Outdoor Classrooms

What if school happened outside with the sky and nature
as a roof and walls and floor? Learning would be exploring
and experiencing. Learning out doors is important. It is dif-
ferent than learning that occurs sitting at a desk, working on
a computer, playing organized sports. Learning outside is
a full body sensory experience. Many schools are provid-
ing learning opportunities outside as well as inside. What
serves as an outdoor learning environment? Learning out-
side benefits from being on a south facing area in cooler
climates and in a north facing area in hotter. South facing
'classrooms' can be well lit and warm even when it is cold;
facing north they can be cool and in the shade when it is hot.
Outdoor classrooms need places for walking, running, play-
ing, and sitting. They need access to natural plantings, open
sky areas, and views of the landscape (when possible).

activity 1 find an outdoor classroom

Do you ever read outside? Do you ever take a walk in the
woods? Do you ever listen for birds or look for bugs or follow
animal tracks? When you spend time outside you become
an explorer of the world. This journey is about learning out
of doors. Where outside of your house do you go to spend
time? Do you know of a garden, a park, or a wooded area?
Does your school have outdoor classrooms? Can you think
of an outdoor classroom in your community? Grab your jour-
nal, pencils and digital camera. Walk or bike there. Walk
around the space. Is it open or enclosed? Is it natural or
constructed? Is it sunny and dry or shady and wet? Can
you hear birds? Can you see animals? Do you observe any
insects? What kinds of plantings are there? What seasons
would be best for learning in this outdoor classroom? What
activities would be best supported in those seasons? Make
a panoramic photograph of your outdoor classroom.
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activity 2 start an outdoor classroom map

Where do outdoor learning opportunities exist? Print a black
and white map of your community. Take a long look from
above. What places do you think serve as good outdoor i
learning environments? Is there a trail along a river? Do you ; o R |
know a fishing pond in a park? Is there a forest or wooded ' \ ]
area? Using Google ScribbleMaps color code outdoor plac-
es to explore and learn. Chart the walking or biking routes
between them. Make a list of all of the learning environ-
ments. For each place list what you might possibly be able
to learn there.

activity 3 outdoor experiences @

Almost half of K12 students are bussed to school missing
valuable outdoor walking time. Half of the half who are not
bussed are driven to school by parents. Recess, most often
combined with lunchtime only allows ten to fifteen minutes
to literally ‘blow off steam’. Recess is often taken on asphalt,
denatured playgrounds. You can make a change. Now is
the time to begin thinking about taking an old playground
or a vacant lot and turning it into an outdoor classroom.
Start with ideas. Brainstorm ideas about what experiences
you would like to have. Do you want to sit, hide, read, run,
build? What could you imagine learning? What would your
teachers like you to learn in an outdoor classroom? How
would your class move from inside the school to this new
place outside? What would the path be like? What would LAWN

you see coming up to the classroom? How would you enter POND
it? Create a series of word maps to get started. For exam-
ple, learning plant and tree names and importance of plants
and trees is one possible objective; learning cloud types or
classifying insects is another. Try matching exploratory time
with teacher supported learning. Imagine fixed AND flexible
areas. Imagine different season usages. Here is a possible

list of word maps to initiate: R | I
Outdoor Learning Topics

Outdoor Activities
Outdoor Objectives
Outdoor Materials
Sunny activities
Shaded Activities

TREES

Wet Activities vs. Dry Activities e ) AL
Active vs. Passive Activities -

Structured Activities vs. Informal Experimentation Activities e ‘

For each word map, create diagrams of how people, teach-

ers, students and community members could interact with
learning topics.



activity 4 air, water and energy in an outdoor playground

Water, earth, energy and air systems provide wonder-
ful learning opportunities outside. Water can be collected,
stored in a fish filled pond, or filtered in a wetland next to
your school. Water in the form of a pump, water spray or
even a fountain or splash pad can become an immediate
community destination. Collected water can also serve to
water habitat areas, vegetable gardens and planted areas.
Water can be collected naturally through sloping the land or
it can be collected and filtered in rain gardens and wetlands,
ponds and water barrels. Earth can be moved to collect wa-
ter, create sound buffers, wind barriers and diverse areas
of planting, class activities, meeting, walking and sitting.
Energy systems can be demonstrated using sunlight and
wind. A photovoltaic panel can be rotated to collect sun and
work a water wheel or pump a fountain. Or it can be used to
light the playground at dusk and at night. An enclosed wind
vane can be mounted as a screened tube on the ground,
or as a wind propeller on a pole. Take an asphalt area of
your school ground and turn it into a water, energy, or food
demonstration garden. Be sure to include paths to different
areas and at least one area for a class to meet.

