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ABSTRACT 

Outdoor learning experiences are essential for a child's healthy physical and emotional 

development. The purpose of this study was to analyze teachers' perceptions on outdoor 

learning experiences in schools, as well as contributing factors in society. The analysis 

reviewed literature on playground structures, outdoor learning experiences in schools, 

evolution ofplay, child development stages in regards to outdoor play, contributing 

factors ofnature-deficit in today's society, and relationships between children and nature. 

This information was analyzed with regard to current school policies and best practices. 

All elementary and early childhood certified teachers in a school district in the Midwest 

were given a survey to determine teachers' perceptions on the value of outdoor play and 

in patterns and trends in education policies that contribute to the amount of time children 

are spending outdoors. The data results indicate that overall, teachers in this school felt 

strongly that children need to spend time learning and playing outdoors. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

In our society, the majority of the time spent in school consists of traditional 

learning that takes place in a classroom setting. Teachers use different teaching methods 

and techniques that work the best for them and the diverse learning styles of the children in 

their classrooms. We live in a society where technology is constantly changing and 

upgrading, that we are forced to keep up with the latest trends. Because we live in a fast

paced, highly competitive world, we have to utilize our technological resources to increase 

our knowledge and skills. The children are our future and of course we want what is best 

for them. Mother Nature has provided us the beauty and serenity to live and grow, and 

teaching children first hand about our natural surroundings and appreciating the outdoor 

environment is a key component to creating caring, responsible, well-rounded individuals 

(Oltman, 2002). 

The outdoors classroom is a place where children can experience hands-on 

activities, and develop an appreciation for nature. "Young children learn best in nearby 

natural places," (Silver, 1998 p. 2). Children of all ages benefit from learning experiences 

outdoors. Research shows that teaching through play is developmentally appropriate for 

preschool and kindergarten age children, which ranges from ages three to six (Franklin, 

1999). The article "Meaning of Play in the Interaction Development Tradition," by 

Margery B. Franklin discusses the educational theories held by Lucie Sprague Mitchell, 

John Dewey, and Caroline Pratt. Learning through Play begins early, as the child explores 

and uses a wide range of materials in the classroom, as well as engages in play situations 

with peers. The circle of learning expands as the child broadens hislher horizons beyond 

the immediate surroundings (Franklin, 1999). First through third grade are the primary 
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grades, and the emphasis shifts from learning through play to an emphasis on academic 

achievement, often detennined by standardized tests and benchmark requirements 

(Wellhousen,2002). 

Child development theorists, Froebel, Piaget, and Vygotsky, state that children gain 

knowledge through observation and experience. The early stages of development are the 

most critical in a child's life. Children need to experience real-life situations and 

opportunities to experience the natural world. The knowledge children gain from the 

natural environment is a foundation for learning literacy and science. Children can use 

their senses to experience the pleasure of real discovery. In the schoolyards and backyards, 

young children learn how to learn about their world and important facts about their world 

(Silver, 1998). "The richness and novelty of the outdoors stimulates brain development and 

function. The knowledge gained outdoors provides a foundation for literacy and science 

learning and can help children to learn to care for the environment," (Rivkin, 2000). 

Early childhood educators can help children grow and develop an appreciation for 

nature and knowledge about the natural environment by providing a positive outdoor 

environment and integrating environmental education in the school's curriculum. 

Schools can align their curriculum and physical environments to offer the best learning 

opportunities for children to learn and grow. Research indicates that when the outdoor 

environment is used to integrate a school's curriculum, achievement is higher (Lieberman, 

1999). "Children's instinct for inquiry stems from this attachment to nature. Children are 

also seriously absorbed by the big questions scientists ask. They are also active in 

constructing plausible explanations for these questions," (Polito, 1995). School curriculum 

can be enhanced by a good outdoor environment and more emphasis on implementing 
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environmental education lessons and activities. Young children are intrigued by insects, 

gardening and growing plants, animals, and habitats. Sensory gardens are a great addition 

to the playground because they offer so many opportunities for children to explore. 

Designing developmentally appropriate playground equipment varies depending on 

the developmental needs of the children. Preschoolers continue rapid physical 

development, and with increasing social and language skills, require a play yard with 

several opportunities (Layton, 2001). Running, climbing, jumping, sliding, wagons, 

wheelbarrows, hills, and paths foster the growth and development of large motor skills. 

Dramatic play opportunities, such as playhouses and forts, encourage social and language 

development. Primary children need many of the same opportunities, as well as places for 

them to sit, draw, read, do homework, and other independent activities. Providing various 

materials for projects, such as wood, clay, tools, and paints, allows initiative and industry. 

Children also benefit physically from free play in wooded areas (Fjortoft, 200 I). 

Statement ofthe Problem 

Although we evolved largely in the outdoors, today's generations of children are 

spending an increasing amount of time indoors (Rivkin, 2000). Factors contributing to the 

fact that children are spending less time outdoors may include, technological advances in 

society, school budgets, performance-based curriculum standards, and not enough emphasis 

on environmental education (Fjortoft, 200 I). Young children need time to play and engage 

in activities and learning opportunities that foster cognitive, social/emotional, and physical 

development. Playing outdoors fosters growth in development in all areas if supervised and 

facilitated by teachers. Children need opportunities to explore their natural environments 

(Wellhousen,2002). Although it may not always be necessary to have a wilderness 
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experience to appreciate nature, having direct experience with the outdoors helps. As 

children's lives become increasingly structured to accommodate busy family schedules, 

there is less time for simply playing outside in the back yard (Oltman, 2002). "Playtime

especially unstructured, imaginative, exploratory play-is increasingly recognized as an 

essential component of wholesome child development" (Louv, 2008). 

Purpose ofthe Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine elementary teachers' perceptions of 

activities that facilitate learning about nature and the outdoors. A survey was distributed to 

preschool through fifth grade teachers in five elementary schools in a district in the 

Midwest. 

Research Objectives 

This study will address the following issues related to teaching children about nature 

and providing opportunities to learn and explore outside. The research objectives are as 

follows: 

1. To determine how teachers feel about the importance of outdoor learning 

experiences. 

2. To determine whether there is a relationship between the amount of teaching 

experience of the teacher and teacher perceptions and practice regarding outdoor education. 

