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Project Overview
Parkscriptions at Options High School



Section 1: Background 
As a Bellingham-based charitable non-profit, 

founded in 2013, Recreation Northwest’s 

mission is to teach the health benefits of 

nature, promote outdoor recreation, and 

steward the places where we play. Known for 

producing fun community events over the 

past decade, we now leverage our popular 

Parkscriptions program as the path forward to 

evolve into new programming efforts to meet 

the needs of our community. 

In 2016, Recreation Northwest expanded our 

efforts with the addition of our Parkscriptions 

Pilot Program. In 2017, in partnership 

with Parks RX America, we developed 

WhatcomParkFinder.org for doctors to 

“parkscribe” a local park for their patients. 

Promotional materials were produced and 

distributed to participating local healthcare 

providers. Throughout 2018, we made strides 

expanding the program by adding healthcare 

providers in a variety of mental health 

specialties. In 2019, we created a Public Health 

campaign to bring the message to encourage 

engagement with the public and health care 

providers. Gaining traction in the healthcare 

industry is an uphill struggle, BTW!
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As the pandemic ravaged the rest of 

Recreation Northwest’s business in 2020, 

we were shown the answer is outdoors. 

We worked virtually with WWU Recreation 

Management and Leadership faculty and 

student interns to set a solid framework. In 

2021, we transitioned into a new set of Outdoor 

Recreation and Nature programming. We 

worked with Bellingham Parks to find ways to 

get small groups of people together outdoors. 

We combined our Parkscriptions philosophy 

with new programming in our iconic Fairhaven 

Park Stewardship site.

Our Parkscriptions program experience 

includes working with Western Washington 

University’s Recreation Management & 

Leadership (RML) faculty to develop 

curriculum and host student interns. We 

provided opportunities for RML students to 

apply their leadership skills to the outdoor 

recreation programs and services we offered. 

We also collaborated with fellow members 

of Whatcom Coalition for Environmental 

Education, including Wild Whatcom, North 

Cascades Institute, and others on occasion. 

In 2022, we created a Strategic Plan that 

included goals to partner with a robust set of 

Whatcom County organizations who serve a 

specific, measurable population in order to 

connect individuals to the outdoors. One of our 

objectives was to explore DEI opportunities 

using our community resources to determine 

which populations need outdoor programming; 

and to work with at least one new organization 

annually that serves underserved populations 

in Whatcom County to explore creating a new 

program to connect them with nature. 

We look forward to offering Parkscriptions to 

the AVID students at Options High School this 

coming school year to meet these goals.
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Parkscriptions Summary 2016 -2021.

www.whatcomparkfinder.org
https://www.recreationnorthwest.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/ParkscriptionsSummary-1.pdf


Section 2: Community Need 
Over the course of the past two years we have 

witnessed resounding recognition for the value 

that the outdoors holds and the healing powers 

nature provides. We also recognized a need to 

educate people as stewards of our public lands 

and demonstrate how to recreate responsibly, 

leave no trace, and show respect for others. 

As part of Bellingham School District, Options 

High School (OHS) is a public alternative high 

school that aspires to implement project-

based pedagogy, trauma-informed care, and 

wraparound social services. Demographically, 

a majority of the student body qualifies for 

free and reduced lunch, almost half receive 

special education services or disability 

accommodations and more than ten percent 

are considered homeless or mobile. Compared 

to the overall composition of Bellingham Public 

Schools, OHS attracts a larger percentage 

of students who identify as indigenous and 

LGBTQ+. Although most students live within 

Bellingham’s attendance boundaries, some 

students commute from other areas within and 

beyond Whatcom County.

Students participating in our Parkscriptions 

program are enrolled in Advancement Via 
Individual Determination (AVID) classes. Via 

their AVID classes, these students are on track 

to become the first in their families to graduate 

from high school and transition to college. OHS 

offers two AVID sections, one for incoming 

freshmen/new students and another for seniors 

preparing to graduate. For incoming freshmen 

and students transferring to OHS, AVID is a 

semester-long course that explores “Who 

am I?” and “How do I learn?” The goal is for 

students to name and claim signature strengths 

in order to develop academic competence 

and confidence. For OHS seniors, AVID is a 

year-long class designed to help students 

navigate post-secondary college and career 
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opportunities. This includes completing the 

FAFSA, applying for scholarships from local 

philanthropic organizations, and networking 

with local organizations that provide personal 

finance and life coaching so that they can 

contribute their signature strengths beyond 

high school.

