting the Academic Curriculum with Gardens and 
Landscape Features  

Gardens offer experiential and prescriptive avenues for 
learning (Wells 2000). According to Susan Bardwell with 
Grounds for Learning (a partner program), learning 
landscapes offer places for children to wander and 
experience nature. Four categories have been developed for 
gardens at the schools: 

· Horticultural 
· Cultivated 
· Ecosystem 
· Habitat  

Vegetable gardens create significant opportunities for 
students, especially those from low-income households, to 
learn about nutrition and healthy diets. In 1995, Tufts 
University researchers found that significantly larger 
proportions of poor than non-poor children suffer from 
substandard intakes of ten key nutrients. Between 33 and 
50 percent of poor children have deficient intakes of key 
nutrients critical to cognitive functioning and overall healthy 
development. Poor children are 2.5 times more likely to 
have significantly deficient intakes of food energy/calories, 
folate, iron, magnesium, thiamin, vitamin A, vitamin B6, 
vitamin C, vitamin E, and zinc (Cook and Martin 1995).  

In Denver, Bromwell, Whittier and Fairmont Elementary 
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schools have joined forces with the Slow Food organization 
to plant vegetable gardens. Additionally, teachers are using 
the gardens to develop hands-on learning techniques that 
support their lesson plans from the Integrated Nutrition 
Education Program (INP) currently being sponsored at their 
school by University of Colorado Health Sciences Center with 
funding from the USDA Food Stamp Nutrition Education 
program.  

Figure 3. Bromwell Elementary Children at Their Fall Harvest 

Approximately 75 percent of the learning landscapes have 
some type of an ecosystem garden. At Bromwell, where the 
Parent Teacher Student Association (PTSA) has an active 
role in the school, there is a tall/mid grass native prairie. 
Urban environments put an undue amount of stress on the 
establishment of native grasses in a semi-arid climate. It 
has taken three years to establish the grassland garden at 
Bromwell, and the PTSA is currently working jointly with 
UCD to petition the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
to allow the school to burn its grassland– a mandatory 
practice to ensure a healthy prairie in Denver. DPS and the 
surrounding fire districts have approved the burn; the EPA, 
however, has denied the permit for air quality reasons.  

The riparian landscape at Eagleton is a self-sustaining 
water-harvest garden that collects storm water from the 
surrounding playground and field to water native 
cottonwood trees and grasses. The water is filtered through 
this planted area before being released into a city storm 
water chase. Poor drainage is a chronic concern on DPS 
sites. The majority of these schools were built with either 
negative drainage or drainage towards the building. Riparian 
landscapes thrive in poor drainage and are an appropriate 
solution. In the past, Colorado riparian plants, such as 
cottonwood and willow trees, were on the DPS “do not plant” 
list. However, riparian landscapes have successfully 
improved drainage on the school sites. As they also grow 
and provide shade faster than other tree species, DPS has 
reconsidered their value.  

Figure 4. Bromwell Grassland in the Spring 

In most cases, the ecosystem garden provides a habitat for 
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urban wildlife. Riparian landscapes offer critical urban wildlife
area opportunities while improving drainage on school 
grounds. The butterfly habitat garden, popular with teachers,
provides an ideal setting for science lesson plans. Students 
can inventory the garden as a butterfly habitat, identify all 
existing plant species, determine which plants were useful as
adult and larvae hosts, learn what butterflies might be 
attracted to the garden, and decide on features that need to 
be added to the garden to attract butterflies. 

The school district does not have the staff necessary to 
maintain the gardens; therefore, it is very important that the
design of the gardens reflect the capacity of the school to 
take care of them. The gardens must be sustainable and fully
integrated into the elementary educational experience. 
Anecdotal comments collected to date from school teachers 
and community members express frustration because they 
want to take care of their gardens but do not know how. The 
implementation strategy for the learning landscapes held 
that it was better to build the landscapes first and then to 
work with the school and community to maintain them. This 
approach has been successful at Remington Elementary, 
where Learning Landscapes Alliance partner Susan Bardwell 
spent the spring and fall of 2003 working with two third 
grade classes in the school garden as part of an Earth Force 
service-learning project. She made the following 
observations: 

In the process of tending the garden, the students 
did weeding and ‘virtual bar graphing’ of the weeds 
on the adjacent blacktop, seed collecting and 
companion lessons, and tree/garden mulching and 
companion lessons. Jan Wingate from Denver 
Botanic Gardens came out to identify some of the 
‘volunteer’ plants/weeds and advise which 
should/could remain for habitat and which ones to 
be particularly vigilant about removing…. [The 
garden at] Remington demonstrates that there is a 
lot to say for teachers and students working and 
learning in the Learning Landscape as a way to 
help sustain the gardens. Without their work and 
lessons this past year, the fledgling garden at 
Remington would be a maintenance staff 
nightmare and an eyesore. It will be again if it 
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doesn’t continue to be ‘used’ by teachers and their 
students (Bardwell 2004). 

