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Children nowadays spend on average 90 percent of their time indoors, spending little time out in nature. A growing body of research links improved mental and physical health to increased exposure to nature and childhood experiences in nature form the basis for a lifetime of environmental stewardship. Research is also demonstrating the multiple benefits of outdoor learning in a school environment, such as increased student achievement, motivation, behavior, and understanding of concepts taught.  
Outdoor learning can relate directly to the content being taught or simply provide a change of pace and place. While science is the content area that most associate with outdoor instruction, any subject can be connected with outdoor learning.  Moving the class outdoors occasionally for a discussion or an activity that works equally well indoors or out provides a change of venue that is invigorating both for students and the teacher. 
Why is Outdoor Learning Important?
· Provides kids with an opportunity to experience a sense of wonder - those “aha” experiences.
· Facilitates personal growth through inquiry, problem-solving, challenge, and adventure.
· Can be used as an instructional tool to enhance instruction in a variety of disciplines.
· Provides concrete experiences to clarify abstract concepts, such as camouflage and the size of an acre. 
· Provides motivation for the reluctant learner. Many students that struggle in a classroom setting suddenly become involved and excited about learning once outside.
· Provides an opportunity for physical exercise.
· Helps students connect with nature locally and become familiar with local species
· Helps students draw important connections between humans and their environment. 
Tips for Taking the Classroom Outdoors
Here are a few tips to help you prepare for taking the classroom outdoors:
General Tips
· Head outdoors when the weather is pleasant. Though heading outdoors is possible almost any time of year in Florida, avoiding the hottest times of year (August-September) and coldest times of year (January – February) make the experience more enjoyable for the students.
· Scope out the area where you will be conducting the outdoor activity ahead of time. Be sure to check for tripping hazards, ant piles, etc.
· Ask your students to dress appropriately for the outdoor activity. Remind your students the day before about how they should dress for the outdoor activity. If you’ll be walking a fair amount, tell your students to wear comfortable shoes. If you’ll be visiting a site with brushy areas, ask your students to wear long pants and closed toe shoes. Students are more likely to comply if you tell them your reason for the request.
· If you plan on having a seated discussion or activity, bring something for students to sit on. While most areas are safe and comfortable for sitting on the ground, not all students will be immediately comfortable unless they have something to sit on. Bring a tarp or sheets so students can have options.
· View the unexpected as a bonus. The gecko your student encountered may not have been in the lesson plan, but it can be a great springboard for discussing protective coloration!
· Don’t be afraid to try! It sometimes take a time or two of trying an outdoor activity before you figure out what methods and timing work best for you. Just try it and modify as you go.
Classroom Management 
· Make your behavior expectations clear indoors before going outdoors! Then once you are outdoors go over the rules again. This also includes going over how to respect plants and wildlife that may be encountered during outdoor learning.
· Establish clear boundaries. Delineate very specifically where the activity should take place.
· Use the smallest useful area. Look at the site and determine what would be the smallest area to use for conducting your activity. 
· Use a signal to get students attention. Suggestions include a bell or bird call.
· Meet in a circle. Circles or the most effective way to communicate when outdoors so you can see everyone and minimize disruption.
· Bring along a backpack or tote. Pack supplies, books, and materials needed for the activity and a simple first aid kit.
· Plan a time frame or routine. Having a time frame for each component of the activity outlined in advance can dispel some of the uncertainty that teachers new to outdoor teaching may feel. For example, five minutes to form a circle and hear directions; twenty minutes for the activity; ten minutes to reflect and share.
· Use outdoor time for doing, not telling. Whenever possible, use the indoors for introductions to activities and routine tasks. Tasks such as arranging work groups, defining vocabulary, providing background information, providing an overview of what will be done outside, and going over rules and expectations (that will later be reviewed outside) are best done indoors.
· Have students work in pairs or small groups whenever possible. Students seem to focus better outside when they work in pairs.
Safety Concerns
· Be aware of individual student health or mobility issues that may be affected by involvement in outdoor activities, such as allergies, breathing difficulties, wheelchair accessibility, and other physical impairment needs. Planning ahead will allow you to address issues and make adjustments so all of your students can participate. 
· Take along a cell phone or radio if you will be a distance from the school buildings. Have parent permission forms with parent phone numbers in case any issues arrive.
· Have another adult(s) along.
· Keep all students in the view of a responsible adult during the activity.
· Let the front office know when you are going outside.
Volunteers
· Recruit volunteers to help you with outdoor learning – this could be parents and grandparents, university students, etc. Volunteers can help bring materials to the site, help with activity set up, work with small groups of students, walk with them to the outdoor learning area, help find funds for outdoor projects, and help establish contacts in the community.
· Make sure all volunteers fill out a volunteer form ahead of time and that they know where and how to sign in when they come to help you.
How to Gain Support for Outdoor Learning
· Convince others that time is not the issue. Moving the practice outside is just using time differently.
· Invite your principal to go out with you.
· Connect to required standards or content. 
· Consider developing backpacks with ready-made lessons that can be checked out and used in outdoor spaces.
· Share resources, such as classroom sets of binoculars, hand lenses, etc.
· Develop excitement
· Share your enthusiasm with your colleagues. Frequently there are several teachers who are genuinely interested in teaching outdoors but need to see someone modeling some examples first of how it can be done.
· Take photos of your experiences to share in school publications and with parents. 
· Share your outdoor learning successes at open house events and teacher parent nights.
· Have students share what they are learning outdoors on the school’s morning news on a regular basis.
· Create art related to an outdoor activity that can be displayed prominently at school, such as tree identification signs or murals.
· Conduct a teacher workshop about outdoor learning
Adapted from:  Moving the Classroom Outdoors (2010) by Herb Broda; Schoolyard-Enhanced Learning (2007) by Herb Broda.




Curriculum Integration 
A critical element for expanding outdoor learning is to relate the outdoors to the curriculum objectives being taught. Studies of the environment can fit with any academic subject and increasingly, state science standards in particular are expanding to include local nature study. 
· Art and Music
· Observing: learning to see and record accurately
· Drawing: fundamental drawing skills applied, students encouraged to work in own style using a variety of media, building confidence in skills, working together
· Listening: learning to hear what is happening in nature, making sounds with natural objects, learning to be quiet
· Earth Science
· Pursuing scientific inquiry: asking how, what, why and where
· Doing scientific research: observing, recording, measuring
· Learning about nature: sky, weather, seasons, trees and plants, animals, habitats, and watersheds
· Language Arts
· Writing: note taking, record keeping, telling stories, writing poems, plays, fiction and nonfiction
· Reading: nature literature (fiction and nonfiction), oral reports
· Communication: asking questions, formulating theories, gathering information, problem-solving
· Learning to focus: paying attention, listening in a group
· Math
· Applying concepts: maps, charts, graphs, listing
· Quantifying information: measuring, comparing, counting
· Physical Activity
· Being outdoors: learning free play, becoming comfortable with nature and oneself
· Getting exercise: walking, hiking, running, skipping, health and physical fitness
· Social Studies
· Learning local history: explorers, pioneers, land use
· Discussing environmental issues: local, national, global
· Making maps and murals
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