3. To determine whether gender of teacher plays a role in perceptions and teaching 

practices. 

4. To find a pattern in possible factors playing a role in the time or lack of time 

spent outdoors and learning about nature. 
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5. To determine whether different grade levels taught influence perceptions and 

practice on this topic. 

Assumptions ofthe Study 

There are several assumptions that are apparent in this study. The assumptions are 

as follows: 

1. Teachers participating in the survey will respond honestly. 

2. Early childhood and elementary school teachers know the subjects they are 

teaching and know how to integrate learning about the outdoors and nature into the 

curriculum. 

Definition ofTerms 

For clarity of understanding and differentiating, the following terms must be 

defined: 

Environmental education- the goal is to develop a global awareness and concern 

about the environment and its associated problems, in which people have the skills, 

knowledge, attitudes, motivations, and commitment to work individually and collectively 

toward solutions of current problems and the prevention of new ones (Adkins & Simmons, 

2002). 

Experiential education- is learning by doing or through experience. Experiential 

education occurs when the results of the learning are personal and for the basis of future 

experiences and learning. Opportunities are nurtured for learners and teachers to explore 

and examine their own values (Adkins & Simmons, 2002). 

Outdoor education- is learning about, in, and for the out-of-doors. It can occur in 

any outdoor setting from a school yard in an industrial neighborhood to a remote wilderness 
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setting, in swamps, meadows, forests, lakeshores, prairies, desserts, and all other biomes 

(Ford, n.d.). 

Nature-deficit disorder- describes the human costs of alienation from nature, among 

them: diminished use of senses, attention difficulties, and higher rates of physical and 

emotional illnesses (Louv, 2008). 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder- Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD), also known as Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) affects children and adults. 

Children or adults with this common condition often have difficulty concentrating or paying 

attention. The behaviors associated with the disorder interfere with their ability to function 

at home or school (Coleman, 2004). 

Limitations ofthe Study 

Limitations to this study are as follows: 

1. The sample size will not be large enough to make generalizations of all early 

childhood activities and curriculum that facilitate learning about the environment. 

2. The teachers may respond to the survey as they perceive the researcher wishes 

them to, not necessarily how they truly feel. 

3. Schools do not have the funding to support activities such as field trips to learn 

about the environment and outdoors. 

4. There may be selection bias in that the volunteers who complete survey may be 

the ones most interested in the topic. 

5. The survey has not been validated or tested for reliability. 
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Methodology 

A literature review was completed on outdoor play, outdoor learning experiences, 

education policies and best practices, and developmentally appropriate practices in early 

childhood education. Literature on nature and its effects on student learning was reviewed. 

A short survey was conducted to determine teachers' perceptions on outdoor learning 

experiences. The survey was distributed to all PreK through fifth-grade teaching staff at a 

school district in the Midwest. The data collected were analyzed and compared to other 

research and studies regarding outdoor education. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter will include an overview of the history of outdoor play in early 

childhood education, followed by examples of outdoor learning experiences and how they 

influence development in preschool age children (three to six years) and primary age 

children (seven to ten years). The study will examine teacher willingness to incorporate 

teaching about the environment and the arnount of time spent outdoors. Patterns and trends, 

as well as factors contributing to the decrease in outdoor play will also be a focus. The 

chapter will conclude with exarnples of activities and ways to incorporate learning about 

nature and the outdoors in schools and homes. 

The Evolution ofOutdoor Play in Early Childhood Education 

The value of outdoor play has been recognized in some capacity since childhood 

was first recognized as a stage of life. However, the extent of the worth of outdoor play has 

fluctuated over time, and today the need for outdoor experiences is largely overlooked by 

some educators and policy makers. The multitude of opportunities to learn from the 

outdoors is underestimated in most early childhood programs serving children from infancy 

through third grade (Wellhousen, 2002). 

It wasn't until the nineteenth century that children had the opportunities for 

education. Prior to this time, children were considered to be miniature adults and labored 

alongside adults in order to provide food, clothing, and shelter for their families 

(Wellhousen, 2002). Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), a philosopher and social theorist, 

is credited with distinguishing childhood as a separate stage in life. His theory ~f child 

development encompassed five stages that occur from birth to twenty years of age. The 

first stage includes children from birth to five years old. In this stage, Rousseau advocated 
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that children learn through natural and physical activity and that independence should be 

encouraged. In this stage, early education begins with the mother teaching the children at 

horne and providing them opportunities to learn through discovery (Wellhousen, 2002). 

Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, on the other hand, believed that learning through se1f

exploration alone was not sufficient, and that children need to be taught concepts. To 

create a balance, he designed the object lesson, in which the teacher presents an object for 

children to study and the children use their senses to explore the object and learn about it. 

He also advocated nature walks because they offer children to learn so much through 

observation and encourage appreciation of nature (Wellhousen, 2002). Like Pestalozzi, 

Rousseau influenced Friedrich Froebe1's respect for outdoor play. Froebel designated 

outdoor learning as a central theme of his theory, and it survived as an important element 

throughout the reformation of kindergarten (Wellhousen, 2002). Froebel took from 

Rousseau's theory of learning and added a highly symbolic philosophical foundation 

described as unity. His theory supports learning from each other and building a community 

oflearners. At age fifty-five, he opened the first kindergarten in Germany. As the idea 

became popular and more kindergartens opened up all over Germany, immigrants traveled 

to the United States and started their own private kindergartens in their homes. After the 

trend continued in America, kindergarten schools developed all over the country, following 

the same philosophy and methodology taught by Froebel (cited in Wellhousen, 2002). His 

love for nature and the study of the outdoors influenced the foundation and goals for the 

first kindergarten curriculum. His instinctive understanding of the child's need to freely 

explore the outdoors has influenced education throughout the late nineteenth century. 

However, the acceptance of his views began to dissipate around the turn of the twentieth 
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century. During the same period in history, the progressive education movement began to 

emerge (Wellhousen, 2002). 

The progressive education movement is a switch from teacher-directed instruction 

to more of a student-centered approach to education, where the curriculum is designed 

based on the interests ofthe children (Wellhousen, 2002). The founder of progressivism, 

John Dewey, thought elementary school teachers should integrate subjects and design 

curriculum around meaningful events in children's lives, rather than teach isolated 

academic disciplines. Progressive schools following this theory expanded all over the 

country. 