activity 5 sense of geography, culture and place

Outdoor classrooms are site specific. They respond to the
school community, the school climate and the school cam-
pus. Each classroom reflects a school's philosophy as well
as its aspirations in teaching out of doors. Conducting a site
analysis and brainstorming site programming activities will
help develop a site specific response. Remember to take
into consideration the tangible information you can access.
This information includes the placement of the classroom
adjacent to the school building; the age and number of
students who will be using the space(s); movement of sun
across the site during the day; seasonal weather consider-
ations; programming needs such as lighting, storage, seat-
ing, shelter, etc. Once you and your planning group have a
good idea of what you are looking to create, you will need
to determine what it should look like and how it should per-
form. This is where you will want to consider the character of
the school building and the image of the community.

Take pictures. Make Sketches. Propose Ideas. Get feed-
back. Make a plan!




activity 6 school yard habitats

Every schoolyard needs a habitat for wildlife, plants and
insects. This habitat can be easily established in a lawn
area. What will you need? Just like people, animals and in-
sects need water, food, shelter and safety. Research ponds
and pond construction. Discover if your schoolyard has an
above or underground spring. If neither of these options are
possible, look at water drippers and birdbaths as options. To
provide food you will need what animals and insects usu-
ally have in nature. This will mean native plantings. You can
supplement native planting areas with feeding stations. Next
you will need to make sure that there are places of shel-
ter available. For many insects this means nourished sail,
rocks, underbrush, mulch or compost and leafy vegetation.
If you begin with plantings; insects, birds and even animals
will begin to gather. You may want to begin this habitat in a
quieter location on your schoolyard, away from busy streets.
Animals cross streets to find new food and shelter areas.
Make a list of items that you will want to provide. Meet with a
local native gardener for plant ideas. Work with your school
to designate a natural habitat area. It can be combined with
learning spaces.

Plant it, and wildlife and insects will come!

activity 7 create a participatory outdoor team and learn
about the environment

To create an outdoor classroom, you will need other con-
tributors. Start sharing your thinking with other people. Talk
to friends, neighbors, teachers and administrators. Meet
with them and learn what ideas they have about an outdoor
classroom. Take notes from every meeting in your journal.
Try to diagram everyone's ideas. Next... interview the envi-
ronment! After talking to people looking closely at the envi-
ronment requires different investigative sensory skills. Take
stock in what plants grow in your area. Note what kinds of
trees exist. Record how much rain your area usually gets, its
temperature range and the number of sunny days. All of this
information will help in the staging of an outdoor classroom.
Create outdoor classroom diagrams from the information
you have gathered from people and from the environment.
Using blocks, colored paper and other found objects, con-
ceptualize the diagrams into three-dimensional space to
create visual models for feedback. Invite your collaborators
to come and see some conceptual ideas and encourage
them to move pieces of the conceptual model around.




activity 8 before and after

Find an asphalt playground or green grass area that you
would like to transform into an outdoor classroom. Take pho-
tos of the hard surfaces. Find this asphalt area on Google
Earth and print out an aerial view. Trace over these images
with ideas that introduce eco systems of experiences. Re-
member to keep sight lines open through plantings, climb-
ing and seating structures. Add the following areas to ac-
commodate a class of 24 children and one teacher:

Planted paths
Entryway

Open green area
Change(s) in elevation
Shaded sitting area(s)
Building Areas
Storage

Water element

Draw your ideas in plan, in section and present with experi-
ential perspectives showing children using the space.

review

Outdoor classrooms can be community spaces.

true

false
Outdoor classrooms can be used year round.

true

false
In colder climates, outdoor classrooms on the south side of
a school will capture the suns warmth in winter months.

true

false
In warmer climates, tree cover and placing classrooms on
the north side of the building will help keep the classroom in
the shade and cooler.

true

false
Outdoor habitats provide places for plants, people, insects,
animals and learning.

true

false