OHS serves students from communities that are 

historically underserved in science and outdoor 

learning. Students often report not receiving 

sufficient support from the comprehensive 

secondary schools they previously attended. 

This is reflected in the percentage of students 

at Options (46%) who receive special 

education and disability services, which is more 

than double the district’s overall rate (25%). 

Approximately a third of Option’s student body 

has an Individual Educational Program (IEP) 

and almost thirteen percent have a 504 Plan. 

“Although IEPs and 504 Plans offer formal 

help for students who are struggling in school, 

they maintain a deficit model of schooling that 

treats kids as “broken”. Rather than transform 

conditions, IEPs and 504s are, to some extent, 

harm reduction tools that “fix” kids so that they 

“fit in” the existing system. Outdoor education 

challenges the deficit model of schooling by 

shifting the context of learning and expanding 

the range of experience, engagement, and 

expression.” - Joe Wooding, OHS Teacher

 

More than 17% of the OHS student population is 

Hispanic / Latino and 3.5% is American Indian 

/ Alaska Native, which is higher than the 0.9% 

of the overall Bellingham school population 

that identify as American Indian/ Alaska Native. 

Over 50% of the students identify as Low-

Income, and 10% are homeless. Of the students 

enrolled in 2021-2022 school year 39% met the 

Science standards. (source: Washington Office 

of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, 

Report Card) 
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https://washingtonstatereportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/ReportCard/ViewSchoolOrDistrict/103042
https://washingtonstatereportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/ReportCard/ViewSchoolOrDistrict/103042
https://washingtonstatereportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/ReportCard/ViewSchoolOrDistrict/103042


Scientific research proves that two hours a 

week of time spent outdoors lowers the risk 

of diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, obesity, 

and asthma hospitalizations, Elizabeth teaches 

students the ability to practice health-enhancing 

behaviors to avoid or reduce health risks. 

Evidence based practices like mindfulness or 

using your five senses while in nature improve 

coping skills and decision-making skills to 

enhance health. 
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Pictured below: WWU Recreation Management Leadership students 

and Professor Jasmine Goodnow during a Nature Immersion 

experience guided by Elizabeth Nelson and Todd Elsworth in 2022
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Section 3: Project Purpose & Goals 
This project is a new collaborative partnership 

between Recreation Northwest (RN) and 

Bellingham School District’s Options High 

School (OHS) faculty for outdoor education 

experiences for their students to get a 

“Parkscription”. We will be working with OHS 

teachers in their Advancement Via Individual 
Determination (AVID) classes to improve the 

health of students through nature exposure, 

mindfulness practices, and place-based 

education.

We believe that the different ways that 

communities and individuals experience nature 

and their challenges going outside need to be 

recognized and honored. Working with diverse 

members and partnerships, Parkscriptions 

must be collaboratively tailored to community 

needs and culture, with the priority on inclusion 

and access for those who are most vulnerable 

to health disparities, are “underexposed to 

nature,” and those who are underrepresented 

recreating in the outdoors. Our documented 

Parkscriptions DEI strategy is to create an 

inclusive and “contagious” program in the spirit 

of outdoor play: keeping it fun, to keep trying 

new things, and being positive.

The purpose of the Parkscriptions program at 

OHS will strive to meet the needs of historically 

underserved students by increasing community 

health through equitable access to the 

outdoors. We believe that all people need to 

feel welcome to go outside and are encouraged 

to “Get your Dose of Nature”. 

Our Parkscriptions program will benefit 

54 students, ages 14-15 and 17-18, teaching 

mindfulness and coping skills through nature 

based education during both Winter and 

Spring quarters during the  

2022-2023 school year. 

The goal of the program is to improve students’ 

connection with nature. The mission of the 

relationship between RN and OHS is to educate 

students on using positive coping skills through 

incorporating their five senses while in nature 

to learn about the natural environment, and 

what it means to be a steward. Together, we 

will support the development of students 

as they learn how to use the health benefits 

of nature to improve their emotional and 

behavioral health in tandem with becoming 

environmentally conscious, responsible, and 

productive citizens as aligned with the goals of 

the AVID classes.  

Together, we will support the development of 

students as they learn how to use the health 

benefits of nature to improve their emotional 

and behavioral health in tandem with becoming 

environmentally conscious, responsible, and 

productive citizens.

The Parkscriptions program infuses traditional 

ecological knowledge into the field experiences 

for students as they engage in the outdoors. 

