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ABSTRACT 

This article (1) summarizes historical and present green-
ing initiatives across Rhode Island, and (2) illustrates how 
Project Greenspace, Sleep Patterns, Activity Space, and 
Environment (G-SPACE) benefits from and builds upon 
this public health work.
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HISTORY OF GREEN INITIATIVES 

IN RHODE ISLAND

Tree planting and tree equity

Besides enhancing a city’s physical beauty, urban forests 
reduce air pollution, provide natural stormwater man-
agement, and offer habitats for birds and pollinators.1 The 
American Forests’ “Tree Equity Score Analyzer” (TESA) 
determines the percentages of canopy cover across neigh-
borhoods, and can be used by community organizations to 
promote tree equity, defined as the right number of trees 
for all community members to experience the health, eco-
nomic, social, and other benefits of trees. There are several 
organizations that have historically engaged in greening 
initiatives in Rhode Island (RI), particularly Providence and 
the surrounding urban areas. One such organization is the 
Providence Neighborhood Planting Program (PNPP), started 
in 1989 with three goals: to plant street trees across the city, 
train residents to maintain plantings through a stewardship 
program, and instill the importance and value of trees and 
urban forests.2 Over 16,000 trees have been planted and 
maintained in Providence as a result of the PNPP.2 Another 
organization involved with greening initiatives is Ground-
workRI, whose Tree Equity Initiative started in 2023, aims 
to plant 2,000 trees in low-canopy communities of Central 
Falls, Cumberland, Lincoln, and Woonsocket (Ground-
workRI).3 This project continues the work of the previous 
Trees4US Pawtucket-Central Falls initiative, which planted 
197 trees through the Pawtucket-Central Falls Health Equity 
Zone’s Trees for Human Health grant. 

Greening schoolyards

In addition to greening city streets, there have been several 
efforts to increase green spaces in schools. The Providence 

Green Schoolyard Initiative is a collaboration between the 
City of Providence and community partners to transform 
schoolyards into vibrant green spaces that promote chil-
dren’s health and development.4 In 2022, Bailey Elementary 
School opened Providence’s first green schoolyard.5 Another 
initiative is the Children & Nature Network (CNN), a 
collaborative focused on partnering with cities, including 
Providence, to enhance green spaces and outdoor learning 
opportunities; with over $6 million invested from CNN, 
Providence has been able to develop a detailed action plan 
and implement green schoolyard renovations.2 

PROJECT G-SPACE

How does Project G-SPACE relate?

Greening efforts by organizations like the PNPP and Ground-
workRI have not only allowed for an increase in access to 
greenspaces by residents, but also enhanced the ability to 
research how greening efforts impact local communities. 
Project Greenspace, Sleep Patterns, Activity Space, and 
Environment (G-SPACE), from the Social Epidemiology (Epi) 
Lab out of Brown University’s School of Public Health, is 
an ongoing study investigating how access to green space 
influences the sleep, mental health, and physical activity 
of elementary school children.6 Notwithstanding physical 
health benefits, few prior studies have explicitly examined 
the relationships between greenspace, sleep, and mental 
health. Since 2021, the Lab has worked with children and 
their families in an attempt to fully disentangle underly-
ing mechanisms accounting for the associations between 
these critical pillars of overall health and well-being. Ulti-
mately, we hope that findings from Project G-SPACE will 
provide further evidence to support intervention programs 
promoting green space access among school-aged children in 
RI, such as the greening efforts of the organizations already  
discussed, and serving on the study’s advisory board.

Advisory board

The Project G-SPACE advisory board, composed of members 
from four organizations focused on creating healthier and 
more equitable communities, has served as a gateway to con-
necting with our community. In addition to GroundworkRI, 
the Rhode Island Healthy Schools Coalition (RIHSC) sits on 
the board. The mission of the RIHSC lies in making schools 
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across the state healthier by advocating for policies that pro-
mote nutrition, physical activity, and mental and emotional 
wellness for children.7 The City of Providence is also repre-
sented on the board,8 in addition to Thrive Outside, an orga-
nization based in Bristol with a mission of ensuring every 
child has the opportunity to access nature.9 The Project 
G-SPACE advisory board has provided invaluable guidance 
and strategic advice, and has assisted greatly with expanding 
our reach across Rhode Island and creating long-lasting com-
munity partnerships. 