The philosophical differences between Froebel's ideology and the progressive 

education movement created a great division in the kindergarten community. This initiated 

the beginning of Froebel's approach to teaching young children and was practiced until the 

1960s (Wellhousen, 2002). Since the 1970s, many aspects of the traditional kindergarten 

have gradually disappeared. Outdoor play is one aspect of education that has become 

extinct due to political, social, and economic trends (Wellhousen, 2002). 

Unstructured outdoor play is diminishing in our society. Many grandparents often 

comment how children of today just don't play the way they used to anymore (Burdette & 

Whitaker, 2005). The amount of time children spend engaged in unstructured outdoor play 

has dropped drastically over the last 20 years. Between 1981 and 1997, free playtime has 

dropped by an estimated 25% (2005). 

Outdoor Learning Experiences for Preschool-Age Children 

Preschoolers continue rapid physical development and increasing social and 

language skills. They require a playground with several opportunities to run, jump, climb, 
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ride trikes, and play in dramatic playhouses and play structures (Rivkin, 2000). Young 

children want, need, and deserve authentic experiences with real props and materials. Real 

objects provide the foundation for endless learning opportunities (Oltman, 2002). 

Outdoor exploration contributes to children's physical, emotional, and social 

development. Because the natural world is rich and dynamic, allowing children the 

freedom to explore can increase their confidence and comfort levels, and coordination 

(Oltman, 2002). Because preschool-age children are very curious about their surroundings 

and their world, outdoor learning and play initiates conversation, which then builds 

vocabulary, and enhances language development. By playing outdoors and being exposed 

to new experiences and situations, children must find the words to describe how they are 

feeling and what they are seeing (Wellhousen, 2002). With the outdoor space to run, jump, 

climb, dig, and throw, children are able to develop adequate physical strength and 

coordination as well (Wellhousen, 2002). 

The freedom of playing outdoors also presents new challenges for learning to play 

cooperatively with peers. Children acquire social intelligences such as empathy, flexibility, 

self-awareness, self-regulation through unstructured free play. So many children five and 

under spend the majority of their days in child-care centers (Burdette & Whitaker, 2005). 

Preschools and daycare centers are ideal places to consider implementing guidelines for the 

amount of time and settings, particularly outdoors, available for unstructured, gross motor 

play, (2005). In all of these setting it must be emphasized that these activities are necessary 

for the well-being and optimal brain development in children (2005). 
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Outdoor Learning Experiences for Primary School-Age Children 

The learning and growing that take place with primary-age children is a bit different 

than with preschool-age children. The emphasis during the primary grades shifts from 

learning through play to an emphasis on academic achievement. Although expectations of 

primary school-age children change, the need for play and exploration does not. According 

the an article on the National Association for the Education of Young Children's website 

(1998), unstructured physical outside play is developmentally appropriate for reducing 

stress in children's lives. School districts all around the U.S. are cutting recess out of the 

day for several reasons: they claim it is a waste of time better spent on academics, there 

aren't enough playground volunteers and teachers willing to supervise, playground injuries 

promote lawsuits, and children are at a higher risk ofcorning into contact with strangers on 

the playground (NAEYC, 1998). 

Child development theorist, Piaget, characterized the primary years as a time for 

cooperation among peers with a strong interest in playing games with rules (Wellhousen, 

2002). The outdoor playground is ideal for playing games with small or large groups of 

children. This age group enjoys the freedom to be independent and spontaneous. As they 

play, they are problem-solving, using language to express their thoughts, experiencing a 

wide range of emotions relating to competition and personal ability, and using gross motor 

and fine motor skills in playing games (Wellhousen, 2002). In addition to all of the social 

and physical benefits of outdoor play, happiness can also be achieved through play. Free 

play has the ability to improve many aspects of emotional well-being (Burdette & 

Whitaker, 2005). 
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School Playgrounds 

Ideally, teachers shouldn't have to go far to utilize the outdoors as a great place to 

learn and explore. With the budget challenges that schools are facing today, it is not always 

feasible to take field trips and other trips that require funding. That is why it is important 

for schools to be flexible and willing to accommodate learners and teachers to utilize the 

school playgrounds as a primary site for outdoor educational experiences. Outdoor learning 

areas might include a nature trail, sensory gardens, outdoor art easels, and ponds. School 

playgrounds can be made into ideal learning places if they are well protected and 

maintained. Schools need to take advantage of the resources they have available to them to 

continue to value and respect the importance ofoutdoor learning and play (Layton, 200 I). 

Value 0/School Recess. Outdoor. and Free Play 

Following are a few of the benefits of outdoor play for school-age children, (NAEYC, 

1998): 

I. Play is an active fonn oflearning that unites the mind, body, and spirit. Until 

at least age nine, children learn best when the whole self is involved. 

2. Play reduces tension that often comes with having to achieve and reach their 

best potential in school. During free play, parents and teachers aren't involved 

and children relax. 

3. Children express and work out emotions and solve problems through 

unstructured play. 

4. Through free play, children develop the skills to be able to see things from 

others' perspectives. 

5. The development of children's perceptual abilities may suffer when so much 
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of their experience is through television, computers, books, work-sheets, and 

other types ofmedia. These experiences don't include the sense of smell, touch, 

taste, and motion, which are all powerful learning tools. 

6. Children who are less restricted in their access to the outdoors gain 

competence and confidence in moving through the larger world (NAEYC, 1998, 

p. I). 

With our society becoming so commercialized and technology-based, many children are 

limited in their opportunities to experience nature and the outdoors first hand. Children 

need to be able to dig in the dirt, feel the sun beat down on them as they run through the 

grass, and engage in free play. Children are more creative when they are playing in natural 

play areas. Children need grassy areas to run, explore, and let their imaginations soar! 

(Louv, 2008). Research has observed that when children played in an environment 

surrounded by playground structures and toys, rather than natural elements, they established 

their social hierarchy through physical competence (Louv, 2008). When they played in a 

natural environment with grassy area and shrubs, the quality of play was different. They 

used more creativity and imagination. Their social standing was based more on social 

language and imaginative play, rather than physical abilities. 