For example, one experience titled “Trees and 
People” will identify native trees using the 

provided Field Guides and instruction about the 

ethnobotany of the plants and the connection 

to the native peoples traditional knowledge, 

practices, and beliefs regarding  

ecological relationships.

https://www.recreationnorthwest.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/PARKSCRIPTIONS-Diversity-Equity-and-Inclusion.pdf


Section 4: Curriculum
The curriculum focuses on the natural and built 

environment of the City of Bellingham parks 

we visit in the program. We discuss the natural 

ecology and the importance of stewardship 

of the parks to provide place based education 

and connection to the community. Students 

learn how they have a valuable role in taking 

care of the places they play by learning about 

native plants, invasive species, the ecosystem 

of native flora and fauna, and how we as people 

have a role in our connection to nature.

Our curriculum speaks to the three main 

standards outlined in the “K-12 Integrated 

Environmental and Sustainability Education 

Learning Standards” that highlight Ecological, 

Social, and Economic Systems; The Natural and 

Built Environment; and Sustainability and Civic 

Responsibility. Our Parkscriptions program 

aligns with the Washington State content 

learning standards by incorporating public 

health prevention best practices and the health 

benefits of nature to teach coping skills and 

mindfulness to students. 

Our Parkscriptions program for the OHS AVID 

students aligns with key state standards, 

specifically in alignment with the Introduction 

to the Health & Physical Education: where 

students will comprehend concepts related 

to health promotion and disease prevention 

to enhance health; demonstrate the ability to 

use decision-making skills to enhance health;  

demonstrate the ability to practice health-

enhancing behaviors and avoid or reduce 

health risks; and demonstrate the ability to 

advocate for personal, family, and community 

health.

Detailed 9th Grade Curriculum

Detailed 12th Grade Curriculum
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Nov. 16 Fairhaven 
Park

Introduction to  
Parkscriptions at OHS

Nov. 30 Whatcom 
Creek

Bellingham History 
from Below

Dec. 7 Fairhaven 
Park

Trees and People

Dec. 14 Cornwall 
Park

Our Minds and Color

Jan. 4 Sehome 
Arboretum

Land Over Time

Jan. 11 Locust 
Beach

Science of Wonder

Jan. 18 Whatcom 
Creek

Guest Gude: Chris 
Brewer, Ecotherapist 
Fairhaven College

Jan. 25 Fairhaven 
Park

Final Reflections

April 26 Fairhaven 
Park

Refresher from Fall 
Quarter

May 3 Whatcom 
Creek

What’s in Motion?

May 10 Fairhaven 
Park

That’s Delicious

May 17 Cornwall 
Park

Mental Fatigue and 
How Trees Can Help

May 24 Sehome 
Arboretum

Guest Gude: Chris  
Brewer, Ecotherapist 
Fairhaven College

May 31 Locust 
Beach

Water and Awe

June 7 Whatcom 
Creek

Pleasure in Presence

June 14 Fairhaven 
Park

Final Reflections

Brief Overview of Curriculum  
 
Fall 2022

Spring 2023

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AXMPWTXyomZZcLxvIVWrZJaIodNk5x8X/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/19Uvo_qjbIcvSJ-kwhNIRJkm2TUMzXg5H/view?usp=sharing
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Section 5: Assessment
We will provide an overall pre and post surveys 

to the students prior to the first class and after 

the last class. This survey may include questions 

from research based surveys: Connectedness 

to Nature Scale, Positive and Negative Affect 

Schedule (PANAS), and Profile of Mood States 

(POMS)

The research based surveys will help measure 

how students feel and how they connect with 

nature prior to the program and then again 

at the end of the program. We will use these 

findings to rate how well outdoor education 

and enhance mindfulness help students with 

focus, creativity, boost mood, and connect 

with one another. Using these surveys to base 

the students pre and post responses will guide 

the program impact to understand the overall 

success of the program.

Science based research has shown that time 

spent outside improves mood, creativity, and 

empathy. We will use the surveys to gauge 

these outcomes for each student, adjusting 

the curriculum as needed to discuss more 

mindfulness techniques and skills to ensure 

the students are thinking in these terms and 

accommodate these desired outcomes.

In addition the AVID teachers, Joe and Eddi, 

will assess how incorporating the Parkscriptions 

model improves the overall attention and 

success of the students through their own 

assessment.

We will also incorporate weekly assessments 

for the students at the end of each class. The 

program team will invite students to share 

how they are feeling prior to each class. 

