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THE CASE(STUDY) FOR OUTDOOR LEARNING



Hello!
I am Jayden Smith

I am here because I love to give 
presentations. 

You can find me at:

@username

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=is5W6GxAI3c


What do we know about 
the connection between 
children and the outdoors?



PART 1:
THE NEW CHALLENGES 

OF CHILDHOOD
MAKING THE CASE FOR OUTDOOR LEARNING
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“Time in nature is not leisure 
time; it's an essential 
investment in our children's 
health.”  - Richard Louv

❏ Children spend less 
meaningful time 
outdoors

❏ This affects their 
performance and their 
health in known and 
unknown ways

❏ This affects our 
environmental heritage 

THE NEW CHALLENGES OF CHILDHOOD:

“Nature Deficit Disorder”



❏ Executive functioning is 
the sweet spot of 
learning

❏ There is a relationship 
between executive 
functioning and directed 
attention

❏ There is a connection 
between increases in 
electronic media use and 
decreases in directed 
attention

❏ Media  use in children is 
on the rise

THE NEW CHALLENGES OF CHILDHOOD:

Directed Attention Fatigue



❏ There are three 
generally accepted levels 
of stress

❏ Some stress is good for 
performance

❏  “Toxic” Stress actually 
interferes with 
developing brain 
architecture and can 
damage children’s ability 
to learn

❏ 1 in 8 children have 
experienced 3 or more 
adverse life experiences 
associated with toxic 
stress

THE NEW CHALLENGES OF CHILDHOOD:

Stress



❏ In addition, there are 
some populations much 
more prone to toxic 
stress

❏ Military-connected 
students and lower 
socioeconomic class 
have higher rates of 
adverse experiences

❏ Stress is not only for the 
deployed family 
member, but also 
adapting to new roles at 
deployment, leave or 
redeployment

THE NEW CHALLENGES OF CHILDHOOD:

Stress



❏ Obesity has tripled in the 
last 30 years

❏ 1 in 3 american children 
is overweight or obese

❏ 50% of overweight 
children remain 
overweight as adults

❏ Poor diet and lack of 
physical activity is the 
second leading cause of 
deaths after tobacco use

❏ 21% of our healthcare 
dollars go to treating this 
disease

THE NEW CHALLENGES OF CHILDHOOD:

Obesity & Physical Activity



WHAT DO ALL THESE NEW 
CHALLENGES HAVE IN COMMON?
GETTING KIDS OUTSIDE CAN HELP.



THE NEW SOLUTIONS OF CHILDHOOD: GETTING OUTSIDE

1.“Nature Deficit Disorder”



Green spaces and cognitive development in 
primary schoolchildren 
Dadvand et al, May 15 2015

- 2,593 students - Barcelona, Spain (2012–2013)

RESULTS

❏ Working memory increased by 22.8%
❏ Superior working memory increased by 15.2%
❏ Inattentiveness decreased by 18.9%
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1.“Nature Deficit Disorder”

Effect of Time Spent Outdoors at School on 
the Development of Myopia Among Children 
in China - A Randomized Clinical Trial 
Mingguang He, MD, PhD et al, Sept 15 2015

- 1903  students - Guangzhou, China (2010–2013)

RESULTS

❏ 9.1% decrease in incidents of myopia in the 
intervention group

❏ 10.7% decrease in spherical equivalent refraction over 
3 years, a biological determiner of myopia.

GETTING OUTSIDE HELPS MAKE KIDS HEALTHIER
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2.Directed Attention Fatigue

Impact of Urban Nature on Executive 
Functioning in Early and Middle Childhood
Schutte et al, Sept 2  2015

❏ Improved Attentional control (ability to use 
directed attention) after nature walk vs urban 
walk

❏ Improved Working Spatial Memory after nature 
walk vs urban walk

GETTING OUTSIDE HELPS CHILDREN FOCUS 
AND GET ENGAGED
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THE NEW SOLUTIONS - OUTDOOR LEARNING

3.Stress

Stress Recovery During Exposure to 
Natural and Urban environments
Ulrich et al, 1991

❏ Participants were put in stressful situations and 
then shown a film with natural scenes.

❏ Their Physiological reactions were monitored 
through the entire process.

❏ Exposure to natural scenes increase their recovery 
rate from stress



THE NEW SOLUTIONS - OUTDOOR LEARNING

3.Stress

AGGRESSION AND VIOLENCE IN 
THE INNER CITY
Kuo et al, 2001

A. Surveys were done of inner city Chicago Public 
Housing Residents

B. Comparative analysis of the violence they 
experienced in their daily lives and the availability 
and quality of natural scenes around their housing

C. Residents with access to natural views 
and settings experienced lower rates of 
violence
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AGGRESSION AND VIOLENCE IN THE 
INNER CITY
Kuo et al, 2001

❏ Surveys were done of inner city Chicago Public 
Housing Residents

❏ Comparative analysis of the violence they 
experienced in their daily lives and the availability 
and quality of natural scenes around their housing

❏ Residents with access to natural views and 
settings experienced lower rates of violence



If we know Outdoor 
Learning is part of the 
solution, why don’t we 

do it?



THE NEW SOLUTIONS OF CHILDHOOD: GETTING INSIDE THE OUTSIDE

BARRIERS TO THE OUTDOORS
1. Funding: shortages of time & resources
2. ‘Attitudes’
3. The ‘nature’ of the space available (functionality)
4. External forces (weather)
5. Safety 
6. Staff Development
7. Curricular Integration
8. More Work



PART 2:
GETTING INSIDE THE 

OUTSIDE
CASE STUDIES IN OUTDOOR LEARNING
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PROJECT-BASED EXPEDITIONARY SERVICE OTHERS...

ELEMENTARY
FERGUSON 

ELEMENTARY
YORK, PA

MIDDLE PALI INSTITUTE
RUNNING SPRINGS, CA

HIGH
HUDSON HIGH 

SCHOOL
COLUMBUS, OH
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Some Models 

LEARNING MODELS



Ferguson Elementary
York, PA
Problem-based Learning

Students engage in 
connected learning between 
classroom concepts and 
application of concepts in 
the real world

Pali Institute
Running Springs, CA
Expeditionary Learning

Students build social 
confidence through 
exploring a conservation 
curriculum in the natural 
world

Hudson High School
Columbus, OH
Service Learning

A partnership  between the 
Ohio EPA and Hudson High 
School was the basis of the 
“Land Lab” where student 
engage in cleanup activities 
to improve the watershed
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Some Models 
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Outdoor Learning Process
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GETTING INSIDE THE OUTSIDE AT BUTNER ELEMENTARY: BREAKING THE BARRIERS

FUNDING 
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CLIMATE 
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‘ATTITUDES’ 



GETTING INSIDE THE OUTSIDE AT BUTNER ELEMENTARY: BREAKING THE BARRIERS

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
  



6+ months prior

Select Leader

Determine Model

1



3+ months prior

Develop 
Partnerships

Professional 
Development

2



First 6 Weeks

Discuss 
Opportunities

Explore Outdoor 
Learning Opportunities

3



First Year

Share Experiences

Monitor Use

4



Second Year

Develop Additional 
Partnerships

Grow and Extend

5



Outdoor Learning for All



Case Study

Butner Elementary
- Presentation of Design



Thanks!
Any questions?

You can find me at:

@stevegastright

sgastright@team-psc.com