 
Figure 5. Garden Place Butterfly Garden 

Supporting the Academic Curriculum with Art Projects  

Collaborative art projects conceived and created by students 
instill a sense of pride and ownership in school grounds and 
reduces incidences of vandalism (Yost, Di Carlo and 
Holmberg 2004). Each school has at least one art project as 
an initial element. The goal is to have a series of temporary 
installations that renew on a cyclical basis in an effort to 
sustain community involvement. The most successful to date
has been the banner project. The canvases used for the 
banners, which last about three years, are inexpensive and 
readily available. Children decide on themes and make 
colorful weather-resistant banners that easily mount on 
vertical poles within the playground. They decorate their 
banners with bugs, the solar system, sports, common 
words, dinosaurs, or flags from different nations around the 
world. At Cowell elementary, an after-school group 
participating in the Denver Scores program wanted to do a 
mural as their service learning project. Children worked with 
their teacher and UCD students drawing images that were 
important to them, to Denver, and to the soccer community. 
UCD students created a collage of these drawings and then, 
using a grid system, transposed and painted the drawing 
with help from the children onto a 100-by-5-foot wall. 

Figure 6. Computer Image of Cowell Denver Scores Mural 

The participation of local artists is a successful way to 
incorporate place-sensitive public art into the school ground 
and offer art education. At Fairmont Elementary, local artist 
Tony Ortega worked with the children to create their 
banners. At Columbine elementary, artist-in-residence 
Michael Gadlin helped the children create entry banners for 
the doors leading out to the playground. Local artists also 
design and construct their own pieces inspired by the 
children. At Fairmont, a concrete “earth mother” is located 
in the middle of the play equipment area and teachers have 
mentioned that children are often seen taking solace in her 
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lap when they have had a bad day.  

Larger murals painted on the walls of some schools are civic 
in scale and serve as a landmark for the community. Smith 
elementary is a magnet school for the arts; students and 
artists worked together to paint a theater backdrop on one 
wall of the school. The budget did allow for an actual 
outdoor theater, so the 40-by-30-foot mural serves as the 
backdrop for a pretend stage, complete with curtains and 
scenery. The mural is a one-point perspective with lines 
radiating out from the vanishing point across the entire 
playground. The school’s Word Wall mural, measuring 40 by 
50 feet, includes 100 of the most commonly used words in 
the English language and acts as a backdrop for wall ball. 
For this mural, conceived by UCD landscape architecture 
students, the children created shapes and chose text types 
to match the words. Third through fifth grade children 
painted the mural with guidance from UCD students, high 
school students, and a local artist. Wall ball becomes more 
challenging and interesting for children as they try to hit 
certain words.  

Figure 7. Students from Smith Elementary Painting One of 
the Murals 

Supporting the Academic Curriculum– Next Steps  

When surveyed by the Center of Research strategies, 97 
percent of the teachers at Learning Landscapes schools 
agreed that the playground has improved the beauty of their 
community; however, teachers were more neutral about 
educational enhancements. This may reflect the fact that in 
most of the schools, the playgrounds have been in place for 
less than two years— a relatively short period of time for 
curriculum changes to be made. A three-year Technical 
Assistance Program (TAP) established by UCD, DPS, and the 
Gates Family Foundation provides assistance to teachers for 
program development, curricular use of playgrounds, and 
continued service-learning opportunities. Teachers and 
students are being trained to maintain the playgrounds with 
help from TAP interns. This program serves multiple 
purposes. The TAP sets up a framework for a four-step 
process, the purposes of which are outlined in a 1990 
environmental education study by Hungerford and Volk, 
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namely, to increase teacher’ and students’ sensitivity, 
knowledge, ownership, and empowerment in an effort to 
create sustainable learning landscapes with continued 
community support. 

Design opportunities for education vary from school to 
school. Boulders indigenous to Colorado, including igneous, 
sedimentary and metamorphic rocks, engage students in the 
geology of the region. Geography and the use of maps has 
been a consistent component. Principals have expressed a 
desire to include science and math components into the 
playground features through elements that incorporate 
measurement concepts. 

Supporting Physical Education  

The preexisting conditions at the Learning Landscape project 
schools were “one-size-fits-all” playgrounds. Young children 
often used equipment intended for use by older children. 
Classroom teachers were required to schedule specific times 
for using the playground, ensuring that pre-kindergarten 
students were not placed in danger by being in the same 
play environment as older students. 