Green spaces are directly linked to health benefits in children and adults (Frumkin & 

Louv, 2007). Evidence suggests that children and adults benefit so much from nature that 

land conservation can now be viewed as a public health strategy. According to Frumkin 

and Louv (2007), "we need to promote land conservation as a way to advance public health, 

both for people today and for future generations. In an increasingly urbanized society, we 

need to envision, design, and create 'green cities,' where urban dwellers have nearby access 
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to parks and green spaces" (Frumkin & Louv, 2007 p. 25). In developing these initiatives, 

we need to be mindful of everyone in society ranging from young children to elders. 

Despite the numerous benefits derived from play for both children and parents, free 

play and recess time have been markedly reduced. According to the American Academy of 

Pediatrics, "a 1989 survey taken by the National Association of Elementary School 

Principals found that 96% of surveyed school systems had at least 1 recess period. Another 

survey a decade later found that only 70% of even kindergarten classrooms had a recess 

period" (Ginsburg, 2007 p. 183). Currently many school age children are given less recess 

and free play time because schools have responded to the No Child Left Behind Act of 

2001. The increased demand on schools to achieve higher academic scores in reading and 

math has drastically impacted the amount of time left for recess, creative arts, and even 

physical education. However, the challenge for society, schools, and parents is to strike a 

balance that allows children to reach their potential, without pushing them too hard too fast. 

According to the National Association of Education for Young Children, "ignoring the 

developmental functions of unstructured outdoor play denies children the opportunity to 

expand their imaginations beyond the constraints of the classroom" (NAEYC, 1998, p. 2). 

A major challenge in resurrecting free play is how to get the messages through to 

parents about the important role of play in their children's lives (Burdette & Whittaker, 

2005). Parents are feeling the pressures of our fast-paced society by rushing to prepare 

children for their future at earlier ages. The American Academy of Pediatrics indicates that 

parents are responding to carefully marketed messages that good parents expose their 

children to every opportunity to excel, buy enrichment tools such as learning video and 

computer games, and ensure they participate in a wide variety of activities (Ginsburg, 
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2007). Specialized gyms, enrichment, and an over-abundance of after school programs 

exist in all communities. "These tools and programs are heavily marketed, and many 

parents have grown to believe that they are a requirement of good parenting and a necessity 

for appropriate development. As a result, much of parent-child time is spent arranging 

special activities or transporting children between those activities," (Ginsburg, 2007, p. 

184). 

Even though little time for unstructured play leads to stress for children and parents, 

parents and policy makers continue to believe that pressuring young children to leam earlier 

and faster will help them succeed in school, (Schroeder, 2007). It may in fact have just the 

opposite effect. According to the Education News (Schroeder, 2007), a recent Public 

Agenda survey, for example, found a huge divergence of opinion between teachers and 

parents about standardized testing. According to the survey, "71 % of teachers think there 

are too many standardized tests, but only 17% of parents think so," (Schroeder, 2007, p. 

73). Teachers know how important imaginative play is to child development and that 

children need to discover the world for themselves and become lifelong learners. However, 

misguided policies that require more and more testing and pressure on teachers to increase 

formal instruction, and even scripted teaching, forces preschool and kindergarten teachers 

to do things they know are not developmentally appropriate (Schroeder, 2007). Many 

experts in child development have linked the increased pressure on young children and the 

decline in play to later school failure. 

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder and Time Spent Outdoors 

Research indicates children who have been diagnosed with Attention-Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) benefit from spending time in green spaces outside (Kuo 
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& Taylor, 2004). A small study conducted at the University of Illinois at Urbana

Champaign determined how children reacted to spending time in nature (New York Times, 

2008). The researchers evaluated seventeen children with ADHD who took part in three 

20-minute walks in a park, residential neighborhood, and a downtown area. According to 

Dr. Frances E. Kuo, director ofthe university's Landscape and Human Health Laboratory, 

the study found that children were able to focus better after the "green" walks compared to 

walks in other settings. According to Dr. Kuo, there is something about the park, the 

greenness or lack ofbuildings that seems to improve attention in children with ADHD 

Contributing Factors ofNature-Deficit 

Other factors contributing to the decrease in children's first-hand nature experiences 

include, but are not limited to, time, fear, technology and computers, loss of respect for 

nature, and the death of natural history in higher education (Louv, 2008). 

More and more families are pressed for time with demanding work schedules and 

more commitments. Therefore, families find it difficult to spend leisurely time enjoying 

nature and teaching children to appreciate nature. Leisure time spent in nature is not the 

same as structured organized sports time (Louv, 2008). Many parents are over-scheduling 

their children as they sign them up to be part of organized sports and several different extra

curricular activities. Parents may not realize how children are impacted by having such a 

highly scheduled lifestyle. Although most children thrive on enriched activities and 

opportunities, some are reacting to the associated pressures with anxiety and stress. 

According to the American Academy ofPediatrics, "In this regard, highly scheduled 

children have less time for free, child-driven, creative play, which offers benefits that my be 

protective against the effects ofpressure and stress," (Ginsburg, 2007). The stress and 
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anxiety is one negative effect of the increasingly hurried and pressured lifestyle children are 

leading today. Another negative impact on children, according to experts, is the rise in 

childhood obesity. "The childhood obesity epidemic (with a complex set of causes) has 

coincided with a dramatic increase in children's organized sports. This does not mean, of 

course, that organized sports contribute to obesity, but that an over-scheduled, over

organized childhood may. Such a childhood, without nature, is missing vital ingredients" 

(Louv,2008). Unless parents are vigilant, and take the time to experience nature with their 

children in a meaningful way, it doesn't happen as often as it should. 

Parents are afraid to let their children play outside or in neighborhood parks by 

themselves for fear of stranger abduction, crime, and violence. According to the New York 

state's division of Criminal Justice Services report on missing children, abduction cases 

accounted for approximately one percent of total reports, and abductions committed by 

family mernbers comprised the most frequent form of abduction (Louv, 2008). "By 2205, 

the rates of violent crimes against young people had fallen well below 1975 levels, 

according to the 2007 Duke University Child and Well-Being Index" (Louv, 2008). Fear of 

strangers isn't the only reason families draw the boundaries of children's lives tighter. 

"Nature experiences are less frequent and practically non-existent for some children, 

especially in the inner-city," (Sommer, 2008, para.13). 

