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D39 Board of Education,  

At the Board meeting on May 20, 2019,  I provided a public comment and was unable to 
finish my intended statement.  Therefore I am providing the full statement in written form 
in the enclosed attachment.  Since the meeting, I've received an email from Alice Schaff 
who indicated that the new board member I can stay in touch is Ellen Sternweiler.  I look 
forward to corresponding with her regarding construction at HMS and its affect on the 
Outdoor Classroom during the next two years.   

Sarina McBride 
Wilmette, IL 

 

Public Statement at D39 Board of Education meeting     

May 20, 2019 

Sarina McBride, resident, Wilmette 

I'd like to acknowledge Alice Schaff in her role on the Facilities Development 
committee.  She has listened and responded to concerns from myself and other 
residents regarding the construction planned at Highcrest Middle School this summer 
which will reduce the Outdoor Classroom space by 40%.   Through phone 
conversations, meetings and email exchanges, she has remained open to ideas about 
managing the health of the Outdoor Classroom while under construction and supporting 
ideas for its improvement once the Learning Commons are complete.  

Because Alice will no longer be in this role, I'd like to take a moment and summarize a 
"volunteer's" perspective about the Highcrest Outdoor Classroom.  

The PTA has invested approximately $40,000 into the Highcrest Outdoor Classroom 
over the past 13 years.  The initial investment of $24,000 to design and plant it was 
supplemented each year with an enrichment budget of approximately $1000/year.  The 
students that planted the HMS Outdoor Classroom are now in their early 20's.  Every 
day in the fall and spring, 60 children CHOOSE to spend their lunch recess in the HMS 
OC.  That represents 8% of the student body and has been an important CHOICE for at 
least 500 middle school students over the 13 years.  



I see the HMS OC as a resource for the school that is similar to the library, gym, art 
room or music program.  Each encourages learning, creativity, and collaboration.  The 
HMS teachers use the OC for a variety of lessons and activities, all enhancing the 
students learning experience.  We have a resource that is REVERED by other school 
districts. Five years ago, I was invited to speak at the Illinois Council about the D39 
Outdoor Classrooms and have been asked to show other district administrators and 
volunteers through the HMS OC.   Because of our impact, other districts are building 
Outdoor Classrooms and dedicating staff to support them.  

Our district has solid PTA support, both financially and with volunteers for the HMS OC 
to continue to thrive and I am deeply concerned that its footprint is being reduce by 
40%.  I'm equally concerned that the space will not be available for the incoming 5th 
graders or for the 6th graders that enjoyed it this past year.  To me, it's akin to throwing 
away 40% of the sports equipment from the gym or removing 40% of the instruments 
from the music program.  This reduction will impact students.  As a former PTA 
volunteer in the space, I believe I have to advocate for this wonderful resource.  

I respect the district’s decision to increase learning spaces and provide state of the art 
learning tools.  Out of respect for the work Alice Schaff has done thus far I ask that the 
Board provide a contact in her place to continue the communication regarding the 
construction plans in the Outdoor Classroom.  It is my understanding that $50,000 has 
been set aside to focus on salvaging existing plants and designing the space to 
complement the new learning commons.  This is a project that I'd like stay informed 
about and look forward to working with another Board member after Alice’s departure.   

Alice, thank you for your transparency about this project and your service to our 
community.   

 



 
Dear Beth Drucker, 
 
I am responding to your Board of Education email dated 5/19/20, as well as comments made at 
the Board meeting by Amanda Nugent that same evening. My aim is to provide you a brief 
summary of events this year regarding the new HMS Learning Commons and renewal of the 
current Highcrest Outdoor Classroom. We are excited that the existing outdoor classroom is 
getting a renewal that ties directly into the new Learning Commons. As you know, there will be a 
direct link between both of these new spaces that students can appreciate year round. 
Additionally, we have been committed to designing and building a brand new outdoor garden 
adjacent to the school. When finished, Highcrest will celebrate 3 separate gardens for students 
to enjoy. 
 
