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Project Overview 

The Climate Resilient Schoolyards project is a collaboration between the City of Boulder’s 
Climate Initiatives Department, the Boulder Valley School District (BVSD), and Growing Up 
Boulder, with support from the Colorado Water Conservation Board, to reimagine schoolyards 
as climate-resilient, educational, and joyful outdoor spaces. The initiative models how natural 
systems—trees, soil, and water—can help schools adapt to climate change while creating 
opportunities for play, learning, and community connection. 

In fall 2025, Growing Up Boulder facilitated youth engagement sessions at High Peaks 
Elementary (September 15) and BCSIS (October 9). These sessions empowered a total of 100 
third graders to serve as “schoolyard designers,” identifying challenges and voting on 
climate-resilient solutions for specific areas of their schoolyards. Growing Up Boulder also 
supported children in sharing their ideas at a Parent Engagement Workshop (October 16) and a 
Community Design Workshop (October 26), ensuring youth voices informed every stage of the 
design process. 
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Executive Summary – What We Heard from Children 

Across both schools, children demonstrated a sophisticated understanding of climate resilience, 
connecting shade, water, and habitat to comfort and care for the Earth. Their top priorities 
included: 

●​ Shade and Cooling: Students emphasized the importance of trees for shade and 
comfort during hot days, associating them with reading, resting, and gathering with 
friends. 

●​ Fruit and Food: The idea of a mini fruit orchard was especially popular, linking climate 
resilience to hydration, health, and fun (“having fruit for snacks while outside”). 

●​ Play and Creativity in Nature: Loose materials, dens, and climbing trees inspired 
excitement and imagination, giving children ways to direct their own play. 

●​ Beauty and Calm: Some children described wanting quiet places to watch animals, 
draw, or calm down—connecting nature with emotional well-being. 

The highest-voted interventions were: 

●​ Kid-Sized Grove (High Peaks, 30 votes) 
●​ Mini Fruit Orchard/Forest (High Peaks, 21 votes) 
●​ Kid-Sized Fruit Orchard & Rock Garden (BCSIS, 19 votes) 
●​ Mini-Forest (BCSIS, 22 votes) 
●​ Slope Pocket Trees and Friends Bench (BCSIS, 17) 

Together, these reflect consistent student preferences for tree-based shade, edible landscapes, 
and climbing opportunities. 
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Our Approach to Engaging and Supporting Children 

Growing Up Boulder designed the youth engagements to ensure that all children—not only the 
most outgoing—had opportunities to contribute meaningfully to a real-world civic project. 

Key elements of our approach: 

●​ Framing through Inquiry: Each session began with the guiding question, “How can our 
schoolyard help us learn, play, and care for the Earth?” positioning students as 
citizen-designers and environmental stewards. 

●​ Child-Centered Tools: Visual maps, photo-rich posters, and sticker voting made the 
process developmentally appropriate and engaging. 

●​ Civic Learning Connection: One teacher shared that she “loved Growing Up Boulder’s 
engagement because it focused on civics and democracy.” Her class had studied 
democracy the day before, and she said the workshop “brought the lesson to life,” 
showing students what participatory decision-making looks like in practice. 

●​ Inclusion and Confidence-Building: Another teacher thanked the team for “engaging 
reluctant and quieter learners,” noting that students who are often less involved in 
traditional classroom activities “perked up and participated fully” in this project. 

●​ Accessibility and Equity: Growing Up Boulder facilitators supported diverse learners 
through large group presentations, small-group discussions, paired learning, and 
individual voting. 

●​ Community Bridge: At later workshops, children showcased their ideas for parents and 
community members, helping youth feel that their voices truly mattered. 

Through this approach, children practiced the skills of democracy—listening, voting, and sharing 
ideas—while developing empathy for one another and the environment. 
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Findings by Group 

BCSIS (October 9, 2025 – 3rd Grade) 

Approximately 50 students explored three sites: 1) Parking Puddles and Soggy Stormwater, 2) 
Slope That’s Hard to Mow, and 3) Roving Rocks and Rolling Rounds. 

Site Intervention # Votes Children's Reflections 

Parking 
Puddles and 
Soggy 
Stormwater 

Dry creek bed 10 

Children liked this idea as a way to solve the 
puddling water in the parking lot. They shared 
this would also help animals and a creek would 
be a fun place to play. They realized they could 
probably have two interventions, since the water 
needed to go somewhere and thought the dry 
creek bed could connect to the mini-forest. 

A pollinator rain 
garden with 
Outdoor 
Classroom 2 

One child spoke up about how nice it would be 
for 2nd graders, who have a unit on insects, to 
be able to learn within a pollinator garden. When 
he spoke, other children nodded in agreement. 