Families are now beginning to fear nature itself (Louv, 2008). Wild animal attacks 

and crime rates in state parks are among the reasons families avoid spending time in nature. 

These dangers are greatly exaggerated by the media and the media has a huge influence on 

people. However, the crime rate is in fact falling in wilderness parks. "From 1990 to 1998, 

reported robberies in the national parks dropped from 184 to 25, murders from 24 to 10, and 
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rapes from 92 to 29. Yosemite is, in fact, one of the safest of the nation's parks" (Louv, 

2008). The number of animal attacks is very minimal. We may fear the bug bites and 

animal dangers outdoors, but children face more dangers indoors. "The Environmental 

Protection Agency now warns us that indoor air pollution is the nations number one 

environmental threat to health-and it's from two to ten times worse than outdoor air 

pollution" (Louv, 2008). 

As our schools become more technologically advanced and dependent on 

computers, the amount of and money and time spent on arts and nature decreases. Students 

are being shortchanged in the area of arts, which stimulate leaming. "A 1995 analysis by 

the College Board showed that students who studied the arts for more than four years 

scored forty-four points higher on the math portion and fifty-nine points higher on the 

verbal section of the SAT. Nonetheless, over the past decade, one-third of the nation's 

public-school music programs were dropped. During the same period, annual spending on 

school technology tripled, to $6.2 billion" (Louv, 2008). According to a 2005 study 

conducted by an independent research group, researchers found that students in outdoor 

classrooms improved their science scores by 27% (Louv, 2006). As many schools are 

limiting recess times and field trips, evidence suggests that students need more time 

learning outside the classroom, (Louv, 2006). 

The last contributing, and probably the most concerning aspects of the nature-deficit 

disorder, are the loss of respect for nature and the death of natural history in higher 

education. If today' s children are not spending the time outdoors, and are not taught to 

appreciate nature, who is going to teach the next generation about natural history? "If 

education and other forces, intentionally or unintentionally, continue to push the young 
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away from direct experiences in nature, the cost to science itself will be high. Most 

scientists today began their careers as children, chasing bugs and snakes, collecting spiders, 

and feeling awe in the presence of nature" (Louv, 2008). 

Playing and learning outside are essential for healthy child development and overall 

wellness. However, research has indicated that children today are spending less time 

outdoors at school and at home. This recent trend is alarming and needs to be looked at 

more deeply by parents and educators. Educators are feeling the pressures of more push for 

academics with little time and resources available for outdoor play and learning 

experiences. With more parents working high demand jobs, families are left with little 

quality time to spend outdoors playing and exploring nature. There is also pressure put on 

parents to prepare their young children for their future at earlier ages and over scheduling 

them to try and involve them in several activities. Educators and parents need to work 

together to ensure that children are provided adequate opportunities to learn about, explore, 

and appreciate nature throughout their lives. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter will include how subjects were chosen, instruments that were used in 

the study, how the data was collected, and data analysis to be conducted. This chapter will 

conclude in a discussion oflimitations that are apparent in this study. 

Subject Selection and Description 

The subjects in this study included elementary teachers at all five of the elementary 

schools in a rural school district in the Midwest. The survey was given to all certified 

teaching staff who teach preschool through fifth grade. Two of the schools are outlying 

one-section K-5 elementary schools. Two of them are larger three-section buildings located 

in town. The last school is a larger, SAGE (Student Achievement Guarantee in Education) 

funded school. 

The student enrollment in the elementary schools in 2007-2008 was 1,273 students. 

The student population is compromised of74% white, 12% black, 4% Asian, 1% American 

Indian, and 9% Hispanic students. The economic status in this district is diverse, with 61 % 

of students eligible for subsidized lunch. 

Instrumentation 

The survey used in this study was designed by the researcher to meet the specific 

needs of the topic being researched. The survey consisted of a one-page, eight question 

survey on teacher perceptions of outdoor learning experiences (see Appendix A). The 

participants responded to statements about outdoor education on a Likert scale rating from 

five to one. The five is that they strongly agree and the one is they strongly disagree. The 

last question asked whether or not the teachers feel limited to the amount of time spent 

outdoors and gave them an opportunity to explain their response. 
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An implied consent fonn was included in paragraph fonn at the top of each 

individual sUlVey. This infonned participants of their rights, benefits, and risks involved in 

taking the sUlVey. The participants were also given contact infonnation for the investigator, 

research advisor, and IRS administrator ifthey had questions or concerns regarding the 

sUlVey or study. 

Data Collection 

Lists ofthe names of teachers who taught preschool, kindergarten, first, second, 

third, fourth, and fifth grade were obtained from the offices at the elementary schools. 

After brief oVeIView of the study at a principals' meeting, the sUlVeys were given to the 

principals to distribute at staff meetings. The principals distributed the sUlVeys at staff 

meetings and asked that they be returned within one week of receiving the sUlVey. An 

envelope was left in the offices, with the building secretaries, for those sUlVeys that did not 

get completed at the staff meetings. 

A total of 69 sUlVeys were distributed, and 56 were returned. Therefore, the return 

rate was 81 %. 

Data Analysis 

A variety of statistical analysis was used in this study. The Statistical Program for 

Social Sciences, version 10.0, (SPSS, 2002) was used to analyze the data. Frequencies and 

means were detennined for items. Groupings were made of 0-40 minutes and 40+ minutes 

spent outdoors, and independent samples t test was conducted to detennine if there was 

statistical significance between the two groups' responses to questions I through 6. 
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Limitations 

One of the limitations of this study was the sample size and demographics of the 

participants. Only 56 teachers participated in the study. They were not randomly selected 

but were voluntary participants. All of the participants taught in the same school district in 

the Midwest. Therefore, the results are not generalizable beyond this district. Another 

limitation was that the survey used for this study was designed by the researcher and has no 

documented validity or reliability. 
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Chapter Four: Results 

This chapter will consist of an overview of the demographics of the research 

participants, item analysis, and research objectives. A survey was given to all elementary 

school teachers who taught preschool through fifth grade in a school district in the 

Midwest. The purpose of this study was to examine elementary teachers' perceptions of 

activities that facilitate learning about nature and the outdoors. Of the 69 surveys that were 

distributed, 56 of them were returned to the researcher, thus resulting in an 81 % return rate. 

