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educators look to the outdoors

School Gardens Education 
for Sustainability
Environmental Literacy 
Community Engagement 
Green Schools Forest 
Kindergartens STEM: 
Science, Technology, 
Engineering & Math  
Universal Design For 
Learning Project-based 
Learning  Educating the 
Whole Child Student-
centered learning
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“While evidence of the 
importance of nearby 
green spaces in children’s 
everyday lives is growing, 
opportunities for children 
to engage with natural 
environments, continue 
to decrease.”

(Ferguso, Cassells, MacAllister, & Evans, 2013; WHO 20170)



ecotone
A region of transition between two biological communities.
‘ecotones between two habitats are often richer in species than either’

A place in-between

• school and home
• being alone and with others
• learning and play
• ‘forest’ and 'city'
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Few adult persons can see nature. 
Most persons do not see the sun.

Emerson, “Nature’, Ibid, p. 25

“Architecture is the play of light, sun, 
shade, moon, wind and gravity in ways 
that reveal the mysteries of the world.”
-

-grafton architects
https://www.graftonarchitects.ie





we’re all learning



share what you learn

monthly zoom meetings:

www.greenschoolyards.org/working-groups

http://www.greenschoolyards.org/working-groups


use what you have
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Use the existing curriculum

Students are more 
likely to retain the 
new words they learn 
if they are exposed to 
them multiple times. 

Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002

tranquil
blustery
bury
sprout
fragile
growth
unfurl
angle
breeze
vine

soil
fruit
root
ramp
harvest
bumpy
smooth
cycle
wither
tendrils

footprint
overcast
evergreen
animals
water 
warm
above
toward
listen

Vocabulary from grade 3 reader
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There should be a taller 
fence so balls can’t get in. I 
believe we should have 
more wildlife. I want the 
rock wall to get upgraded. I 
think we should have a state 
flag on the flag pole. 
Teachers and students 
should be able to go in the 
lighthouse. We need to 
make signs that say Don’t 
Pick the Flowers.
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“We should bring the 
snails inside.”

• Predators might eat 
them.

• They might die  
outside.

• We can see them 
better.

• We can learn more 
about them.

“We should keep the 
snails outside.”

• Predators need them 
to eat.

• They need air.
• They need habitats 

like hollow logs.
• It’s not damp in the 

classroom.



Engage students in problem-solving

K-ESS3-2. Use information about weather forecasting 
to prepare for, different types of local weather.

3.3-5-ETS1-2 Generate several possible solutions to a 
given design problem.

7.MS-ETS1-2. Evaluate competing solutions to a given 
design problem

“relate student...experiences 
to real-world problems and 
decisions.”​

“Recognize that technology is 
any modification of the natural 
or designed world done to 
fulfill human needs or wants.”





21st century school 
design

Design Schools to Support a Variety 
of Learning Styles 

Make Healthy, Comfortable and 
Flexible Learning Spaces

Consider Non-Traditional Options 
for School Facilities and Classrooms. 



“A classroom for differentiated, integrated, culturally-responsive learning might 
have a variety of seating options…. no front or back of the classroom.

https://www.bdcnetwork.com/blog/design-educational-equity

https://www.bdcnetwork.com/blog/design-educational-equity


District Strategic Plans

• Equity, Inclusion & Diversity

• Healthy Learning Environments

• Social & Emotional Well-being

• Academic Achievement

• Family & Community Engagement

1. How does outdoor learning 
support these goals?

2. What design elements support 
these goals?



social well-being

Create learning environments that 
develop healthy, positive 
relationships.
Encourage learners to solve 
cooperate and resolve differences.

“Going outdoors has made them a 
better group together. They’re 
kinder to each other and I think 
they’ve seen talents in one 
another that sometimes aren’t 
showcased in the classroom.”



emotional well-being

Create learning environments 
that encourage learners to :
support everyone’s physical, 
emotional and psychological 
well-being

increase self-awareness

“I’ve seen students be nice to 
someone outdoors they’ve been 
bullying all day.”

 Quiet, alone 
time 

 Feeling of 
”Being 
away”



academic achievement

Require students to 
transfer and deepen 
skills and knowledge 
between contexts.
Give students agency.
Create opportunities for: 
problem-based learning,
critical thinking,
perseverance, 
collaboration, creativity, 
and risk-taking



Facilitate learning in which 
the student does the vast 
majority of the cognitive 
work of the task.