Community work

A key component to the success of Project G-SPACE lies 
with our community partnerships and their ability to spread 
awareness of this study to eligible families. The study team 
has had the privilege of collaborating with five public school 
districts and nine independent schools across RI, including 
schools in Bristol-Warren, Central Falls, Cranston, John-
ston, Providence, and Newport. In total, public school dis-
tricts have allowed Project G-SPACE to achieve a student 
reach of over 6,000, while independent schools have allowed 
for a student reach of over 3,500. Beyond the mission of 
G-SPACE, the Lab actively strives to give back to our school 
communities; one such example was a donation of protec-
tive sunglasses to several partnered elementary schools to 
watch the solar eclipse in April 2024.

In addition to schools, the Lab has been fortunate to col-
laborate with several other organizations across RI to inform 
the study protocol and recruitment strategy. The Lab main-
tains both a virtual and physical outreach presence in an 
attempt to reach and recruit families within the study demo-
graphic, tabling at local events throughout the year, such as 
farmer’s markets, and running radio and social media adver-
tisements. The Lab has also formed connections with both 
grassroots and institutional environmental health advocates 
in the state, including GroundworkRI and the Providence 
Parks Department. The partnership with GroundworkRI is a 
noteworthy example of the symbiotic relationships the Lab 
has forged with community organizations through this proj-
ect; the executive director of GroundworkRI serves on the 
study’s advisory board, offering feedback and recruitment 
support, while the Lab has provided data collection and anal-
ysis expertise to measure the efficacy of their tree-planting 
initiatives. 

CONCLUSION

Importance of this work

Ideally, results from Project G-SPACE will add a health per-
spective to the important greenspace work already going on 
in Rhode Island communities, and justify the existence and 
expansion of these programs. Greenspace exposure is a sig-
nificant environmental determinant of child morbidity and 
mortality.10 Findings from a 2024 study of 2,103 children 

ages 2 to 5 years old report that increased greenspace expo-
sure is associated with fewer early-childhood internaliz-
ing symptoms such as anxiety and depression.11 However, 
limited research has been conducted in diverse cohorts of 
United States children in middle-to-late childhood living 
specifically in urban cities, a key gap addressed by Project 
G-SPACE. Childhood consists of important developmental 
windows where factors such as a lack of daily exposure to 
greenspace and insufficient sleep can have cumulative effects 
on learning, emotional health, and long-term wellbeing. In 
urban communities like Providence, understanding the role 
of greenspace in attenuating adverse health effects and pro-
moting improved wellness strengthens efforts to address dis-
parate health outcomes facing the city. Project G-SPACE is 
not only relevant to the community as a collective, but also 
has significant implications for families, schools, and city-
wide organizations that strive to mobilize evidence-based 
research to enhance children’s quality of life and daily hab-
its; through generating locally grounded data, the study can 
inform programming and tailored public-health initiatives 
that seek to ensure each child has access to safe and quality 
greenspace, bridging research with practice.

The Future

Project G-SPACE illustrates the strength of research-com-
munity partnerships to promote the health and wellbeing 
of Rhode Islanders. Preliminary findings suggest there are 
protective effects of greenspace exposure and physical activ-
ity on sleep quality and mental health of elementary school-
aged children. Given the diverse population across the state, 
it is important to investigate these outcomes stratified by 
sociodemographic factors to uncover potential health dis-
parities. Forthcoming longitudinal analyses will further 
elucidate these pathways to help identify mechanisms for 
equitable research and policy intervention. Existing green-
ing initiatives such as tree planting and landscape design are 
likely to have indirectly impacted these results. To maxi-
mize greenspace resource allocation and related health ben-
efits, future work should leverage strategic collaborations 
between researchers, community organizations, and other 
stakeholders to directly evaluate greening programs and 
initiatives. 
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