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What is 
DIGS?What is DIGS?                        Discover*Imagine*Grow

                       Schoolyard (DIGS) is a 
                       schoolyard enhancement 
                      project at James Thomson

                   Elementary School.

DIGS was started in 2011 by a group of parents 
working under the Parent Advisory Council 
(PAC).  The PAC at James Thomson (JT) had 
identified a need to expand the schoolyard play 
options for the primary grades.

Drawing on many inspirations from both JT's 
school community and other national and 
international projects, the DIGS committee 
established their goal: to enhance the whole of 
JT's grounds to provide diverse opportunities 
for outdoor learning, play, and healthy activity.  

Many schools across Canada and the world are making changes to their 
schoolyards. In the last number of years, there has been more and more research 
to support initiatives to encourage kids to spend more time outdoors. For 
example, not only can learning in the outdoors help improve concentration, 
cooperation and enthusiasm for learning, but time spent in natural settings can also 
reduce childrens' stress levels. 

Beyond the research, anyone spending time in a schoolyard at recess or a 
playground on the weekend can see how much kids love being in the outdoors. 

Looking back at their own childhoods, many adults recall their best memories 
being in the outdoors, often tucked away in "special places," on real or imagined 
adventures. 
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DIGS is a school engagement project that involves all members of the school 
community - students, teachers, administration, parents, and surrounding community. 

DIGS values both its product - an enhanced schoolyard - and its collaborative 
process: school-wide participation to foster a sense of possibility, teamwork, success 
and stewardship.

By bringing people together to participate in the design and construction of DIGS, 
the aim is to build not only a vibrant schoolyard for the students, but also a 
connected school community of children, families and staff at James Thomson - who 
come from all over this beautiful region.

In its first year, the DIGS committee has hosted a series of "Brainstorm Workshops" 
with students, teachers, parents, Sliammon community members, and local 
gardeners - to gather ideas from these groups as to what might be possible in a 
schoolyard (see the Status Report section to view these amazing ideas).  

What is DIGS?Who is involved in DIGS?
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What is DIGS?What will the schoolyard look like?

DIGS is still in its early stages of 
idea generation, design, and 
implementation planning. The 
ideas for how the schoolyard 
will be enhanced will come 
from the members of the 
school community.

JT has "great bones" and lots to 
work with - mature trees, 
forested areas, sunny and 
shaded zones, among other 
natural assets. 

DIGS is not just about replacing aging play equipment. There are many ways to 
create a beautiful outdoor environment that supports different types of 
learning activities, structured and unstructured play, exercise and relaxation. 
DIGS will look different from a typical playground, as there will be a number of 
natural elements, garden areas, murals and painted asphalt, and several 
outdoor classrooms/gathering spaces.

The goal is to encourage students to discover the outdoors in their own way, 
use their imaginations, and grow in healthy ways.  And grow fruits and 
vegetables too! 

In 2012, DIGS, with the help of JT's Farm To School program, built a 12-bed 
garden on the school grounds. This (approximately) 3000 square foot garden 
space has many functions: garden space for each teacher to use for learning 
activities, garden space for Farm To School parent volunteers to grow 
ingredients for Farm To School meals, benches to sit on for rest and relaxation 
in a quiet setting, and a central gathering space for a variety of activities.

In 2013, DIGS will be working on developing a play area for primary grades as 
well as Strong Start families (see the Status Report section to view some 
preliminary play area plans).
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What is 
DIGS?Why do DIGS?

DIGS is inspired by an international movement that is "changing the landscape" of 
many schools across Canada and other parts of the world. The motivation for 
change at these schools has a common theme: enhanced schoolyards have many 
benefits for students, teachers and their schools.  A growing body of research 
suggests these types of schoolyards promote:
• cooperative play
• imaginative play
• safety
• less bullying
• respect for the environment
• improved academic performance
• positive behaviour in the classroom
• good attendance
• teaching enthusiasm
• school morale
• connections to the broader community
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What is 
DIGS?

How will changes 
be made?

DIGS is a 3-5 year project. So far, the entire school grounds site has been 
analyzed and divided into zones based on natural assets, current usage by 
students and teachers, and potential for future enhancement. 

So far, DIGS has "tackled" one zone or section at a time. To determine what 
changes will occur in a zone, ideas are gathered from the school community 
which are then "filtered" through a data-to-design process, using various 
collaborative methods and application of criteria that help identify which ideas 
stand out as feasible, creative, valuable and sustainable enhancements. 

Administration at both JT and at School District 47 have been very supportive 
of the DIGS project, and have helped coordinate many of the steps, including the 
role of the SD 47 Maintenance Department, for consultation and 
implementation so far. 

Funding for DIGS comes from a variety of sources - PAC fundraising, local 
donations ($ and in-kind), government grants, school budgets, SD 47's 
Sustainable Schools Committee and various grants.
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What is 
DIGS?

Keep an eye 
on us ...

DIGS is a work-in-progress with changes happening slowly over time.

Check out other sections of this site to find out more about DIGS and what's 
inching along!  




