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Castle Heights Playground Community Conversation 
Monday, July 20, 2015 

6:00pm – 9:00pm 
Church of All Nations 

 

- MEETING SUMMARY -  
 

The Castle Heights Playground Community Conversation was convened by State Representative Carolyn 

Laine, sponsored by the Columbia Heights School District and planned by a representative group of 

stakeholders including Valley View PTA President Mary Grandlund, Castle Heights community leader 

Marsha Stroik, Director of Community Education Kristen Stuenkel , School District Board Member John 

Larkin, Superintendent Kathy Kelly, and Representative Laine.  They developed the following meeting 

objectives. 

Meeting Objectives 

 Learn about the history of and honor the spirit of the community effort that created the Castle  
Heights playground 

 Share your experiences of that effort, the playground and the decision to remove it 

 Assist the school district and broader community in recapturing the spirit of the community 
effort that created the playground and developing recommendations for the future use of the 
Castle Heights site 

 

Background 

 Representative Laine and Superintendent Kelly gave a welcome and spoke about the 
purpose and goals of the event. Superintendent Kelly shared that the school district was 
here to listen to the community about possible ideas for the Castle Heights site and 
honor the spirit in which it was built. Representative Laine said that meeting community 
issues together can both solve the concerns and build a more cohesive community. She 
said the group had a real opportunity to recharge the spirit that built Castle Heights and 
carry it forward. 

 Facilitator Mariah Levison gave an overview of the agenda and conversation guidelines. 
 Marsha Stroik gave a presentation on the history of the playground and the community 

effort that created it.  Several community members contributed to the conversation.  
Marsha said that the Castle Heights Playground Committee formed out of the Highland 
Elementary PTA in March 1991 to create a community designed, supported & built 
playground that would accommodate the needs of all & up to 150-200 children at one 
time, with universal access. 

 District Finance and Operations Director Bill Holmgren gave a presentation about why the 
District decided to remove the playground: Districts decision to remove Castle Heights 
was for the following reasons: safety, deterioration of the playground, increased severe 
injuries, the need for over 650 students to have a safe place to play, state statutes, and 
school board policies.  



2 
 

  Board member John Larkin gave a presentation about the type of input the Board was 
seeking and how the input fits into the Board’s decision making process.  He stated that 
the role of the school board is policy and governance. The board will take input gathered 
at this meeting under consideration as it deliberates the future of the Castle Heights site. 
Current budget realities are there is no additional money for the site beyond the façade. 
School board members in attendance were there as community members and not as 
representing the school board as a whole. 

 

Conversations 

Question: What has the playground or the community effort to build it meant to you personally? 

Themes in responses* 

o A Columbia Heights attraction and landmark 
o Appeals to all ages including big and little kids and adults 
o Appreciation of and pride in accessibility of playground to people with disabilities 
o Concerns about safety 
o Fond memories 
o Fun 
o Labor of love 
o Pride in community 
o Unique, creative, special 

 

Question: What concerns do you have regarding the playground?  These concerns could be the current 

playground, the new playground, the decision making process for removing the playground or other 

related topics. 

Themes in response 

o Concern that new playground won’t appeal to older kids 
o Financial constraints and liability 
o Kids’ voices not being heard/Keep kids at the forefront  
o Lack of diversity in the room.  Need to get feedback from the diverse communities of 

Columbia Heights to find out what they want. 
o Need for greater transparency 
o Need for more inclusive conversation 
o Safety concerns 
o Whatever is built will need to be maintained 

 
 

Question: How could the community (meaning the District and broader community) capture the spirit of 

the community effort that created the playground, including generating ideas about how to utilize the 

Castle Heights site? 
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Responses 

Potential elements 

o Be accessible to kids and adults with disabilities 
o Be appealing enough to entice kids (and adults) to be active to address obesity crisis 
o Bring in an architect to merge ideas generated 
o Castle theme- turrets 
o Clearly communicate that the new playground and new development on Castle Heights 

site are open to public 
o Concern that utilizing the façade will limit possibilities or that it won’t fit in with new 

design 
o Do something as impactful as Castle Heights effort  
o Good place to do homework 
o Hylanders theme 
o Honor Castle Heights in some way: façade, repurpose wood, integrate a miniature model 

of Castle Heights 
o Include kids’ perspectives in design 
o Intentional entrance 
o Interesting to teenagers 
o Multi-generational 
o Natural, earthy feel 
o Opportunity to bring community together 
o Relationship with Blooming Heights 
o Relaxing space to rest 
o Safe 
o Sell some of the wood 
o Shade and natural cover 
o Space that allows kids to use their imagination  
o True community effort to create it and ongoing community effort in lifecycle of space 
o Unique, special 
o What to do with the time capsule? Unearth old one? Place new one? 
o Year-round use 
o Community involved in the naming 
o Embrace the new playground with a community gathering 
o A space for creativity 
o Memory Wall 
o Social connectivity 

 
Funding ideas 

o Donations from alumni 
o Go Fund Me 
o Health insurance companies as potential funders.  Wellness and social connectivity. 
o Community financial partners 
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o CHPS will repurpose the northern facade of the Castle Heights (within the district budget) 
as an entrance to the site which District acknowledges will not last indefinitely. 

o Explore collaborative financial partners  
o Collaboration with the city of Columbia Heights 

 
 
Concrete ideas 

o Amphitheater 
o Band shell 
o Buddy bench – area for conflict resolution 
o Equipment for health for older adults: balance flexibility, mobility  
o Wellness playgrounds for multiple generations 
o Four-square, hopscotch 
o Game board tables: chess, checkers, mancala 
o Maze/labyrinth 
o Outdoor classroom 
o Performance space (good acoustics)  
o Places to hide and crawl, different levels all connected, big enough to run, circular 
o Puppet house 
o Skate park 
o Musical instruments 
o Shade 
o Connection with Blooming Heights- plantings, multiple gardens, fruit trees 
o Sponsored bricks 
o Community basketball court 
o Wooden boardwalk connecting Blooming Heights, Castle Heights area and new 

playground 
o Obstacle course 
o Gathering space 
o Benches, tables 

 

Next Steps 

Some community members expressed the desire for active participation in the decision making 

and planning process for the use of the Castle Heights site.  Some suggested forming a 

committee or team.  The District spoke of the need for the Board to be able reflect and conduct 

its governance processes.  There was consensus that the community (meaning the District and 

the broader community) should take the time necessary to seek additional input (including from 

kids and diverse communities), be intentional, and to allow for Board and planning processes. 

The community decided that the representative planning committee for the community 

conversation will meet to create a meeting summary and discuss next steps.  Additionally, 

community members can give feedback online until August 7th.  Community members suggested 
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exploring other ways to collect additional feedback as not everyone has access to electronic 

communications. District agreed to do a series of focus groups with students and parents.  The 

district also welcomes input via phone.  

 

Meeting facilitation and documentation provided by:  Mariah Levison, MN State Office for 

Collaboration and Dispute Resolution and Lauren Thrift and Nancy Erwin, Mediation Services of Anoka 

County 
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* Themes are in no particular order.  Most common themes are in bold. 

 

 

 


