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THE H\‘"’ER‘ATIVES OF OUTDOOR ENVIRONMENTS
FOR CHILDREN’S LEARNING

Agarry, Rachacl Ojima
Department of Adult and Primary Education
~ University of lorin, Horin.
agarry.rof@unilorin.cdu.ng & rachealojima@yahoo.com

Abstract

This is based upon the belicf that the world of children is meaningful
when they are allowed to (’)zg(zg(’ with the environment particularly the
outdoors. Over the years, there has been a noticeable decline in outdoor
engagements by children and this is traccable to the ignorance of
parents/cuardians and childhood care pr()vidcl‘fs‘. This paper appraised
the concept, features and benefits of outdoor environments to children,
and suggested ways of structuring outdoor environments for their
learning. |

Keywords: Children, Learning cnvironments, Physical environments,
Outdoors environments

Introduction

The total of all environments of children makes a lot of significant
difference in their cxistence, growth and development. Children
encounter a lot of things in their environment which oftentimes
contribute to what becomes of them in their later years. The physical
environment is an essential element with a significant cffect on children
rearing. Generally, humans arc influenced by what the environment
presents to them. [t is important (o notc that a well-equipped, well-
arranged environment can better support the all-around development of
children —physical, social, emotional, intellectual as well as spiritual. For
this reason, it is essential for all adults especially childhood educatorsto
create cnabling environments for children where they will fecl
welcomed, safe and ready to learn.

Whenever children engage in activities without being forced to do so.

lcarning comes so casy to them (Bredekamp, 2004; Tovey, 2011; Jalongo
& Isenberg, 2012). It is almost impossible to isolate the outdoor
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nvironment from children’s lay which i

fhc engagement of children i?] gllt:i'(;l)crhq];?vr}qmr?' e ogh,

socicty is on a declining slope. Rcﬂcc;inu .

ancicnt socicty — before the last tywq to three de des

those moments of playing in gardens, c]imbing trccacsesf:nrfcfi]ilrlxdr’ten1cnjloyCd
: gtadpoles or

ishing in nearby streams, throwin S :

;‘;mund the open fields without rcstgr:ic[t(i)grfsaitjbsl;?)i?n the farms, runnin_g
voices. All these and many more are cxcitiné nwn]’gg atthe top of their
casily forgotten by pcople of older gcncrationsﬂcsT;]hat cannot be
experiences cannot be said of many children of toqay b o
such as the culture of fear, Over-organised liveg grouyi ased on factors
children’s play, lack of space for outdoor cngag;:mem ?,%;;:)Tceéa\ni;cu (;:“

, :

spaces - advancement and access to technologj i
]S addition, there has been a cultura] shift ilr?gilcra;(?c?c‘t;ct;q?xvey. i)
access and use (_)f the outdoors for many young children LaJnfaSterUCCd
many children In our conlemporary society have been ac ri(z:esnaigcllly'
privilege of playing outdoors as well as the benefits that cz?n be dcorivelg

from it.

Whatis Outdoor Learning Environment?

Basically, the outdoor learning environment is the physical space outside
the four walls of'a building that provides the opportunity for cngagmﬁcnt
for children and adults as well. It is a place that promotes active play
among children and connects them with nature both at home and in the
school environment. Moreover, it is an cxtenston of the classroom
expericnce to the outside environment where children can play with
natural clements such as sand, water, plants, among others. Outdoor
cnvironments which also serve as playgrounds give children the
opportunity to learn concepts in their real form and offers opportunities
for them to better explain the impact they have on their environment.
Through natural learning, the outdoor learning environment enhances
and reinforces the lessons children learn in cvery school subject.

Features of Outdoor Learning Environment

To bring back or create outdoor environments that support children’s
learning and development, factors such as open-ended and flexible
space, open-ended loose parts, quict arcas, materials to interact with.
shade, actual activities that will complement/promote classroom

learning should be considered.
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Open-ended and flexible space:The space 1In the outdoor learning
environment usually is not limited and flexibility in space provide
educators with the opportunity to be responsive to children’s interest and

development.

Unlimited loose parts: This allows children to participate in play
activitics with their own ideas. The role of the tcacher here 1s to interact
with the children based on the ideas children bring into play activities

through scaftolding.

Quiet areas:1t is logical that after a lot of running around in the open
space, children get tired and exhausted. As a result, a good outdoor
lcarning cnvironment is expected to make provision for a quiet arca
where children can retreat or relax when exhausted during play

activitics.