Effectively designed playgrounds can decrease “uninvolved 
behavior” and reduce bullying or roughhousing (Weinstein 
and Pinciotti 1998). Guided and free play on outdoor 
equipment helps children of all ages develop their muscles, 
define their sense of space, develop eye-hand coordination, 
increase body awareness, increase physical fitness skills, 
develop strength and endurance, and provide opportunities 
for social play (Moore, Goltsman and Iacofano 1997).  

When given a choice between structured and unstructured 
physical activities, children will typically find fewer 
opportunities for confrontation with their peers (Boulton 
1999; Malone and Tranter 2003). Principals have observed 
that children learn to interact and problem solve more 
effectively on a structured playground. Learning landscapes 
dramatically increase the variety and quantity of structured 
games available to children. The playground helps teach 
children to function in a structured environment (Center of 
Research Srategies 2003). 
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Additionally, the learning landscapes increase play 
opportunities and accommodate the entire school population 
at one time— an important consideration for the hours 
before and after school. This stands in sharp contrast to an 
average pre-existing capacity of only five percent of the 
school population at one time. Structured games on grass 
and hard surfaces are complemented with traditional age-
appropriate play equipment. Play equipment for early 
childhood education (ECE) focuses on fine- and gross-motor 
development and includes interactive elements such as sand 
or water play, along with three different ground surfaces. 
Given that Denver typically receives more than 300 days per 
year of sunshine, shade structures are another important 
element of the program. 

Children surveyed during the master plan phase consistently 
selected play equipment as their first- and second-favorite 
choices (Brink et al. 2004). Primary play structures 
emphasize the relationship between play and imagination, 
incorporating interactive pieces and slides. Climbers, also 
known as monkey bars, provide physical challenge, and 
intermediate structures emphasize climbing and upper body 
development. Overhead ladders, tall slides, large climbers, 
and spinning or rotating activities foster development of 
motor skills, strength, coordination and balance. Climbing 
opportunities often provide graduated levels of challenge 
and encourage responsible risk taking.  

Improving Socialization Skills 

Demographics in the United States have changed 
dramatically over the last 50 years since most of Denver’s 
schoolyards were built. Children in urban environments once 
had greater freedom to move about and explore 
unprogammed places (Hasluck and Malone 1999). Increased 
violence in urban areas now means that children have less 
freedom of movement (Tranter and Doyle 1996; Valentine 
and McKendrick 1997). The Learning Landscape project has 
responded by creating unprogrammed non-traditional 
elements that encourage creative play. As mentioned above, 
habitat gardens offer wild places where children can 
experience the “slow wonder” of our world. For example, 
brightly colored fields of paint at Garden Place Elementary 
provide an unlimited resource for the imagination– at one 
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moment they are countries to be conquered, the next, 
islands in the ocean. Different colored curvilinear lines at 
Barrett Elementary randomly bisect basketball and 
foursquare courts and become paths, upon which children 
can travel anywhere the imagination takes them. “Struggle 
Hill” at Smith Elementary and the erosion hill at Garden 
Place offer different perspectives. Of the teachers surveyed, 
80 percent agree that the new playground promotes creative 
play (Center of Research Strategies 2003). 

Figure 8. Children Play on Garden Place's Erosion Hill 

Recess is quite often the only time a child has total control 
of his activities at school. Playgrounds offer the optimal 
environment for children to socialize and learn about conflict 
resolution. Principals and teachers at Learning Landscapes 
schools have observed diminished fighting over limited play 
elements, and children are more physically active and 
engaged in more positive peer interaction (Center of 
research Strategies 2003). Different play zones and social 
areas in the schoolyard encourage children to disperse, 
thereby giving everyone a place with fewer conflicts.  

Scale and elevation are key elements in the design of these 
places. Subtle changes in elevation are all that is needed to 
create prospect; this can have a dramatic effect on children. 
Children are drawn to spaces that are compatible with their 
size. Spaces that are visible to the playground aides but 
intimate to children are particularly attractive. At Bromwell, 
a large boulder next to a pine tree on a hill has all the 
elements of an ideal intimate gathering place. Sitting under 
the deck of play equipment or between the columns of a 
shade structure provides the same small scale preferred by 
children but still easily monitored by teachers or family 
members.  