Demographics 

There were 56 voluntary participants in this study. Of the 56 participants, 89% were 

female and 11 % were male. The number of years of teaching experience varied from new 

teachers having taught one to five years, to veteran teachers who have been teaching for 

more than eleven years. Ofthe participants, only 5% had been teaching 1-5 years, 5% 6-10 

years, and 89% taught for 11 + years. 18% of the teachers were early childhood, preschool, 

or kindergarten teachers. 50% taught first through third grade, and 32% taught fourth or 

fifth grade. 

Item Analysis 

In questions 1-6 of the survey the teachers were asked to respond to the question on 

a scale of 1-5 whether they strongly agree or strongly disagree to each statement about 

children and the outdoors. The Likert scales reads as a 1 being that the teacher strongly 

disagrees and 5 being that the teacher strongly disagrees. 

Question 1 stated, "Children learn about nature and the environment through hands

on learning experiences." The mean response for the entire group was 4.88, indicating 
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overall agreement with the statement. Twelve percent of the group answered with a 4, and 

88% answered with a 5. 

Question 2 stated, "Spending time outdoors is important for healthy child 

development." The mean response for the entire group was 4.89. Again, most of the 

participants felt they strongly agreed to this statement. Ninety-one percent responded with 

a five, 7% with a four, and 2% with a three. 

Question 3 stated, "Children are spending less time outdoors." The mean response 

for the entire group was 4.70. Seventy one percent strongly agreed to this statement by 

responding with a 5. Twenty-seven percent responded with a 4, and 2% with a 3. 

Question 4 stated, "Children are not given an adequate amount of recess time 

throughout the day." The mean for the entire group for this statement was 3.32. Two 

percent strongly disagreed with the statement by responding with a I, 20% responded with 

a 2,30% with a 3, 41 % with a 4, and 7% with a 5. 

Question 5 stated, "Children are more ready to learn when given time to play 

outside." The mean for the entire group was 4.55. Nine percent responded with a 3, 27% 

with a 4, and 64% strongly agreed by responding with a 5. 

Question 6 stated, "Environmental education lessons and activities are an integral 

component of the curriculum." The mean for the entire group for this statement was 4.07. 

Five percent responded with a 2, 20% with a 3, 38% with a 4, 38% strongly agreed by 

responding with a 5. 

Question 7 asked, "On an average day, how much time do your students spend 

outside during school hours?" Sixty-six percent of the participants reported their students 
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spent 10-40 minutes a day, and 34% reported their students spent 40-60 minutes a day 

outside during school hours. 

The last question asked "Do you feel limited to the amount of time you are able to 

spend outdoors with your students?" Twenty-three percent of the participants reported no, 

they do not feel limited. Seventy-five percent of the participants reported yes, they do feel 

limited. Two percent ofthe participants did not respond to this question. 

Forty-three ofthe participants wrote additional comments regarding their responses 

to the survey. See Appendix B for a list of comments. Most of the teachers, 72% of those 

who added comments, reported that there is too much curriculum to cover and that time 

constraints do not allow for time for outdoor play and education. Thirty percent of teachers 

reported that they did not feel limited. Seven percent of teachers felt limited because of 

feeling pressure to teach to standardized tests. Other teachers reported not enough time for 

prep, lack of playground supervision, recess duties, not enough funding for field trips to the 

school district's Environmental Site and other places of interest outdoors. 

Research Objectives 

The first research objective was to determine how teachers feel about the 

importance of outdoor learning experiences. Questions I, 2, 4, 5, and 6 were used to 

address this objective. 

Most teachers strongly agreed that children learn about nature and the environment 

through hands-on learning experiences. They felt strongly that spending time outdoors is 

healthy for child development. Another statement that a majority ofthe teachers felt 

strongly about was that children are more ready to learn when given time outside. The 

answers were pretty consistent across all grade levels. Even though it may seem that 
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younger children need the fresh air and time to run more than the older children, many of 

the teachers of older children felt it was important for them as well. Many of the teachers 

also felt strongly that they are limited to the amount oftime they have to spend outside with 

their students. Several of the teachers also commented on why they did or did not feel 

limited. Many ofthem reported overall time constraints, too much curriculum to cover in a 

day, and pressure to teach to the standardized tests. The question that had the most variety 

of responses was whether or not teachers felt that children had adequate amount of recess in 

the school day. The responses varied for this statement and the statement that 

environmental education lessons and activities are an integral component of the curriculum. 

The second research objective was to determine whether there is a relationship 

between the amount of teaching experience of the teacher and teacher perceptions and 

practice regarding outdoor education. This could not be determined because there were not 

enough participants with varying experience levels. Eighty-eight percent of the participants 

had taught for II or more years, and only 12% had taught for less than II years. 

The third research objective was to determine whether gender of teacher plays a role 

in perceptions and teaching practices. This could not be determined as there weren't 

enough male teachers in the study. 

The fourth research objective was to find a pattern in possible factors playing a role 

in the time or lack of time spent outdoors and learning about nature. One investigation 

determined statistically significant differences between the amount of class time spent 

outdoors and teacher perceptions of the importance of outdoor activity. The categories in 

question 7 were compressed into two groups: 0-40 minutes and 40-60 minutes. 
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Independent sample t tests were run to determine whether there was a difference between 

the groups' responses to the four items assessing the attitudes toward outdoor education. 

There were statistically significant differences for questions 1, 2, and 6 at the p < .05 

level between the two groups. Question I stated, "Children learn about nature and the 

environment through hands-on learning experiences." The mean for the group of teachers 

who reported their students spend 40-60 minutes outdoors was 5. The mean for the group 

of teachers who reported their students spent 0-40 minutes outside was 4.81. The difference 

was significant (p = .006). 

Question 2 stated, "Spending time outdoors is important for healthy child 

development." The mean for the group of teachers who reported their students spent 40-60 

minutes outdoors was 5. The mean for the group ofteachers who reported theirs students 

spent 0-40 minutes was 4.84. This difference was significant (p = .032). 

Question 6 stated, "Environmental education lessons and activities are an integral 

component of the curriculum." The mean for the group of teachers who reported their 

students spent 40-60 minutes outdoors was 4.42. The mean for the group of teachers who 

reported their students spent 0-40 minutes outdoors was 3.89. This difference was also 

significant (p = .032). There were no statistically significant differences for questions 3, 4, 

or 5. 