Sufficient and appropriate materials: The natural outdoor environment

is known to be the most equipped with lots of materials from which

children can make choices. A blend of natural features such as plants
(trees, shrubs, grass, flowers) and other environmental clements like
rocks. stones, sand, running water, mud, among others, provide
opportunitics for childrento understand and appreciate nature.

Shade:The presence of trees with several branches and fruits attracts
different animals — insccts, birds and reptiles which enhance children’s
of the world around them. In the natural ecnvironment, trees
cies grow in their number. In situations where trees are

wind or human activity, it is important that they are
ion of shade and protection for

knowlcdge
of different spe
fallen cither by
replaced to cnsure the steady provis
children from the scorching sun.

Freedom: The outdoor environment is associated with frecdom for
children. Their movement is not restricted, they move at their own pace.
run. shout at the top of their voice, throw stoncs, have cndless
opportunitics to explore and many more. To children, the classroom is
controlled or owned by the teacher but the outdoors is owned by no one
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accountability.
anything to anyone,
actwith the outdoor environment

fil}fé‘ :r"cdcil;)lcl:lclt(:;gti) g::ltﬂ(\]]'::y: Worlld,ochildren are viewed as scmi-gdults
- Ofcon‘smn‘ts such. On the Qtller hand..lhcy are viewed

b : : protection. This has deprived them of the
prlvllcgc to cither enjoy childhood and are also unable to become
mdcpcndcnt. Qill (2007) argues that childhood is becoming undermined
by risk aversion and echoes a sentiment that adults are interfering too
much with childhood (Cunningham, 2006). The outdoors. more often
than indoors, provides the opportunitics to take risks and be successful,
Children do not need to be faced with hazards and danger, but they need
to experience risks and challenges.Challenges help children to become
sclf-regulatory in their safety. If they cannot regulate themselves, it will
be difficult for them to find out what is safe and what is not. Challenges
are essential for healthy growth and development in children
(Greenfield, 2003). Risk and challenges enable children to know about
their capabilitics and to develop the mechanism for judging it in
controlled settings’ (Cook & Heseltine 1999).

Why should outdoor environments be restored?

i. The outdoor environment is uniquely and qualitatively different
from the indoor learning environment majorly because of the space
it offers. Unlike indoor lecarning environments where adults are
oftentimes in control with lots of rules and restrictions, children
enjoy a greater degree of freedom to play, try things out, explore,
discover and experiment (Stephenson, 2002). In addition, learning
materials provided within the classroom are found ona much larger
scale, offering a substantially different experience n the outdoor
lcarning cnvironment. |

i, Outdoors are a dynamic environment with an ever-changing
atmospheric condition where temperature, Ilghl: air, \\:c:nhcr
conditions arc not static. The outdoor is full of unpredictable
chanees and the sheer variability of the outside cnvironment a'lso
constitutes its uniqueness. Furthermore, an outdoor lcarning

environment offers a rich landscape of scnsory experiences that

Scanned with CamScanner


https://digital-camscanner.onelink.me/P3GL/g26ffx3k

44

ey, 2011). For example, children
flower, the texture of a variety of
| soothing breeze, rainfall on the
d in their palms as they mould

A garry, Rachael Ojima
stimulates the whole body (Tov
experience the natural smell of a

leaves, soil, feeling of the natura
tender skin and viscous feel of wet mu

different objects.
iii. The importance of an o
inexhaustible, particularly to c

utdoor learning environment is
hildren. Cooper (2015) argued thatan

outdoor learning environment is helpful to children in the areas of
their physical fitness and gross motor development, self-regulation,
brain development, academic achievement, the severity of Attention
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and the promotion of the
culture of appreciating nature. Advance physical and gross motor
development is a prominent arca that children achieve through their
interaction with the outdoor learning environment. Fjortoft(2001)

affirmed that when children engage in outdoor activities, they
significantly show improved motor fitness with better coordination,

balance and energy.