In addition, the use of boulders in gardens and throughout 
the playground has been a positive cost-effective element. 
Surveys conducted at 40 DPS elementary schools show that 
boulders are one of the top five preferred playground 
elements by 90 percent of respondents (Brink et al. 2004). 
The preferred boulder size is five to seven tons. This allows 
for two or three children to gather, while still allowing a 
fourth child to comfortably sit alone and read. 
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Figure 9. Young Girls Socializing at Greenlee Elementary 

Community Focal Point and Civic Pride  

Schools in their pre-Learning Landscape condition sent a 
message to the neighborhood that the environment for 
children and the community was not a priority. Chain link 
fences and obscure entrances sent the signal “DPS property. 
Keep Out” (Center of Research Strategies 2003). Some 
communities, disenfranchised from their local school, may 
have few if any other architectural landmarks that can serve 
as a source of civic pride. School buildings were constantly 
vandalized and whenever minor improvements were made 
to the playgrounds, vandalism followed soon thereafter 
(Yost et al. 2004). Neighborhood organizations and the 
schools’ administrations wanted to strengthen the 
community spirit, but given their challenges, the prospect 
seemed daunting if not insurmountable. 

Learning Landscapes improve community outreach in the 
following ways: 

· Community input during the master plan and design 
phases of the process 
· School/community fund-raising to support the playground 
· Community support during the construction of the 
playground in the form of volunteer builds 
· Creating designs that:  

o Encourage use after school and during vacation 
periods 
o Include community gathering places 
o Enhance the sense of green space in the 
neighborhood 

A collaborative process for planning and design incorporates 
community input into all phases of the project, and creates a 
broadly constituted base for funding that includes both 
public and private partners. Community involvement is a 
foundation of this program; it fosters a sense of 
neighborhood ownership and vision (City and County of 
Denver 2004). UCD landscape architecture students 
participate in meetings with focus groups of students, 
parents, staff and administrators at each school to identify 
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elements for the proposed site development. Elementary 
school students create drawings of what they would like and 
parents and teachers discuss problems with the current 
playground. A photo survey of 19 images of possible 
schoolyard elements serves to solicit initial 
community/school preferences and encourage everyone to 
“think outside of the box.” By asking constituent groups to 
select their five preferred elements, UCD students are able 
to prioritize components for the master plan and generate a 
list of community needs and desires. 

Figure 10. Student Drawings  

Principals surveyed recommend bringing the community into 
the process even earlier (Center of Research Strategies 
2003). However, UCD graduate students observed that it 
was difficult to get early participation due a general level of 
mistrust from community members that the project would 
ever be implemented and a concern about the risks of 
neighborhood vandalism. Once the master plan is complete, 
it is distributed to the schools and community for review and 
comments.  

At the onset of the project, the Learning Landscape Alliance 
solicited support from the school and community to raise 
two percent of the total funds for the project. Penny drives 
and selling candy bars were just some of the strategies that 
empowered students and gave the project a sense of reality 
and immediacy. Students consistently reported during focus 
groups that they felt good about having helped create the 
playground (Center of Research Strategies 2003). 

A similar reaction came from the community once 
construction was underway. The results of a community 
survey indicated that 23 percent of community residents had 
participated in the construction of their school’s playground 
(Center of Research Strategies 2003). Projects are always 
built during the school year so that children and families can 
be involved. Volunteer dates, established during 
construction, draw people from the school community and 
other volunteer organizations such as AmeriCorps, Peer One,
Hope Communities, church groups, and neighborhood 
associations. On average, eight percent of the total project 
funds are in-kind contributions from the community, the city 
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and volunteer organizations. Each year, a team of 
AmeriCorps volunteers has spent six weeks building play 
equipment, helping children with art projects and planting. 
Community builds have been an essential element as more 
than half of the city and grant funding requires community 
interaction. Each project has two to four volunteer builds 
organized jointly by UCD and DPS, ranging from 50 to more 
than 250 people. Typically, the community creates artwork, 
plants gardens, lays sod, moves engineered wood fiber into 
play pits, builds playground equipment, and lays bricks. 
Close to half (43 percent) of the participants say that they 
are more involved with other school activities that involve 
the playground than they were before (Center of Research 
Strategies 2003). The principal of Colfax Elementary School 
said, “the builds are a wonderful way to bring parents into 
the school, particularly when language is a barrier.”  

Figure 11. Volunteer Build Laying Sod at Swansea 
Elementary 

Unlike traditional schoolyard designs, learning landscapes 
are designed as multi-generational places. Social gathering 
places designed for school children become community 
spaces during non-school hours and are used extensively on 
summer evenings. The shade structure/pavilion acts as a 
community landmark as well as gathering place and typically 
offers an excellent vantage point for teachers, parents and 
grandparents alike to observe children.  

Figure 12. Shade Structures at Colfax and Crofton 
Elementary Schools 

Community surveys validate these findings with a 77-
percent agreement that the community has a sense of pride 
in the playground. Further evidence of community support 
for the Learning Landscapes project was the allocation of 
$10 million for completing another 20 learning landscapes as 
part of a $300 million dollar general obligation bond (GOB) 
that received overwhelming voter approval in the fall of 
2003. 