We appreciate your ongoing concern regarding the garden and outdoor learning space at 
Highcrest. We would like to take a step back to ensure there is a clear understanding of what 
has transpired to date, and what is planned for the future.  
 
Maintaining viable and inviting outdoor learning spaces has been an integral part of our plan 
since inception of the new Highcrest Learning Commons. In fact, the design of the space was 
conceived to create a direct connection between indoors and out. When it became clear the 
construction would impact the existing outdoor classroom, we worked with D39 architects (STR) 
to develop a plan that would allow for this outdoor space to be reestablished. Funds have been 
built into the already approved budget for Phase 1 of the renovated out-door classroom. 
Additionally, another $50,000 in flexible funds were allocated in the 2019-20 D39 budget for this 
same purpose (Phase II). As we "step into" the next phases of this project, additional dollars will 
be budgeted. 
 
As planning and design for the Learning Commons evolved, and we considered the outdoor 
space carefully, it became clear that hardscape and drainage must be the initial priority when 
construction began. This led us to develop a three-phased plan to address the redevelopment of 
the outdoor classroom and garden; this is summarized below. We believe our three-phased plan 
successfully addresses the needs of our students. This plan was presented in February. 
 

• Phase I: SUMMER 2019 - Hardscape/drainage/infrastructure design embedded 
in the STR design for LC construction  

• Phase II: SPRING 2020 - Courtyard surface landscaping after hardscape 
construction compelte 

o Identify landscape architects/educational organizations to partner with in 
the design of outdoor classroom (one firm interviewed already with one or 
two more to follow)   

o Engage students in the process 
o Create a revitalized courtyard space including garden and learning areas 
o $50,000 budgeted for 2019-20 (if additional funds are needed, can be 

budgeted for next fiscal year- summer 2020) 
• Phase III: SPRING 2021 - Consider enhancements to the mini-farm, rain garden, 

a new additional garden , etc. to compensate for space lost due to 
construction.  Design & budgeting during 2019-20 school year. 

 
 
 



 
 
Our goal has been to keep you informed as this project has evolved. We first met with you last 
fall as we were working on early design plans with STR, our architects. We have met with you 3-
4 times since. Our email to you in February provided notification that hardscape and drainage in 
the courtyard would have to be first priority. We also informed you of the three-phased plan 
being implemented, and during our meetings we let you know that an additional $50,000 in 
funds were being allocated for Phase II. This $50,000 was not intended for Phase III. 
 
Phase III, which has not yet begun, requires a significant amount of planning and budgeting. 
Phase III planning will be an exciting and significant opportunity for students this upcoming 
school year. Imagine a true hands-on, outdoor experience for students (planning, 
studying landscapes and drainage, etc.). Even learning how to integrate with 
architecture (rain gardens, green roofs…); this will be so exciting during the 
transition!  This can also include student input for cite-selection and 
budgeting.  This is an enormous opportunity for HMS student engagement and 
learning. 
 
Next year we intend to provide the Board a thoroughly developed, vetted and 
budgeted plan for Phase III.  The Board will have a budget and detailed plan that 
they can then review, approve and embed into the following years' budget. 
 
We understand that you have an immediate concern regarding the transplanting of existing 
plants at HMS. We have been working on options for saving the plants and will keep you 
informed of the progress. I hope to have that plan next week. 
 
I hope this clarifies the process we had developed and established this past school year. I am 
very sorry if our communications weren’t clear enough for you, regarding the funding and 
phasing of these projects. 
 
Finally, I am extremely excited about this project and appreciate the input you have given this 
committee since inception. As Sarina McBride acknowledged at the last Board of Education 
meeting, D39 has a long and celebratory history of success with all of our school gardens. We 
are so proud of every one of them. And now, to think that Highcrest will have 3 separate 
gardens. Each carefully planned and constructed, and with a significant variety of learning 
opportunities for students along the way; this is truly “second to none." 
 
My only sadness, is that with my retirement, I will miss the evolution and development of this 
project next school year.  
 
