
Untapped Potential – Living Schoolyards 
Scientific Study 

“The objective of the Living Schoolyards Study 
is to determine how school campus greening 
can best advance regional water quality & 
drought preparedness goals while also 
supporting student learning & health …”
– Uncovering the Barrier Between Stormwater and Schools, Phase 1 Report



Key Points
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Stormwater management BMPs are compatible with green 
schoolyards design

Schools have high-impact potential for stormwater 
management & pollutant reduction if they accept off-site 
stormwater

Off-site stormwater management limited by persistent 
perceptions of liability

Liability concerns may be more manageable in smaller school 
districts, or in response to changing regulatory requirements



Campus “Green” Design Approach
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Green BMPs 
Nature-based cooling

Hardscape removal

Improved permeability & surface 
drainage
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Campus “Blue” Design
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Blue BMPs 

Large galleries

Pre-treatment of diverted 
stormwater

Integration with above ground 
design 
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pilot school sites in 
ULAR watershed area 

Integrating 
Green & Blue 
on School 
Campuses

10

Scaled to
district-wide campuses

785
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      lbs of zinc reduction per year, 
approximately 20% of targeted annual zinc 
reduction in corresponding watersheds

      acre-feet management potential 
per year across 785 sites

Modeling the Impact

60,000

15,000
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Challenges & Possible Solutions



Off-Site Diversion 

Diversion from “off-site” → highest regional impact potential

Also increases concerns of

Smaller school districts may be better suited to pilot 
projects 

Number of projects can be scaled by district to reach 
regional impact 

 

District Liability
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Off-Site Diversion 

Diversion from “off-site” → highest regional impact potential

Also increases concerns of District Liability
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Off-Site Diversion 

Liability concerns can likely be managed in response to:

Changing regulatory requirements – Perceptions of required MS4 permitting for schools 
encourages adoption, exemption discourages 

Sufficient indemnification partnerships, land use and real estate agreements

Trending increase in supplemental funding needs for greening projects

Liability vs Negligence – Risk framing in response to extreme heat events and 
associated impact on student health, landowner responsibility to water
resource management
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Construction Downtime

Downtime for BMP installation is a significant concern, 
especially when paired with

Tailoring BMP selection to campus-specific needs can 
effectively mitigate

Nuisance flooding on and around campus 

Vector control from pooling

Other peripheral community needs (greenspace, parks, 
etc)

 

intervention cost 
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Are school greening projects competitive with the SCWP 
compared to larger, regional interventions? 

Can batching of smaller interventions meet regional 
targets:

Need for visible community-benefit projects

Smaller, coordinated projects that prioritize 
community-benefit (ex Beach Cities Green Streets 
success) 

 

“Larger” Interventions vs “Smaller” 
Community Benefit Projects 
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Feasibility of School Projects for Regional Resilience 
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Schools Sites as Holistic 
Community Investments

School Contributions to Regional Resilience 

Accessibility & extreme heat 

Mental health & wellbeing  

Community building & public programming

Regional watershed sustainability goals
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Advance pilot projects on select schools in partnership 
with districts that are ready to break ground

Coordinate with partner agencies, municipal 
departments to identify priority watershed areas 

Recommendations

Collect information on additional constraints, pathways 
to improve collaborative project development with 
SCWP 

DSA requirements 

Runoff requirements (MS4)

Untapped Potential – Living Schoolyards Scientific Study | 2026



Additional Content 

Assessing constraints, advancing solutions 

School District Admin Guidance on SCWP 

Curriculum development & programming 

For more information & to keep up to date, visit: 

treepeople.org/research
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Appendix Material 



Modeling the Impact
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Modeling the Impact
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CASQA 2025
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