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As Professional Grounds Managers, we have many challenges facing us in the field.  From tree care to pest management, to snow removal, to sports fields, the challenges of in-house grounds managers come at us from many angles.  
Sometimes we need to call for reinforcements.

Meet Ellen Littrell, PGMS member in the Greater Ozarks Branch.  Ellen has a Bachelor of Science Degree in Urban Forestry and many years experience in the grounds management field.  When Ellen became Grounds Management Supervisor for Springfield Public Schools in Springfield, Missouri in 2006, she was encountered with the same challenges that face us all, but one rose above the rest.

The sports fields in the school district needed a management plan.  

Ellen described the grounds management situation, “It was not consistent from field to field. Booster clubs, coaches, athletic directors, parents and grounds maintenance staff all are players in the field care. There was a lack of communication and often it seemed the different agencies were working against one another with a duplication of resources or ineffective practices”.  

She continued, “Every field in the district is very different in respect to use, available financial resources, maintenance goals, current condition, etc. and it was difficult to develop an overall plan for the district with so much variation site to site”.
There are seventeen natural grass fields at the high schools, and one artificial turf stadium.  These fields needed to be kept ready and useful for football, baseball, soccer and marching band.

As bad as the outlook seemed for the fields, shortly after Ellen’s arrival she was forced to deal with the worst natural disaster to hit the State of Missouri - ever.  

A huge ice storm in January 2007 destroyed or damaged nearly every tree in the district.  Ellen’s expertise as an arborist was in dire need.  Once the disaster was mitigated, and other pressing needs were satisfied, Ellen refocused on the sports fields.
Then in January 2008 another destructive ice storm reshuffled priorities once again.  A replay of downed and damaged trees and other priorities put the sports field management plan on hold.  

But Ellen remained persistent on getting a management plan together.  In 2009 the timing was perfect.  “Also, we are beginning to install SMART irrigation systems on the fields and it made sense to implement them at the same time”, says Ellen.

The expertise of the extension service put a lot of weight behind the plan.  Ellen collaborated extensively with Patrick Byers, Regional Horticulture Specialist with the University of Missouri Extension Service, and Brad Fresenburg, Turfgrass Specialist with the Division of Plant Science, University of Missouri.
“Patrick met with me multiple times, visited the sites and developed much of the plan”, explained Ellen.  “Brad Fesenberg met with Patrick and me, visited sites and made recommendations which were incorporated into the plan”. 

So, what does the plan cover?  “It is a general guide for proper field maintenance. All schools have different demands on their fields and the plan will need adaptation for the particular needs at each facility”, explains Ellen.

She continued, “The first section of the plan contains an easy to follow month-by-month calendar for warm season and cool season grasses. It lists maintenance suggestions and what to look for in the area of insect and disease problems. This section is followed by specialized sections further explaining maintenance procedures such as irrigation, compaction and aeration, mowing, and fertility”. 

Coming up with the plan was one hurdle.  Remember all those stakeholders and the communication problems?  How would she get buy-in from all those booster clubs, coaches, and others who were involved in field maintenance?

Ellen had an idea, “After the plan was completed, I set up meetings at each school to introduce and discuss the plan. In attendance were coaches and/or assistant coaches from all disciplines, athletic directors, principals, and occasionally, booster club members and band directors”.

Ellen says, “I feel the plan developed is an excellent guide. Each site will be able to set maintenance goals for their fields and put a cost in their budget. It allows them to make informed decisions”.

Perhaps the key to success with the plan is that it was presented not as a policy to be enforced, but as a guide to be followed.  “I shared with them the maintenance duties that we could do with SPS district in-house staff and discussed ways to get the other maintenance needs met. I also put together cost estimates for the maintenance needs. In all cases it was met with a positive response” recounts Ellen.
The forecast is good for the sports fields in the Springfield Public School District.  

“Due to budget constraints, there will still be many different entities helping to maintain the fields, but by having a plan to follow, energy and resources will be better utilized and we should see the fields improve in condition”, foresees Ellen. “Typically the coaches do not have a turf maintenance background but all have the same goal….have healthy grass on their fields.  Now all entities can work as a team toward the common goal”.
Ellen Littrell can be contacted at her office (417) 523-0451 or work cell (417) 234-2190 or by email at elittrell@spsmail.org
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