Thank you for your continued support of D39 green spaces. We appreciate your feedback. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Ray 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Begin forwarded message: 
 
From: Lisa Schneider Fabes <lsfabes@gmail.com> 
Subject: Re: Immediate need for funding for HMS garden beds 
Date: May 20, 2019 at 2:54:40 PM CDT 
To: Beth Drucker <druckerbeth@gmail.com> 
Cc: Ray Lechner <lechnerr@wilmette39.org> 
 
Hi Beth, 
 
I received your email.   We will review it and get back to you. 
 
Best regards, 
 
Lisa 
 
On Mon, May 20, 2019 at 2:51 PM Beth Drucker <druckerbeth@gmail.com> wrote: 
 
Re:  Immediate need for funding for garden beds at Highcrest Middle School and 
related Outdoor Classroom issues 
  
Dear Mr. Steen, Members of the District 39 School Board, and Dr. Lechner: 
  
Amanda Nugent, Lynsy Jacobs and I would like to bring to your attention a matter 
related to the expansion of Highcrest Middle School and its impact on the Outdoor 
Classroom. We have been assured many times over the past year that the District was 
committed to addressing this issue in a timely manner, but we now feel we must bring 
this issue directly to the Board for your review. 
  
In this letter, we are not addressing the larger issue of District support for and full 
utilization of Outdoor Classrooms at all our schools, a 14 year discussion that many of 
you are familiar with. Rather, we would like to ask for your help with a specific and 
pressing need: 
  
We ask for your immediate commitment to fund the creation of garden beds on 
the south side of Highcrest to save prairie plants in the HMS Outdoor Classroom. 
We also would like your longer-term commitment to adequately address the issue 
of Outdoor Classroom creation, renovation and utilization at Highcrest. 
  
This request comes after a year of working on HMS Outdoor Classroom issues with the 
District in advance of the construction project that will commence next month. Here is 
background information on this issue: 
  
The decision to create an indoor Learning Commons at Highcrest by expanding into the 
District’s premier Outdoor Classroom will result in the loss of 40% of the green space in 
the courtyard. This expansion plan was made without consulting any of the volunteers 
who have dedicated years to the District’s Outdoor Classroom programs, without 
consulting with experts in the field of nature-based learning or Outdoor Classroom 
design, and without an open discussion of the merits of the HMS Outdoor Classroom. 
We learned about the plans through the PTO a year ago after the design had been 



finalized. We were surprised and dismayed that we had not been informed or engaged 
sooner in the planning process. 
  
Upon learning of the decision to significantly reduce the size of the HMS Outdoor 
Classroom, we immediately contacted Alice Schaff who at the time was head of the 
Facility Committee and set up a meeting with Dr. Lechner and Kelly Jackson. 
  
At that meeting, Dr. Lechner told us there was no one on the Highcrest building 
expansion planning team who had advocated for saving the Outdoor Classroom in its 
current state. We were told that there was no way to alter the plan but we were assured 
that the District was interested in working with the PTO and Outdoor Classroom 
volunteers to try to compensate (at least partially) for the loss. We asked Dr. Lechner to 
do the following as soon as possible:  
  
1.    Set up a committee to address the HMS Outdoor Classroom situation 
2.    Designate alternative compensatory HMS Outdoor Classroom space(s)  
3.    Allocate funding to create alternative HMS Outdoor Classroom space(s) 
4.    Hire or designate a District 39 staff member to be the point person for the HMS 
Outdoor Classroom planning process 
5.    Address Goal #3 in the 2015 Strategic Plan (see below) 
  
Goal 3: Increase teacher experience in school garden for instructional & wellness 
purposes 

  
● Develop a plan of activities to increase garden visits by staff members & 
students (spring 2016) 

  
● Increase classroom use of school gardens (spring 2017) 
1               Through collaboration with Master Gardeners, the Wellness Committee will 
identify & consider new events/activities for staff that promote school garden use  
2               Conduct a review of garden lessons linked to curriculum maps at Grade Level & 
Department meetings  
3               Maintain garden calendar for each school to establish baseline data on classroom 
usage  

  
Responsible Staff: Departments of Curriculum & Instruction & Human Resources 
  
We left that meeting in May of 2018 with the assurance from Dr. Lechner that these 
requests would be seriously considered. We were told that a committee would be 
formed, alternative space(s) allocated and funding set aside – or at least that was our 
understanding.  
  