The last research objective was to determine whether different grade levels taught 

influence perceptions and practice on this topic. Participants were grouped by grade level 

into two groups, PreK-Grade 3, and Grades 4 and 5. There were no statistically significant 

differences in the responses to questions 1 to 6 by grade level taught. 
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The data results indicate that overall, teachers in this school felt strongly that 

children need to spend time learning and playing outdoors. The majority of teachers felt 

that spending time outdoors is important for healthy child development. The participants in 

this study reported varied responses to whether or not they feel that children are given 

adequate recess time. 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

This chapter will summarize the study results of the survey. The limitations will be 

discussed, as well as conclusions based on the survey data. Finally, this chapter will 

conclude with recommendations for researchers and practitioners. 

Due to recent trends in education policies and the amount of time children are 

spending outdoors, parents and educators need to look more deeply into the benefits of 

outdoor learning experiences for children. The main purpose of this study was to examine 

elementary school teachers' perceptions of activities that facilitate learning about nature 

and the outdoors. It is crucial to determine how teachers feel about the importance of 

outdoor learning experiences given the amount of time students spend in school each day 

throughout the year. 

Teachers need to be accountable for meeting state benchmarks and standards, as 

well preparing students for success and achieving adequate scores on standardized tests. 

With so many demands in the school curriculum and so much pressure put on schools to 

meet the requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act, teachers and students are faced 

with the many challenges. The results of this survey indicate that spending time outside 

and planning for outdoor learning experiences is valued by teachers. Yet it is one of the 

challenges faced by teachers for a variety of reasons. 

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this study that must be noted. The study focused on 

one specific school district in the Midwest, therefore, specific results cannot be 

generalizable to other school districts. The demographics did not allow all research 

questions to be answered. There may be selection bias in that the volunteers who completed 
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the survey were the ones most interested in the topic. The teachers talOng the survey may 

have responded to the questions as they thought researcher wished them to, not necessarily 

how they truly feel regarding the topic. Lastly, the survey was designed by the researcher 

and, therefore, it has no documented validity or reliability. 

Conclusions 

This study supports previous studies concerning the recent trends in the amount of 

time children are spending playing and learning outdoors. According to the results of the 

survey conducted, teachers felt strongly that outdoor learning was important. These 

findings match those oftwo other studies conducted on the topic of outdoor play and 

learning experiences (Louv, 2006; Schroeder, 2007). 

Teachers reported feeling overwhelmed with the amount of curriculum to cover in a 

day and not enough time or resources available to spend time planning and participating in 

outdoor activities. The pressure that teachers reported feeling in regards to curricular 

demands support a previous study conducted by the National Association for the Education 

ofYoung Children on the value of school recess and outdoor play (NAEYC, 1998). 

Although educators and professionals know what is best for children and what children 

need to be successful lifelong learners, they are still feeling pressured by policymakers to 

fulfill more curriculum requirements and teach to standardized tests. Teachers reported that 

outdoor learning experiences are essential for academic achievement. This matches 

findings reported by Richard Louv (Louv, 2006). Another study released by the California 

Department of Education found that students in outdoor classrooms improved their science 

scores by 27%. 
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This survey looked more deeply into the perceptions of teachers and outdoor 

learning and play. Similar surveys studied include the survey ofteachers and parents on 

their opinions of standardized testing as previously mentioned (Schroeder, 2007). That 

survey reported that 71 % of teachers thought there were too many standardized tests. 

This study reports the teachers' voice on this topic, and the findings agree with other 

research. Teachers feel strongly that outdoor learning and play is essential for healthy child 

development and academic success. Research indicates that children need outdoor 

experiences on a daily basis. Since children spend the majority of their days in school, it is 

important that these teachers' voices are heard, so that children are provided the 

opportunities they need to be successful learners. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are made for researchers and educators based on 

this study. Since this is the first study on teachers' perceptions found by the researcher, 

further research is recommended. Further research could be done by conducting a study 

regarding teachers' perceptions of outdoor learning experiences in other school districts. 

This is only one study conducted in the Midwest on teachers' perceptions of outdoor play 

and activities that facilitate learning about the outdoors and appreciating nature in other 

regions. It would also be interesting to consider conducting research to compare student 

achievement results of traditional schools versus green schools. Another study could be 

conducted to research charter schools that place emphasis on environmental education to 

compare education program goals and student achievement. 

Educators have a great impact on student success and their ability to become 

lifelong learners and responsible citizens. Although it may be difficult to try and fit 
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everything into a busy school day, as teachers have many benchmarks and standards to 

meet, they must set aside time for students to learn and play outside. If a school has shorter 

recess periods, educators should try and accommodate students' needs and interests by 

bringing the learning outdoors. Teachers can read a story or teach a lesson outside if 

weather permits. They can bring real objects from nature into the classroom so children can 

be exposed to hands-on learning and exploration. Educators are the professionals who 

know their students best. Teachers must take the students' individual needs and interests 

into consideration when planning for instruction. Children spend an average of eight hours 

a day in school, this is a lot of time to make an impact and do what is best for children. 

They may not have opportunities to play and learn outside at home, so do everything you 

can to make it happen in school. Preschool and kindergarten teachers are feeling the 

pressure of teaching to the test early and are increasing the academics, but they should be 

doing things in their classrooms that are developmentally appropriate for young children. 

Young children need to be provided with hands-on learning experiences and opportunities 

to engage and explore. These early learning experiences are the foundation for successful 

learning in the years ahead. 

Again, educators are the experts, and they know what young children need to be 

successful learners. They can help educate the public and policy makers about the topic 

and perhaps have an influence the path education is taking today. Parents, educators, and 

health care professionals can all advocate for children. They can help make people aware 

of the importance of making time for free play and active learning. Children are the future 

and there needs to be a high value placed on quality education. Therefore, providing 
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children with opportunities to play and explore their natural environment are essential to the 

development of the whole child. 
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Appendix A: Survey 

Survey:
 
Elementary Curriculum and Activities that Facilitate Learning About and Appreciating the Outdoors.
 