University Role  

Initially, UCD played a neutral role between the city and the 

Page 16 of 23CYE 14(1) Transforming Inner-City School Grounds: Lessons from Learning Landsca...

10/26/2010http://www.colorado.edu/journals/cye/14_1/fieldreports/report3.htm



school district, which shared a skeptical past relationship 
with the city and had limited collaboration. The University 
was an advocate for grantees ensuring that funds were 
spent appropriately. The University’s optimism and 
confidence was pivotal in generating other public and private 
funding. The relationship between UCD and DPS goes 
beyond the 22 schools involved in the Learning Landscape 
Alliance. To date, UCD graduate landscape architecture 
students have developed 54 master plans and have 
prepared 25 sets of design development drawings. At this 
rate, UCD students will complete the remaining 24 DPS 
elementary school master plans by 2006. 

A year-round, hands-on, service-learning curriculum at UCD 
enlists graduate students to develop master plans in the fall 
and design documents in the spring. UCD students prepare 
master plans comprised of five main components: 

1. a vision  
2. a set of goals to implement the vision 
3. a program of uses  
4. a spatial relationship diagram 
5. an aesthetic ordering system  

The master plan targets existing and proposed uses, 
relationships between uses, and programmatic requirements 
for uses, maintenance and safety issues, and preliminary 
cost estimates.  

Once the master plan is complete, the graduate landscape 
architecture students participating in the Learning 
Landscape Alliance program move into a design studio 
where they synthesize the pieces of the master plan into a 
detailed site design, identifying cost estimates for traditional 
and non-traditional construction. The end product for the 
studio is a set of design development drawings. Professional 
landscape architects are selected to finalize the graduate 
student’s drawings in the form of construction documents. 
In the summer, students gain valuable experience in 
independent design-build classes at DPS schools under 
construction. The construction of the traditional elements of 
each project goes through the normal bidding process, while 
the creation of the non-traditional elements are coordinated 
by DPS and UCD jointly.  
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The originality and forward-thinking aspects of each 
Learning Landscape project are directly attributable to the 
UCD graduate landscape architecture students. They have 
contributed their time and energy, and have been inspired 
by the uniqueness of the people and their environments to 
create unique places. Their ideas and inventions have been 
a source of inspiration for the professionals executing these 
designs. AmeriCorps provides tuition grants to UCD students 
through the Campus Compact Initiative focused on collegiate 
level service-learning, community-based programs. 

Figure 13. Graduate Student Stamping Numbers in Concrete 

As Learning Landscapes continue to be built with GOB 
funding, UCD will continue to provide design review 
assistance. The main focus of Professor Brink’s research will 
be the long-term sustainability of these urban landscapes 
and their integration into the day to day rituals of schools 
and neighborhoods. Learning landscapes are generally 
outside the realm of traditional DPS site maintenance. UCD 
and DPS have entered into a three-year technical assistance 
program (TAP). This program will work with the site-based 
facility managers and the children to: 

· Provide maintenance support and technical assistance to 
site based personnel  
· Offer an awards program for site maintenance success 
· Assist with program development of curricular use of 
playgrounds 
· Expand service-learning opportunities for the 
school/community through the Denver School Yard 
Consortium. 
· Actively seek funding and grants to support programs. 
· Continue data collection and surveys to document 
outcomes. 
· Develop programs to monitor and document increasing 
levels of physical activity, improved social behavior and test 
scores. 

Lessons Learned  

The Learning Landscape program at DPS is a dynamic 
process that is evolving. The hope is to review, evaluate, 
and modify the process improving on the positive outcomes. 
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Positive benefits of the playgrounds were reported by the 
Center of Research Strategies (CRS) in the following areas: 

· Reduced safety and disciplinary problems 
· Improved student behavior 
· Increased use of outdoor learning curricula 
· Improved student attitudes toward school and increased 
readiness to learn 
· Increased parental involvement 
· Enhanced community pride and use of the playgrounds as 
“green spaces” 

Enhancing Community Involvement and Creating Buy-In  

The weakest aspect of community involvement to date has 
been during the planning phases. We believe tours of built 
learning landscapes would help community members, 
teachers, and principals visualize the desired outcomes. 
Principals who are committed to the project are key to 
increased community support and awareness. The graduate 
students’ master plan is the first step in the process. 
Community comment and criticism are welcome, but have 
not always been incorporated into the design development 
drawings. Brink and her students have revamped the master 
plan as a living document containing folders for comments 
from community/school and the DPS grounds and 
maintenance department. As graduate students and other 
design professionals move into the design phase, these 
comments can be incorporated into the design. 