A mini-forest 22 
Children liked the idea of shade and places to 
play and climb. 

Slope that’s 
hard to mow 

Slope Pocket 
Trees & Friends 
Bench 17 

Kids loved the idea of having shade. One girl 
mentioned wanting a tree that she and friends 
could sit under and read their books. 

Kid’s Mini- Grove 10  

Native Plants, 
Grasses, and 
Slope Course 7  

Roving Rocks 
and Rolling 
Rounds 

Kid-Sized Fruit 
Orchard and Rock 
Garden 19 

Children liked the idea of "having fruit for 
snacks" while outside. It was also a hot day, so 
children liked the hydration fruit could offer. 
Finally, shade was very important to the children. 

Plant a Tree 
Kindergarten 
Class Tradition 4 

Children wanted all current classes to get to 
plant a tree. Also worried that there could be too 
many trees. 

Nature Play and 
Dens 11 

Kids loved the idea of making their own dens, 
but they were worried that all the kids would be 
competing for limited den-making materials. 
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High Peaks Elementary (September 15, 2025 – 3rd Grade) 

Approximately 50 students explored two sites: 1) So HOT and Puddles and 2) Learning 
Landscapes Library. 

Station Intervention # Dots Reflections 

So HOT and 
Puddles 

Cut Asphalt and Add 
Shade Tree with 
benches 5  

Climbing Kid’s Grove 19  

Mini Fruit 
Orchard/Forest 21 

Children liked the idea of shade for the 
heat and fruit trees to use the puddling 
water. This was closely matched with the 
Climbing Kid’s Grove because they want 
to play and climb as well. 

Learning 
Landscapes 
Library 

Kid-Sized Grove 30 

When in the big group, the children let out 
a giant cheer upon learning about the 
idea of climbing trees. 

Outdoor Classroom 
Grove 11  

Habitat Grove with 
Mini Nature Library 6  

 

Parent Workshop 
Four enthusiastic 3rd graders from High Peaks Elementary proudly shared their ideas for a 
climate-resilient schoolyard during the recent PTO gathering with parents from BCSIS and High 
Peaks. Standing beside colorful posters, the students explained the areas of the school they 
had studied and highlighted the top ideas from their classmates—including adding more shade 
trees, creating pollinator gardens, improving drainage to prevent flooding, and designing 
outdoor learning spaces that can be used year-round. Their thoughtful presentations inspired 
parents and staff alike, showing how the voices of children can lead the way in imagining a 
greener, more sustainable future for their school community. 
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Community Workshops 

At the community workshop, many adult participants echoed the children’s priorities of shade.  
Representatives from South Boulder Little League, which was holding several baseball games 
concurrent to the community workshop, requested 1) shade for spectators and 2) play 
opportunities, such as through loose materials for den making, so that siblings might have 
engaging activities during baseball games.  South Boulder Little League even offered to “adopt” 
trees as part of their volunteer commitment. 

Adults also expressed interest in pollinator gardens and discussed the value of the outdoor 
spaces for extending children’s education. 

Children at the community workshop were most interested in: 1) loose parts for den-making with 
friends, 2) a pollinator garden as “a quiet place to calm down when I’m mad; I can watch and 
draw animals,” 3) a meteorology station to learn about weather in Boulder and around the world. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 

The Climate Resilient Schoolyards pilot demonstrates that youth-centered engagement 
meaningfully strengthens both environmental design and educational outcomes. Children’s 
ideas strongly align with the City’s climate goals for cooling, water conservation, biodiversity, 
and climate literacy, while also deepening their sense of civic participation. 

Growing Up Boulder Recommendations: 

1.​ Prioritize Student-Favored Interventions: Implement kid-sized groves, and fruit 
orchards as central design elements. 

2.​ Link Play with Learning: Connect children’s daily experiences with new interventions, 
such as weather instruments, kid-sized groves, and pollinator gardens with climate 
literacy principles. 

3.​ Celebrate Civic Engagement: Recognize children’s participation as a living example of 
democracy-in-action within sustainability planning. 

4.​ Continue Inclusive Engagement: Sustain opportunities for all types of learners to be 
involved in next steps. 
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5.​ Scale the Model: Use this pilot as a framework for future BVSD, City, Growing Up 
Boulder collaboration for schoolyard transformations that include intergenerational 
participation.​
 

Growing Up Boulder is grateful to the City of Boulder’s Climate Initiatives Department and BVSD 
for their partnership in bringing children’s ideas to life. Together, we are cultivating schoolyards 
that nurture resilience, belonging, and democratic participation—one tree, one voice, and one 
idea at a time. 
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