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Research is clear that students benefit from spending time outdoors, learning or recreationally.  
Yet even pre-COVID, student screen time was high (see details below).

 � Students 8 - 10 years old average 6 hours of screen time daily 

 � Students 11 - 14 years old average 9 hours of screen time daily

 � Students 15 - 18 years old average 7.5 hours of screen time daily

There are many benefits to outdoor learning. “Hands-on outdoor learning 
builds confidence and resilience and offers opportunities for collaboration 
which increase connection and engagement.”  (Green Schoolyards America, pg. 2)

The Benefits of Outdoor Learning
 � 75% of students who spend regular time         

 outdoors tend to be more creative and better         
 able to problem solve in the classroom.

 � Decreased absenteeism

 � Increased ability to concentrate

 � Increase cooperation

 � Increase in leadership

 � Improve relationships with peers

 � Motivation to learn increased

 � Increase in confidence

 � Engagement appealing to the “head and          
 the heart”

 � Developing a sense of connection to a          
 local place, home
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 (Screen Time vs Lean Time [Infographic]. CDC)
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Early Adopters 

Congratulations! You have an outdoor space that can be used for teaching and learning.  
Now what?!

We know that if training and professional development are not provided to teachers, the use     
of outdoor learning may not be as successful.  With an integrated approach to professional  
development, your outdoor learning space might just be the place teachers and students thrive! 

Identify Early Adopters 

 � Adoption of any new idea of practice doesn’t happen all at once. The Diffusion of Innovation  
 Theory explains how ideas gain momentum overtime.  There are five categories of adopters  
 within the process of a new idea becoming mainstream. As an instructional leader, you are   
 looking for the early adopters. These are people who enjoy leadership roles and    
 embrace opportunities for change.  They may already have a hunch for the upcoming change  
 and embrace it wholeheartedly. By identifying the early adopters who will experiment with   
 teaching in the outdoor learning environment, you will move the needle towards making large  
 changes in your school.
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Create a Sign-up Schedule

How and when might this new space be used? 

 � As an instructional leader, consider how and when your outdoor space might be used.    
 Will you use a sign-up schedule for teachers to book time to use the outdoor classroom?   
 Will you encourage staff to take learning outside a certain number of times per semester? 

 � Will your outdoor environment be available to students before or after school?    
 During lunches?

Process for Moving Furniture Into Place

Does it need to be moved in and out? Locked up? Work with staff and students to create a process.

 � Every learning space requires specific management structures to support student    
 engagement and limit lost instructional time your outdoor environment is no different.    
 Creating a plan and training your staff for how the furniture will be setup in the    
 space and stored each day will remove an early concern for teachers.  

 � Hold a staff meeting  in your outdoor space and model the setup and tear down process   
 so everyone can experience it.

“Research tells us that passive and active engagement in nature supports children’s 
social-emotional health and wellbeing. Children who spend more time outdoors in 
nature, particularly at school, are more likely to participate in regular moderate- 
to-vigorous physical activity.” (Green Schoolyards America, pg. 2)
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Consider a Framework for Professional Development/Growth to Support Teachers

 � In order to both change practice and impact student learning, a framework  for professional  
 development and growth cycles might help.  An example of a framework could include the   
 following stages: 

Safety Items That Would be Needed in an Outdoor Learning Environment

Backpack with Safety Supplies? Walkie-talkies or cell phones?.

 � Many outdoor learning environments will be located on the outer edges of campus creating  
 new safety concerns for staff, especially when students are engaged with hands-on learning.   
 Consider creating a two-teacher policy for the space so there can be a second adult in case   
 of an emergency.  

 � A safety backpack and a walkie-talkie stored in a standard location offers another    
 layer of safety. 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT/GROWTH CYCLE

In order to both change practice and impact student learning, 
the following cycle should be implemented:

 � Assess: Review of data to identify the need for    
 improved student learning.

 � Learn: Engage in new learning to meet the need.

 � Implement: Receive support for implementing    
 new learning.

 � Reflect: Continually collect data and monitor    
 outcomes of implementation of the new learning   
 to determine if it is meeting the goal.  

 � Assess: Revisit the data to identify further need    
 for improved student learning. 
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Three “Buckets” of       
Outdoor Learning:       
Play, Interdisciplinary, and Field Work
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Play

Play is the oldest and most natural form of learning.

 � In their play areas, children like to be challenged and their main goals are to    
 build, construct and dig.

 � Activities in this type of zone should pose open-ended questions that prompt    
 imaginative responses.

 � The skills developed are: 

•  Gross- and fine-motor coordination

•  Creativity

•  Social Skills

Successful Play Spaces (from Play England)

 � “Bespoke” (tailored to fit the specific needs         
 of school and site)

 � Well located

 � Make use of natural elements

 � Provide a wide range of play experiences

 � Accessible to both disabled and non-disabled children

 � Meet community needs

 � Allow children of different ages to play together

 � Build in opportunities to experience risk and challenge

 � Sustainable and properly maintained

 � Allow for change and evolution
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Play

What is play?