Volunteer builds are the most positive outcome for 
community involvement. All 22 schools have agreed to 
continue having some type of volunteer project in the spring 
and the fall each year. The technical assistance program will 
aid in establishing activities as regular events within the 
calendar year. Ongoing builds will include adding street 
trees, murals, and artwork, and modifying design elements 
to increases effectiveness.  

Another way to enhance community participation is to study 
the post-occupancy evaluation of the schoolyard by teachers 
and parents. Providing them with the tools to let elements 
evolve and change to suit their needs is an essential part of 
the technical assistance program and the long term 
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sustainability of the program. 

Increasing Teacher Involvement  

One of the weaker aspects of the current process is that the 
time constraints and pressure to improve student test scores 
impedes teachers’ ability to fully participate in the process of 
creating a learning landscape. To remedy this situation, 
funding is necessary for release time that allows teachers to 
leave the classroom and lets them freely brainstorm 
possibilities. Release time will be a critical element as 
Learning Landscapes designers and researchers move into 
curriculum development at each school. 

After School  

Fortunately, the 2003 General Obligation Bond, approved in 
the fall of 2003, has enabled DPS to reinstate art teachers 
and programs at virtually every school. With the added 
assistance of these new DPS art teachers, the children will 
be able to create new art projects that will enhance learning 
landscapes. 

In conclusion, the Learning Landscapes project provides 
ongoing lessons for everyone involved. Through increased 
faculty, student, and community awareness and 
participation, the school grounds evolve. The collaboration of 
faculty and students at UCD with DPS teachers and 
students, as well as parents and other community members, 
allows constant learning and growth for all involved.  

 
Lois Brink is a tenured faculty member of the University of 
Colorado’s College of Architecture and Planning in the 
Department of Landscape Architecture. She received her 
masters of landscape architecture from the University of 
Pennsylvania’s graduate school of fine arts in 1978. Prior to 
joining UCD, professor Brink spent ten years in private 
practice in Philadelphia and Denver. During her 15 years at 
UCD she spent five years as department chair of the 
landscape architecture program. Her research interests have 
spanned a diverse array of landscape issues including mine 
land reclamation, new community development, and 
ecological design. Learning landscapes have been her 
primary research during the past five years. 

Page 20 of 23CYE 14(1) Transforming Inner-City School Grounds: Lessons from Learning Landsca...

10/26/2010http://www.colorado.edu/journals/cye/14_1/fieldreports/report3.htm



Bambi Yost is a dual degree graduate student at the 
University of Colorado at Denver studying Landscape 
Architecture and Urban and Regional Planning. For the past 
two years, she has planned, organized, and led community-
based design-build Learning Landscape projects. Prior to 
that, she was a career advisor at the Art Institute of 
Colorado and an educator for the Chesapeake Bay 
Foundation in Virginia where she designed and led 
environmental programs. Ms. Yost has an extensive 
background in outdoor education, volunteer coordination, 
grant research and writing, and nonprofit programs. She is 
currently conducting studies to further evaluate the Learning 
Landscapes. 
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	POG Project Name: Learning Landscapes - Colorado Center for Community Developement 
	POG Address: Campus Box 126 PO Box 173364 
	POG City/State/Zip: Denver, Colorado 80217
	POG Project Overview: Learning Landscapes is a system of vibrant, active and highly used comprehensive urban schoolyards designed, developed and maintained by a forward-thinking partnership between the University of Colorado and Denver Public Schools.  In the mid 1990’s, federally mandated busing was lifted from Denver Public Schools and children once again began attending schools in their own neighborhoods. One result was greater awareness of the degradation of the local neighborhood schoolyards.  The University of Colorado launched Learning Landscapes as a program  to convert once-desolate public schoolyards into mini-parks that welcome the community after hours and facilitate both learning and play.  Today, this ten-year-old $45 million program has transformed over 81 schoolyards serving over 37,000 students daily and countless Denver families after school and on weekends. The popularity of Learning Landscapes inspired broad public support and the public financing necessary to scale this model to every elementary school playground in Denver.  Learning Landscapes works from a multi-disciplinary platform to build sustainable, healthy communities by developing partnerships along the way and by designing and constructing schoolyard environments that contain a range of opportunities or affordances for healthy living. Programmatic elements common to each site include grass play fields, age-appropriate play equipment, natural play areas, running tracks,  shade trees, shade structures, community gateways and gathering spaces, vegetable gardens, public art work, and traditional play elements such as basketball courts, four-square, etc. In addition, these urban spaces are designed to celebrate unique cultural and historical characteristics of each neighborhood and school they serve. The average construction cost of each project is approximately $450,000 with funding derived from a variety of public and private sources.
	POG Self-Evaluation: Reason #1: Reinventing the Amercian schoolyard: We do not think of schoolyards as just another playground, they are the core of  urban communities.  Ironically the design value of this work has been overlooked.  It is not a one-of-a-kind project but rather "a landscape system that alters, in a much more sweeping way, the places we and our families live in every day."  We believe that it is this cumulative effect of learning landscapes and its comprehensive approach through design, construction and maintenance that offers a new and much needed paradigm shift for urban design.  Reason # 2:  National Model for Empowering Neighborhood Schools & their Communities:  As mentioned previously when Denver Public School children began attending schools in their own neighborhoods there was a greater awareness of the degradation of the local neighborhood schoolyards.  This disenfranchisement is a national phenomena and as court ordered school busing is reversed, many communities will find themselves rethinking the concept of school the neighborhood school. The time is critical for a schoolyard redevelopment model such as Learning Landscapes that is founded on strong design principles, is community based and consistent with national health and educational goals.  Reason # 3: Civic Engagement - Graduate Students: Learning Landscape's unique approach to design pairs graduate students with licensed landscape architects whom as a team take the project from design through construction.  This academic setting is an advanced design studio challenging students to find creative solutions to real world urban design issues with public funding to get the project built.   Learning Landscapes provides an opportunity for community-based committees including elementary students to work with graduate design students and within one year go from quick design sketches to construction of a full schoolyard redevelopment.  The community learns about urban design and the development process and the graduate students learn how to engage the community and transform ideas into a reality.  The comprehensive nature of the Learning Landscapes system encourages civic cooperation and requires collaboration up and down between public entities as well as private/commercial contractors and vendors for the betterment of children's learning environments.  Learning Landscapes has provided innumerous examples of environmental education opportunities while encouraging the use of storm water management best practices as well as the use of recycled materials on sites. 
	PD Values and Goals: Learning Landscapes  is committed to providing civic service to schools and communities to enhance the urban environment through innovative school yard design.  Our initiative is committed to providing outdoor learning environments, public art opportunities and community engagement through design.   Further, we provide educational opportunities for teaching and learning through Learning Landscapes courses at the University of Colorado Denver and community engagement by encouraging collaboration. 