An outdoor learning environment improves self-regulation. Taylor

(2001); Kuo and Sullivan (2001) expressed that the more children

spend time in the natural outdoor environment, the more they

experience less stress and mental fatigue. Hence, less aggression and
violent acts are exhibited by such children. Burdette and Whitaker

(2005) added that viewing nature reduces the way humans respond

to fear and psychological stress, however, it enhances their level of

interest and attention in any given task.

v. In addition, Rivkin (2000); Wells (2000) asserted that the outdoor
environment stimulates the brain development of young children.
According to Kellert (2004), several research outcomes have shown
that direct and consistent experience outdoor learning environment
in relatively familiar settings is crucial for children all-around
development.

vi, Improved academic achicvement is another benefit that children can
derive from an outdoor learning environment. American Institute of
Rescarch (2005) revealed in their study that schools whose
classropms are outdoor and other forms of nature-based experiential
cducation record greater achievement in social studics, science,

) language arts and mathematics. ’
vit. Spending time outdoors usually reduces the severity of the

1v.
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symptoms of children with At
(ADHD). Taylor (2001); C
around freely in the open sp
and increases their ¢

viil. The (Cillltlll'c Qf appreciating nature g cultivated by children who
TPT“ more time OUtdO_Ol'S (Wells &Lekijes. 2006). This obviously
1¢Ips n the preservation of physical environments as well as

klccp.l?g them safe and healthy for future generations to behold and
cherish,

tention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
ooper (2015) expressed that walking

ace lessen the manifestation of ADHD
oncentration.

Structuring Outdoor Environments for Learning

Dcvczloping an outdoor environment is 4 sensitive task that must be done
carciu!]y and thoughtfully. This is duc to the fact that the environment
must Icorporate cach aspect of the child’s holistic development.
Suggestions are offered below by the Saskatchewan Ministry of
Education (2010) for landscape and design elements to Incorporate into
an outdoor lcaming environment, Elements within the outdoor learning

cnvironment overlap and combine to support children’s holistic
development,

Suggestions for Planning an Outdoor Learning Environment
Aspectof Holistic]  Arcasto Design Landscape and Design Elements

Development
Social-Emotional | * Arcas for dramatic play Stages - platforms
* Areas thatinvite Benches
communication and Sand areas
collaboration Tree stumps, boulders, rocks, stones
* Spaces forquietand calm Canopics
Outdoor instruments
Wind chimes/bells
Physical * Areas fordigging Sand, pea gravel, mud
Development * Areas for crawling, Ramps and tunnels
balancing, running, Pathways for wheeled vehicles

Jumping, and dancing | Open grassy spaces Hills
(large muscle growth) | Boulders

* Areas for climbing Stumps
* Arcas forsledging Beams, logs
* Areas for constructing, | Stones
grasping, pouring Sand
(fine motor)

Scanned with CamScanner


https://digital-camscanner.onelink.me/P3GL/g26ffx3k

Agarny, Rachael Ojima

46

—

Aspectof Holistic
Development

Arcas to Design

Landscape and Design Elements

—

Intellectual *

Development

Spiritual
Development

Arcastoencourage
symbolic
representation

Areas for investigation,
discovery, exploration,
and observation

Arcas to expericnce
concepts such as
scasonal change and
position/direction

Arcastoappreciate the
beauty
Arcas thatappeal to the
SCNSCs

Arcastonurturc and carc

for hving things

Outdoor casels

Chalkboards

Pathways fordiscovery and
exploration (stumps, gravel, ston,
wood)

Boardwalk

Bridges

Hills

Groves of plants and shrubs to
experience year-round (e.g. shrubs
with leaves of various colours in
autumn, evergreens)

Open-ended materials —logs, hoses,
stones Water fecatures™

Soil

Plants, flowers, garden
Seeds

Bird feeders, birdhouses
Stones, wood

Trees, shrubs, grass

Sowrce Link: http://publications.gov.sk.ca/documents

Note:

For safety rcasons, standing water such as ponds, dams are

discouraged within the facilities of outdoor learning
environment for children.

Suggestion/Recommendations

I Basic to citing any educational institution directed exclusively at
children’s learning considerable attention should be given to the
existence of the outdoor environment,

to

School mappers, school planters, school devclopers, school

architects and other professionals associated with the establishment
and building of educational institutions meant for children’s
lcarning should produce a blueprintas a prototype.

Children’s educational institutions, both public and private in both

urban and rural settings should reflect a dispensation whereby the
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outdoorenvironment are given a pre-¢

e : minent place,
4, Professionals on children’s lcarning, especially early child care
cducatpls .sh.()ul.d bp accorded prioritics for employment into Sl(lch
cducational institutions devoted to children’s lcarning
. g,

5. Quality assurance experts should emphasize the need for the
nccessary outdoor environment and its accessories in their services
Conclusion

Childhood is a stage of human development that cannot be re-lived once
the stage 1s passed. It is worthy of note that childhood is a small window
of time to learn and develop. Hence, providing enabling environments
that will make this phase a memorable one is a major responsibility of
parents and childhood educators. To make children learmn maximally and
have a fun-filled experience, the outdoor environment is very essential.
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