Please take a minute to share your thoughts about the outdoors and education. By completing this survey you are 
agreeing to voice your opinion on outdoor learning experiences in schools. Your participation in this study is 
completely voluntary and anonymous. Your name will not be included in any documents and the results will be 
reported as a group. Disclosing of opinions is the only risk involved in participating in this survey. Benefits include 
informing educators and parents of the benefits of outdoor play and learning experiences. Please take a few minutes 
and return this survey in the envelope provided at then end of the staff meeting or during this next week. Thank you 
for your participation! If you have any questions or would like more information about this study please contact the 
Investigator and the Research Advisor. If you have any questions, concerns, or reports regarding your rights as a 
research subject, please contact the IRB Administrator. 

Investigator: Nicole King- nicole_king@msd.kI2.wi.us IRE Administrator: Sue Foxwell, Director, Research 
Services 

(715) 231-3925 152 Vocational Rehabilitation Bldg. OW-Stout 
Menomonie, WI 
Research Advisor: Barb Flom - flomb@uwstout.edu (715) 232-2477 email 
foxwells@uwstout.edu 
(715) 232-1343 

By completing the following survey you agree to participate in the project entitled, Early Childhood and Elementary
 
Curriculum and Activities that Facilitate Learning About and Appreciating the Outdoors.
 
Grade level taught (circle one)
 

4th_5 thEarly Childhood/Pre-K- Kindergarten 

Gender: Female Male 

Teaching Experience (number of years): 1-5 6-10 11+ 

Please respond to the following statements by circling one number on a scale from I to 5 your level of agreement to 
the statement. 

Strongly disagree	 Strongly agree 
I 2 3 4 S 

Statements: 
I.	 Children learn about nature and the environment through hands-on learning experiences. 

I 2 3 4 5 

2. Spending time outdoors is important for healthy child development. 
I 2 3 4 5 

3. Children are spending less time playing outdoors. 
123 4 5 

4. Children are not given an adequate amount of recess time throughout the school day. 

I 2 345 
5.	 Children are more ready to learn when given time to play outdoors. 

I 234 5 

mailto:King-nicole_king@msd.kI2.wi.us
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6. Environmental education lessons and activities are an integral component of the curriculum. 
1 2 3 4 5 

7. On an average day, how much time do your students spend outside during school hours? 
Circle the time in minutes: 0 5-10 10-20 20-30 30-40 40-60 60+ 

Please respond to the following question in a short answer. 
8. Do you feellirnited to the amount of time you are able to spend outdoors with your students?
 

Yes No
 

Please explain:
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Appendix B: Survey Comments 

I.	 The regular curriculum is so packed it does not allow for more outside time. 
2.	 Curriculum demands limit amount of extra time for outside activities. 
3.	 There is so much to cover in the core academic areas that outdoor time is being squeezed. 

More is being given and expected with nothing being taken away. 
4.	 We have great demands put on us to cover "academic" curriculum. Time is of the 

essence. 
5.	 So much is being added to our curriculum, it's hard to fit all of that in and yet have 

adequate time for outside time- yet it is important. 
6.	 We can go outside in addition to recess time as we wish. 
7.	 I feel I have administrative support to conduct outdoor lessons and activities. 
8.	 Phy. Ed. Is many times indoors when it could be outdoors more often. I take students 

outdoors to do classroom work when possible. Weather does not always permit daily 
outside time. 

9.	 There is a lot of curriculum to cover! DPI requires so many minutes of each subject. We 
need prep time to plan activities. 

10. There isn't enough time to do everything so sometlring has to give. 
II. With the great deal of demand placed on curriculum expectations, there appears to be 

little time or concern for the physical well-being of children. 
12. There are so many curricular expectations that it is difficult to find the time to get out, but 

I wish we could get out more! 
13. I need to use that time to prepare for teaching 
14. Outdoor/environmental education is so important! "No Child Left Inside" is my goal! 
IS . Time needed for academics 
16. There is a lot of classroom curriculum to cover. 
17. It's hard to fit everything in! 
18. We once looked into having an outdoor classroom at our school, but it didn't materialize. 
19. The demands of covering all of the curriculum and covering all of the benchmarks in all 

the subject areas limits the time available to be able to spend more time outdoors. 
20. The curriculum has become so structured and specific, that taking "extra" time to go 

outside seems to be a novelty. 
2I. Too many curricular demands, not enough playground supervision, not perceived as 

professional conduct by other teachers 
22. There is so much curriculum to cover in a short amount of time in the day. I also feel 

pressure of making sure I teach students to pass standardized tests. 
23. I think the kids at our school get more recess time because of our bussing situation. Our 

kids are dropped off early (recess before school) and picked up last in the evening. Thus 
more hours at school = more recess time. 

24. Feel there are expectations to cover and meet academic curriculum benchmarks and 
standards. Feel there is not enough money for fees or for bussing for field trips to the 
Environmental Site and other sites of interest in the outdoors. 

25. Conflict with other responsibilities and prep time needs 
26. Time restraints, more push for academics 
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27. To fit in everything we don't have a lot of extra time to go outside. Our children have at 
least 30 minutes of recess a day. If they arrive early before school or take late bus horne 

28. they have more. 
29. Too much core curriculum to fit into the day (math and literacy) 
30. Time! Too much to teach in too little time in the day. Reading First requires no breaks 

for recess in the a.m. 
31. The main problem is too many schedules to follow and too much to do each day that may 

not be practical to do outdoors. 
32. I have ample opportunity to take advantage of the outdoors here at our school. However, 

in differing schools I do believe time outside would be limited, due to scheduling and 
high stakes assessments driving school decisions. 

33. The demands and pressures of the core subjects prohibit depth in environmental 
education. 

34. Too much to do, too little time! 
35. I feel outdoor play and experiences are very important- I make the time for my students 

to be outside. 
36. So much to do to fulfill DPI curriculum hours, not enough time to plan/design activities 

outside. 
37. Demands of things we need to teach in the classroom and things I need to do when kids 

do get time outside for recess. 
38. Duty 
39. I'm out at recess with them a lot of the time. 
40. Somewhat- I feel our schedules are determined by our specialist schedules- not very 

flexible. 
41. There is too much to fit into any school day. We do "reward" recess if your work is 

done. 
42. The curriculum load is becoming larger and larger! 
43. We have so much to do during the day. 
44. The constraints of the curriculum, teachers feel they need to push to get through all 

aspects, and creating a lack of outdoor opportunities. 