We collaborate with Denver Public Schools, Denver Parks and Recreation, and each individual community by engaging in meaningful partnerships with students, staff, neighborhoods and organizations serving all Learning Landscapes sites.  This process and the unique relationships speak to the complexity of a large scale urban project.  The relationships are nurtured starting with a master plan for each school, followed by a series of design development documents (conducted by graduate students)  and finally the construction documentation and administration conducted by licensed architects and engineers. 

We believe in equity by respecting and celebrating the social and cultural character of each Learning Landscapes neighborhood and their specific demographics. We believe in innovation in design.  It is our goal to challenge the boundaries of traditional thinking when it comes to urban design, outdoor learning and community development.  Research and development have been critical means to test our projects and try to further the importance and value of our work in terms of how our projects affect test scores, decrease behavioral incidence, and contribute to the prevention of childhood obesity.  

A significant trade off has been the limit on budgets to provide adequate maintenance to our projects.  No single project can take care of itself over the long term.  As such we have tried to encourage students, staff, and community members to take on the initiative to take care of the places we build. A further trade off has been the need to value engineer our projects to make sure what gets built is functional and has an integrity that will withstand time.  
	PD Urban Context: Learning Landscapes function as neighborhood public parks providing much needed green space and social gathering places while fostering neighborhood pride for local communities. With the cessation of mandatory bussing in 2002 meant a renewed interest in neighborhood schools. 

 As an element to the City of Denver's Master Plan called the "Game Plan", Learning Landscapes is recognized as the fifth element of neighborhood parks.  The City has benefited greatly in that they do not have do anything since each Learning Landscape is owned and operated by Denver Public Schools.   Yet this added urban element acts to provide community level parks where people can exercise, garden, recreate,etc . Not to mention the numerous number of students that are served daily by the project.  The context of each school differs slightly, from urban to suburban, with most schools being located in residential areas.  There are as many as 10 projects,  however, that are located in retail and commercial districts that have sensitive issues with security and vandalism. 

As a unique program, Learning Landscapes has managed to stitch together intergovernmental agencies and private foundations to better serve Metro Denver's elementary school students and staff.  Learning landscapes has transformed blighted schoolyards into new parks that serve generations of students and community members.  During the school year, 35,000 elementary school students are served by the project.  Accordingly Denver's population from 2004 estimates was approximately 557,000 people.  It could be argued that the Learning Landscapes initiative has affected the entire population of Denver and beyond.  50% of the students that our project serve come from minority and below poverty line status receiving free lunch programs.

