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ABOUT PALS 

The Partnership for Action Learning in Sustainability (PALS) is administered by the 
National Center for Smart Growth at the University of Maryland, College Park (UMD). It 
is a campus-wide initiative that harnesses the expertise of UMD faculty and the energy 
and ingenuity of UMD students to help Maryland communities become more 
environmentally, economically, and socially sustainable. PALS is designed to provide 
innovative, low-cost assistance to local governments while creating real-world 
problem-solving experiences for University of Maryland graduate and undergraduate 
students. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Fall 2024 Design in Practice course engaged 50 students from various academic 
disciplines in a collaborative project with the College Park Planning Department, aimed 
at enhancing the Trolley Trail. This multi-use recreational and commuter trail connects 
four distinct neighborhoods within College Park, Maryland, and is a vital corridor for 
biking, walking, and running. The course was an opportunity for students to apply 
design thinking processes in a hands-on setting, addressing real-world challenges and 
contributing to the improvement of a key community asset. 

Students worked in teams of five to develop proposals that would celebrate the unique 
identities of each neighborhood while maintaining a cohesive experience along the trail. 
The overarching goals included improving safety, cleanliness, and amenities for all 
users, while fostering greater engagement with the trail and encouraging healthier, more 
sustainable modes of transportation. Ultimately, the project sought to strengthen the 
connection between College Park’s residents and students, and the natural 
environment. 

Notable proposals included the integration of glow-in-the-dark pavement, each section 
of the trail reflecting a distinct color identity for its neighborhood. This feature not only 
added visual appeal but also aimed to create a captivating, “Instagrammable” 
experience for visitors.  

Design interventions at road crossings incorporated specialized lighting and paving 
techniques to enhance pedestrian safety. Additionally, playful and community-oriented 
elements were proposed, such as trolley-themed playgrounds, a “museum” trolley for 
special events, and informational signage that connects trail users to nearby 
businesses, parks, and other local amenities.  

Together, these proposals envision a revitalized Trolley Trail that could become a 
pedestrian- and bike-only corridor, reducing the need for cars and parking while 
promoting more sustainable urban living. The project’s outcomes have the potential to 
drive further development around the trail, transforming it into a vibrant, 
community-focused space that strengthens the relationship between urban life and 
nature.  
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COURSE OVERVIEW AND PEDAGOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

This half-semester project in the Design in Practice course, open to students outside the 
Architecture major, introduced 50 undergraduates to the core principles and tools of 
design thinking. Students were organized into ten teams of five and asked to develop 
conceptual proposals to enhance the Trolley Trail based on input from the City of 
College Park and community stakeholders. 

The pedagogical framework was structured around the five phases of design thinking: 
empathize, define, ideate, prototype, and test. Students conducted field visits, observed 
trail conditions, mapped neighborhood assets, and held informal interviews to generate 
insights. They then framed specific design challenges and brainstormed interventions, 
testing their proposals through critiques and presentations. 

Classroom time included lectures, group workshops, and iterative feedback sessions. 
Students used a range of skills—visual thinking, collaborative ideation, rapid 
prototyping, storytelling, and presentation. Tools included Adobe Illustrator, Rhino, 
physical modeling materials, and analog sketching. While many participants had little or 
no prior design experience, they demonstrated a capacity to engage complex problems 
creatively and responsibly. 

 

DESIGN HIGHLIGHTS AND THEMES 

Recurring design principles emerged across the groups, including the importance of 
identity, visibility, and historical continuity. Students repeatedly emphasized how spatial 
interventions—playgrounds, signage, kiosks, or lighting—could transform the trail from a 
simple commuter path into a layered community destination. 

Engagement with local identity was a central focus. Several groups chose color-coded 
trail segments or gateway features to celebrate neighborhood uniqueness. 

Safety and visibility—especially lighting—were commonly addressed, with some 
students proposing glow-in-the-dark paint inspired by global precedents and others 
designing string light systems to alert cyclists near intersections. 
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Students explored sustainable strategies, such as solar-powered lighting, rain-fed 
irrigation for gardens, and the reuse of trolley cars as both symbolic and functional 
public infrastructure. 

Many groups proposed interactive art installations—like murals, sculptures, or 
themed “activity zones”—to foster engagement and cultural storytelling. 

Several reflections emphasized practical feasibility, noting cost, material sourcing, and 
environmental preservation as key considerations. One student reflected, “Installing 
solar lights was more affordable and realistic than glow paint.” Others discussed the 
influence of feasibility on design refinement, highlighting the need to adjust plans after 
site visits or budget estimations. 

There was a notable emphasis on group dynamics and shared leadership, with 
students appreciating the varied talents of their teammates—be it sketching, digital 
modeling, or public speaking—as essential to the outcome. 