It was approximately five months before the committee had its first meeting in October, 
2018. On Dec. 11, a timeline was shared by Kelly (see below) that clearly indicates that 
the District was to meet with landscape designers in January, 2019 and solicit proposals 
to create alternative garden beds. 
  
December:   Staff survey 
January:   Student survey 



Kelly, Alice, Ellen to meet with potential landscape designers and secure proposals 
end January:  Hear proposals as a committee 
February:   Decide on designs, and continue to refine plans as a committee 
March - June: Finalize plans and determine plans for evacuating current garden 
(saving plants, transplanting) and preparing for next steps, as a committee and at the 
building-level. 
  
At a meeting of the committee on March 19th, when we learned that landscape 
contractors had not yet been contacted, we impressed on Alice and Kelly that in order to 
save any of the prairie plants (that had been purchased by the PTO and tended to over 
the course of 14 years) we would need professionally-created garden beds on the south 
side of Highcrest by May 1st. We agreed to move plants with students and volunteers – 
at no cost to the District - once the garden beds were prepared.  
  
At each meeting, we urged the District to consult with experts in Outdoor Classroom 
design. We provided resources about the value of nature-based learning and Outdoor 
Classrooms. We asked them to bring in any of the five educational organizations we 
had lined up who were willing to consult with the District: Openlands, The Children & 
Nature Network, the Chicago Botanic Garden, the Organic Gardener and the North 
American Association for Environmental Education.) We encouraged them to contact 
the Organic Gardener to evaluate the potential of the smaller courtyard (the “mini-farm”) 
to provide additional compensatory space during and after the construction phase.  
  
When the committee convened again last week at our urging, a full eight weeks after we 
had communicated just how time critical the transplanting of prairie plants was, we were 
again surprised and dismayed when we were told that landscape contractors had still 
not been contacted for quotes on the job and that funding for the preparation of the 
garden beds was not confirmed. (Again, according to the timeline provided by the 
District in December, that step was to have taken place four months ago.) We also 
learned that the District had still not contacted any of the experts who could have helped 
the District plan for HMS Outdoor Classrooms during and after the construction project.  
  
Since our meeting last week, Kelly reached out to Scott Byron & Company and we 
believe she has received a quote for the planting beds. However, according to Kelly, the 
funding for these beds has still not been confirmed.  
  
In order to save as many prairie plants as possible, we must transplant them without 
further delay. We ask for immediate commitment to fund the garden beds on the 
south side of Highcrest and for your longer-term commitment to adequately 
address and fund the issue of HMS Outdoor Classroom creation, renovation and 
utilization. 
  
We are extremely sympathetic to how difficult it has been for Kelly to manage this 
project with the many demands on her time. We understand that this cannot and should 
not be her top priority. As we have said for the past year, this project needs a D39 point 
person - someone with knowledge of school gardens and outdoor education who has 
the time and capacity to oversee and guide the process. We believe that a successful 
outcome at Highcrest depends on this. We ask the School Board to make sure 
everything is being done to assure that success.  



  
To summarize, we would like the Board to consider the following strategies to address 
these issues: 
  
1.  Fund the creation of planting beds immediately so that prairie plants can be 
transplanted as soon as possible 

  
2.  Relieve the burden on Kelly by assigning a staff person to assist her or lead the 
process 

  
3.  Address and fund the longer-term needs of the Outdoor Classrooms at HMS (the 
“new” Outdoor Classroom, the mini-farm and south side playground beds)  

  
4.  Assign a D39 Board member to be responsible for this issue  

  
5. Inform the incoming Superintendent of the situation 
  
  
We thank you very much for your consideration of this matter. 
  
Sincerely, 
  
  
Beth Drucker, Amanda Nugent and Lynsy Jacobs 
 
 