The project has affected the local community by transforming blighted schoolyards into age appropriate play grounds, gardens, and community gathering spaces, as well as opportunities for recreation and exercise.  From an economic standpoint Learning Landscapes has garnered $49,000,000 in construction and engineering costs.  We cannot easily calculate the number of jobs this has created either administratively or through engineering or construction services.       
	PD Development Process: Involving the community in all phases of the development process; planning, design, fund-raising, and construction, builds stewardship of the Learning Landscape. Graduate students in the Learning Landscapes program follow a civic engagement focused academic curriculum where students are paired with both  professional landscape architects hired by DPS and an elementary school to develop a master plan and design documents. Elementary school students participate in the design process by creating drawings illustrating their vision for a new playground. Parents, teachers, students and neighbors convene Learning Landscape committees to focus on important issues such as site programming, educational elements and safety concerns. The graduate student/landscape architect team facilitate community meetings, synthesize the committee’s ideas into a detailed site plan, and develop a design reflecting the vision, culture and curriculum of the school. Early on, due to funding constraints, community volunteer events were essential completing construction.  As Learning Landscapes gained momentum and funding, DPS hired professional contractors to renovate the schoolyards but community events are still a component of the construction process. Learning Landscape staff and the school committees organize volunteer build events as a fun way for students and community members to get their hands dirty, dig in and help to build the Learning Landscape playground. The implementation component of this process is most successful in garnering community involvement. The large number of individuals contributing sends a strong message to the communities and their children: “We believe in you.”
	PD Financing: A combination of public and private funding financed the development of Learning Landscapes with an average construction cost of $450,000 per playground. School principals and parents lobbied District administrators to construct the schoolyards, and local businesses, organizations, and community-members provided funding and in-kind support. Federal Community Development Block Grants supplied through Denver’s Department of Housing and Neighborhood Development Services were a key funding component to many of the first Learning Landscape schoolyards located in under-served neighborhoods throughout Denver.   Success of the Learning Landscape project has removed much of the fund raising burden from the schools. Denver voters have expressed their satisfaction with the program by passing multi-million dollar bond initiatives to fund the redevelopment of every Denver Public School elementary school into a Learning Landscape. From 1998-2012 $49.6 million was raised to implement Learning Landscapes as a district-wide schoolyard redevelopment plan. 
• 1998-2003 $9 million raised through public and private funding
• 2003 - $10.6 million raised through voter approved general obligation bond
• 2008 $29 million raised through voter approved general obligation bond

With funding from the 2008 Denver Public Schools General Obligation Bond the remaining 56 schools will recieve a Learning Landscapes schoolyard transformation.  This bond funds architectural and engineering feels as well as 

	PD Uniqueness/Adaptability: We have established a network of relationships in our larger community through a civic engagement curriculum that promotes innovative urban design for schoolyard redevelopment.  Our unique project has provided over 10 years worth of design assistance and project coordination that addresses depleted public space while providing educational and recreational opportunities. 

The Learning Landscapes team recruits students, parents and surrounding community members to help build, maintain and improve the Learning Landscape.  Outdoor art projects provide the school an opportunity to express the creativity, character, and culture of the school on the playground. Banner and tile projects are a great way for each student to participate in the construction of the Learning Landscape, display the student artwork, and give the students a sense of pride and ownership in their playground. Building partnerships with organizations, documenting outdoor curriculum opportunities, and offering technical assistance for maintenance promotes Learning Landscape sustainability. To preserve the quality and character of the Learning Landscapes, the schoolyards must be respectfully used by the students and surrounding community.  School and community vegetable gardens are examples of site-specific programming on Learning Landscapes that promote sustainability through community capacity building, healthy eating, and curriculum enhancement.

	Award Use Narrative: 
We would like to use the monies to help document our project.  Essentially we would use the monies to organize, write, and publish a book of case studies of some sort.  When surveying the academic literature on the topic of play and school yard projects - what's available is very sparse.  Conversely, we are finding through our research, the importance of play as a component in cognitive development, positive behavioral incidence, childhood obesity, and general health in minors is of continued greater concern.   Further, within the design profession we would like to prove the importance that school yards have as critical urban spaces that serve multiple users and age groups. 

We feel like our project is a model that can be replicated and modified to fit other urban metropolitan areas.  The fact the elementary school yard projects are in such a depleted state across the country is a fact that is confounding and worrisome. It remains a fact that 50% of the population that is served by our project are minorities - some 17% of which receive free lunch status due to their economic income status.  (www. piton.org)

 We hope that with further recognition from entities such as the Rudy Bruner Foundation that we can continue to refine our business model and document the model to show how it can be replicated at multiple scales.  
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