 � Can be fun or serious and occurs both alone and in a group

 � Allows children to explore different societal roles and norms, which gives them    
 the ability to develop into adults who function in and contribute to their community

 � Adults usually have very little to do with play, as this is a time where children can    
 better understand their world

15 Types of Play  (from Free Play)

 � Symbolic (allows for exploration of topics for deeper understanding without great risk, such as   
 using a stick to represent another person)

 � Rough and Tumble (often misunderstood, this isn’t actual fighting, but play where touching,   
 tickling, and other activities to explore strength while all children are still clearly having fun)

 � Socio-Dramatic (enactment of real societal roles/situations based on personal experiences,   
 such as playing house, going to the store, etc.)

 � Social (players must abide by, and are usually creating and amending, a shared set of rules,   
 for instance, a made-up game)

 � Creative (allows for new understandings by using materials and exploring how they work)

 � Communication (play that uses words and/or gestures, such as acting, singing, mime, debate, etc.)

 � Dramatic (dramatizes an event where the child isn’t a participant, such as enacting a funeral,   
 a TV show, a wedding, etc.)

 � Deep (allows a child to encounter risky situations, like balancing on a high beam, leaping from   
 a great height, etc.)

 � Exploratory (explore environment and how it works, for instance, stacking different materials)

 � Fantasy (role play, but in a way the world doesn’t usually occur, such as being a pilot who flies   
 around the entire world)

 � Imaginative (conventional rules of the world don’t occur - for instance, a child who is a tree or a dog)

 � Locomotor (movement for movement’s sake, such as climbing a tree or playing tag)

 � Mastery (achieving control of the world around you, for instance changing the direction of a   
 stream or digging holes)

 � Object play (use of objects in infinite and interesting ways, such as exploring all a piece of    
 cloth or a cup could do/become)

 � Role play (exploring societal roles, but without deep personal connections, such as sweeping   
 with a broom or talking/dialing/texting with a phone)
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Interdisciplinary

Another way of thinking about this is “taking the inside outside.”

 � Best practices for educational activities inside are often the same outside.

 � Activities usually entail more fine-motor skills than gross-motor ones. Presentations, group   
 work, reflection (both individual and with others), drawing, talking (both academic    
 and informal), etc. are all easily taken outdoors.

 � Spaces for this type of outdoor learning often include        
 tables, chairs, benches, stages, steps, etc.

 � Amphitheaters

• Could be very large or very small and intimate

• Some schools achieve this very simply by         
 incorporating curved bench seats in a garden wall.

• Good for presentations, where an audience of         
 varying sizes listens to and learns from another. 

• Also good for group discussions where students        
 practice their collaboration and communication skills.

 � Learning Terraces

• A newer term that usually describes a space for         
 breakout activities outdoors, always adjacent to         
 a classroom or other indoor place of learning.

• These spaces allow some students to work indoors        
 and others to work outdoors. 

• Sight lines should be easy, such that the teacher        
 can supervise both areas at the same time.

 � Multi-age and/or Multi-subject Learning

• This type of learning is a great opportunity for teachers to       
 team up and provide novel learning experiences for their       
 students.

• For instance, a social studies and a language arts teacher       
 could partner up to have students write a play based on a historical event or to read a book and  
 debate different positions.

• Similarly, teachers of different grade levels could find overlapping standards which could be   
 addressed. A great place to pull from is the Next Gen Science Standards, where  cyclical standards  
 repeat at different grade levels for deeper levels of understanding. Here, older students could   
 teach younger ones, or teams of students could gather data together.
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Field Work

What is field work? 

 � It is the first hand collection of data through sensory observation

 � This will look different at different age levels, and doesn’t have to be particularly complex!

• Preschool students may touch different things outside and describe how they feel.

• Kindergarten and 1st Grade students are excellent at practicing their letters and numbers by   
 finding items that start with a particular letter or counting numbers of items.

• By 3rd and 4th grade, students may be filming the nesting habits of different birds.

• Middle School students love using new tools to measure the world around them.

• By High School, students should be creating their own plans for field work to answer the burning  
 questions they have about the world, such as how the water in a town could be made better for its  
 ecosystem.

 � This type of outdoor learning is project-based, experiential learning at its core.

 � A school doesn’t have to spend a lot of money. A common mistake is to buy an entire class   
 set of each type of expensive measuring tool, limiting the number of tools students can   
 be exposed to. However, it makes much more sense to buy one or two of each tool so   
 students may rotate in use and be exposed to a greater number of tools.

 � As a natural extension of the content in science, geography, and social studies textbooks,   
 students need to physically interact with their world for memorable learning. Taking that one  
 step further, math projects can be incorporated outdoors, answering the eternal student   
 question of, “how does this apply to me?”
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