 

SUMMARY OF STUDENT WORK 

One project focused on the integration of themed playgrounds into three key sites along 
the trail: Berwyn, Paint Branch, and Riverdale. These playgrounds included references 
to the original trolley system through color-coded designs and interpretive signage, 
offering educational value alongside physical play. As one student reflected, the 
collaborative process “highlighted our ability to communicate in ways authentic to the 
design disciplines with visual, written, and oral methods.” 

Another team envisioned activating the trail’s Lake Artemesia area and University Park 
through a network of wellness-oriented spaces. Their proposal included a dog park, 
pump track, picnic area, and garden sheds—each designed to foster cross-generational 
community building, increase physical activity, and improve mental well-being. “We 
wanted to add very contrasting ideas in the way that the user can interact physically,” 
one student wrote, noting the influence of their personal interests in the design. 
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Several students proposed building interactive garden installations that combined 
educational features with natural and historical storytelling. These included wood and 
metal kiosks amid botanical and historical gardens. The team emphasized that “creating 
a product, an experience, and an environment requires design to have a foundational 
idea,” and that real-world engagement—such as speaking with users—would be key to 
improving their ideas. 

 

One concept introduced a full-size, stationary trolley car—repurposed as a seating area 
and interpretive exhibit—placed strategically along the trail. This design honors the 
area’s transportation legacy while also offering a space for informal gatherings. 
Accompanying statues of historical figures and informative plaques would tell a broader 
story of the trail’s evolution and community impact. A student noted: “It was key for us to 
find an idea to link the importance of the trail’s history using physical objects.” 
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Another team emphasized tactile material studies and developed custom paving 
patterns and shaded rest stops, using color and texture to improve wayfinding and the 
spatial rhythm of the trail. “Our idea was to focus on aesthetics to promote more 
interactivity,” one student explained, “since the trail could be used for more than just 
travelling.” 
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STAKEHOLDER RESPONSE 

Carlos Nunes, Senior Planner with the College Park Department of Planning and 
Community Development and a UMD alumnus, noted, after the final presentation event 
“Thank you so much for the invitation—it was a pleasure. As an alumnus, I felt 
incredibly proud to be part of such a remarkable event. Each of the presentations was 
truly outstanding, and I was impressed by the level of talent and insight showcased. 
Extraordinary!” 

Another stakeholder, Moira Abernethy, Executive Assistant in the Department of 
Planning and Community Development, noted: “The presentations were awesome! I too 
loved the lighting theme that changed as you entered each neighborhood, the 
information kiosk would be great for the pollinator gardens and the perfect way to 
display the history of Lakeland. It was an eye opener to learn that most students had no 
experience of the trail and the need for better lighting along it. The themes that included 
playgrounds for adult-age kids was a great idea (fitness, obstacle course, trolley picnic 
car, art installations). Lots and lots of good ideas!” 

This sentiment was echoed by several guests from the Planning Department and 
community organizations, who remarked on the creativity, clarity, and passion shown in 
the student presentations. Stakeholders noted that the integration of identity, safety, and 
feasibility into student designs felt grounded and forward-thinking. 

There was particular appreciation of the student teams’ ability to work across disciplines 
and to develop ideas that could realistically inform future planning efforts. The 
presentation event not only helped elevate the students’ work but also opened 
conversations about how these proposals could influence longer-term improvements 
along the Trolley Trail corridor. 

LESSONS LEARNED AND FUTURE RECOMMENDATIONS 

Students consistently emphasized that the design process helped them understand 
how to center user experience. Many commented that with more time, they would have 
expanded engagement with community members and built working prototypes for 
testing. 

Several students also highlighted the importance of team diversity and collaboration. 
As one student noted, “Having a diverse group allows you to find ideas from every 
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background... it gave us many more ideas to discuss.” Others observed that working 
through challenges like attendance and scheduling taught them to plan more 
intentionally and communicate expectations early. 

Some teams stressed the value of physical modeling and iteration, expressing a 
desire to build small-scale prototypes to improve detail and accuracy. One student 
reflected: “Building a model garden would have helped test out plant and layout ideas 
with real feedback.” Another noted, “We could have better evaluated placement and 
flow with more site visits and scaled models.” 

There was also a growing awareness of designing for feasibility—many noted that 
beautiful ideas are not enough without understanding costs, maintenance, or 
accessibility. A student wrote: “It wasn’t just about cool features—it had to work for 
people, day and night, safely and sustainably.” 

The importance of environmental and social responsibility also emerged as a core 
theme, with one reflection noting: “Designers participate in the three E’s—environment, 
economy, and equity. We were challenged to think beyond aesthetics and build 
something meaningful.” 

A final reflection captured the holistic growth experienced by many students: “I didn’t 
expect this class to make me rethink how I see the world, but now I walk down the 
street noticing what’s well designed and what could be better. That’s something I’ll carry 
with me.” 
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APPENDIX 

Final Presentation Photos 
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