Students can share these through their own 

journaling, by in person sharing with the class 

or one on one with someone, through audio 

or video recordings or however they feel most 

comfortable. At the end of each class students 

will have an opportunity to share if there was 

a change in how they feel in the same format 

options. The school’s counselor will be available 

for the students to check in with back at 

the school if they feel like they need further 

support. 

Our hope is that the success and impact 

of the program will lead to further classes 

incorporating outdoor learning into their 

curriculum in future school calendar years. 

We will meet with the school administration 

and faculty at the end of the school year and 

discuss further collaboration. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pYrjPUFzhsLckBDQOGGRe6OblbImj-SZ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pYrjPUFzhsLckBDQOGGRe6OblbImj-SZ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZR7wRMxVxrXuawdylOQGyCUNiy1_nhNs/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ZR7wRMxVxrXuawdylOQGyCUNiy1_nhNs/view?usp=sharing
https://www.omicsonline.org/articles-images/Child-adolescent-behaviour-english-version-cns-ch-3-200-g002.png
https://www.omicsonline.org/articles-images/Child-adolescent-behaviour-english-version-cns-ch-3-200-g002.png


Section 6: Budget 

Parkscriptions at OHS 2022-2023 Budget
The 2022- 2023 project budget is 
approximately $14,448 for supplies, guest 
guide services, staff transportation, and food 
for students.

At the beginning of the school year, we 
presented a brief description of the project 
overview with the AVID students and requested 
they complete a clothing needs survey. 

This survey asked what weather appropriate 
clothing students need to be comfortable in an 
outdoor classroom (i.e. warm coat, warm hats, 
rain gear, etc.). With over 50% of the students 
identifying as low-income and 10% as homeless 
the need to provide appropriate attire is 
evident.

We have budgeted $10,000 to purchase 
umbrellas and a variety of youth-sized weather 
appropriate clothes to supplement each 
students personal attire. With 54 students 
anticipated that is approximately $185 per 
students.

The remaining $4,448 of the budget will cover 
the contract fee of our guest speaker Chris 
Brewer, snacks to keep the students energized 
during each sessions, travel expense for staff, 

and supplies for each experience.
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Section 7 
Project Team

City of Bellingham Parks:
Melissa Bianconi, Recreation Manager has 
been working with Recreation Northwest for 
several years in a variety of capacities, most 
notably with Recreation Northwest’s trail 
and wetland boardwalk stewardship project 
in Fairhaven Park including the creation of a 

dedicated public Outdoor Classroom space. 

Ecotherapy Professor:
We have collaborated with a local Ecotherapy 

professor, Chris Brewer, from Fairhaven College 

at Western Washington University to be a guest 

presenter for one class each quarter. She will 

discuss her career path, what an  

Eco-Therapist profession is, and will give a 

sneak peek into how she teaches her classes.

Section 7: Project Team
Recreation Northwest Staff : 
Elizabeth Nelson, Director of Programs will 

lead the Parkscriptions activities with OHS 

students. Elizabeth compliments her academic 

credentials, with a B.S. in Public Health from 

WWU, with a personal passion for spending 

time outdoors in nature. Nelson’s broad range 

of experience in community health includes 

working with survivors of domestic and sexual 

violence; developing health behavior prevention 

programming; and currently serves on the 

Washington State Department of Health’s 

“Parks RX Task Force” in an advisory role for 

the Substitute Senate Bill 5092- a health and 

wellness program.

Todd Elsworth, Executive Director will support 

Elizabeth. Todd has extensive experience in 

the local park system, stewardship of parks, 

and non-profit business experience to support 

the AVID students in professionalisim and 

environmental practices to enjoy and better the 

places we play.

Options High School Staff:   
Eddi Vulic and Joe Wooding. Will assist 

Recreation Northwest with coordination of 

school deliverables and requirements, project 

team, and deliverables as needed. 

The OHS teachers have experience serving 

Washington’s many diverse students.  Mr. 

Vulic is a veteran alternative high schools 

instructor and Queer Straight Alliance advisor. 

Mr. Wooding’s vast experience ranges from 

supporting students with developmental 

disabilities in the Life Skills program to teaching 

highly capable learners in AP classes; and has 

advised in both Teen Court, a restorative justice 

program affiliated with Whatcom County’s 

Superior Court and at Inspiring A Movement, 
an outreach, advocacy, and support group for 

first-generation and students of color. 