Provide all students with 
access through multiple 
entry points.

Situate their learning in 
contexts that matter to 
them.









family and community engagement

How can we help schools 
Invite the community in?

will there be community access?
culturally and linguistically accessible?

connect to walking routes to school?
gardening and stewardship?

contribute to the community?
• shared play space
• green space
• ecological services: shade, stormwater capture, 

biodiversity
• Students sharing information

Enhance 
opportunities for 
PK-12 students to 
take part in their 
community









Technology supports data collection



Equity: extending the reach of the school site





Lesson #1| Create defined spaces
Outdoor learning spaces must be legible to teachers and students



Lesson #2| support instructional practices
Flexible learning: whole groups, small group and individual work



Lesson #2| support instructional practices
teacher leadership is key

Create ongoing opportunities:

 to learn outdoors as adults

 share experiences and 

build expertise with colleagues

Structures:

 a teacher leadership cohort

 time to collaboratively 

resolving challenges



Lesson #3| Support the curriculum
Key to post-occupancy use: outdoor teaching begins in the classroom



Lesson #4| stewardship
If green space is not maintained it won’t be used, and if it’s not used it 
won’t be maintained.

“Bold design ideas are 
only as powerful as the 
quality of construction 
and sustained 
maintenance.”

C. Shepard, Citymaking



Challenges

Sustainable opportunities for 
students to manipulate their 
environment?

Sustainable maintenance solutions

Sustainable teacher support 
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Case Study Approach K-8 in Boston

• Lessons can be applied to all types of schools and 
age ranges

• Transcend typical interior learning models and 
translate to exterior spaces – embrace what the 
out-of-doors uniquely offers

• Retro-fits and adaptations possible for all 
features and ideas
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9 Boston Public Schools – +/- 1500 sf interventions in 
existing schoolyards making places for outdoor learning
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• Insert site plans – before /after graphics of 
schoolyards
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Classroom Management Strategies
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Learning and Experiential Strategies
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Classroom Management Strategies

Learning and Experiential Strategies

• Gate or clear point of entry
• Clear place to gather and return to
• Overhead or vertical structure or armature to add 

to over time
• Variety of seating options (group, small group, 

individual)
• Flat surface/table to gather around

• Exploratory Path/Loop
• Sample small planting areas (meadow, woodland, 

raised bed for growing)
• Change in topography 



Russell School, Dorchester



Russell
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Russell
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Winship School, Allston
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Winship
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Mason School, Dorchester
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Stairs
End grain of 
wood

Mason
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Classroom Management Strategies

Learning and Experiential Strategies

• Gate or clear point of entry
• Clear place to gather and return to
• Overhead or vertical structure or armature to add 

to over time
• Variety of seating options (group, small group, 

individual)
• Flat surface/table to gather around

• Exploratory Path/Loop
• Sample small planting areas (meadow, woodland, 

raised bed for growing)
• Change in topography 
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PLACE TO GATHER

PATH

ARMATURE

SEATING 
OPTIONS

PLANTING

TABLE
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PLACE TO 
GATHER

meadow 

ARMATURE

SEATING 
OPTIONS

woodland

TABLE

ENTRY 

raised beds

topographic change 
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PLACE TO GATHER

meadow

ARMATURE

SEATING 
OPTIONS

TABLE

exploratory 
path

raised beds

topographic change 

path raised beds





www.klopfermartin.com



www.klopfermartin.com

• Return to tool kit

• Translation to quick and fast versions

• Images to go with kit of parts
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Deeper learning comes from students' 
seeing and experiencing things
for themselves.

Revell and Wainwright (2009),
Journal of Geography in Higher Education, 
v33 n2 p209-223, May 2009.
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Discussion and Questions
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Resources
Children & Nature Network Research Library
https://www.childrenandnature.org/learn/research/

National COVID-19 Outdoor Learning Initiative
https://www.greenschoolyards.org/covid-learn-outside

Outdoor learning working group monthly zoom meetings:
https://www.greenschoolyards.org/working-groups

Anne Brockelman, MSBA Facilities Assessment Subcommittee
anneb@perrydean.com

Kristin Metz, Education Consultant
kristinmetz@outlook.com

Kaki Martin, Landscape Architect
kaki@klopfermartin.com

https://www.childrenandnature.org/learn/research/
https://www.greenschoolyards.org/covid-learn-outside
https://www.greenschoolyards.org/working-groups
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Thank You
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