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Abstract
Allowing students to have increased outside playtime in nature positively impacts the students

physical, emotional, cognitive, and social development. This school improvement project
establishes a plan for creating an additional outside play space and outdoor classroom to increase

play time while learning in nature.

Keywords: nature, play, preschool, outside
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Introduction
When thinking of a classroom environment, the outdoor space is often overlooked, yet

there are many benefits for young children who spend quality time in an outdoor learning
environment. These benefits include improved academics, enhanced physical and mental health,
and an appreciation and care for the environment. The best-known associations and agencies
that support early childhood education promote outdoor play.

“Professional organizations like the National Association for the

Education of Young Children, the Associations for Childhood

Education International, the International Play Association, and

the more recently formed US Play Coalition, Children in Nature

Network, and the Association for the Study of Play, encourage

whole-child development approaches that include free play and

outdoor exploration” (Frost & Sutterby, 2017, p. 4).
Daily interactions with natural play spaces and playgrounds allow children to obtain more
vigorous activity levels (Barton et al., 2015). The additional outside playtime will help students
naturally improve their fine and gross motor abilities, as well as expand their creativeness, ability
to experiment, and persevere through problem solving with objects and their peers (Bailie, 2016).

Due to lifestyle changes such as increased screen time, and decreased trust in strangers,

parents are not allowing children (ages 3-12 years old) to play freely outside (Schwarzfischer et
al., 2020). Social skills, creativity levels and perseverance to accomplish a goal have diminished
because of the lack of time and ability to freely explore outside and learn. (Li et al., 2016). With
the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers have been encouraged to be outside as much as possible for

learning, but they cannot have their classes in an outside space at the same time as the other
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classes due to potential quarantine requirements if students encounter someone who tests positive
for COVID-19.

This paper details a school improvement project that would add an outdoor classroom
and natural playground space for a rural public school district in west central Minnesota. The
space would allow preschoolers to have additional time and space to play and explore in nature.
The planned outdoor space would be next to an existing playground connected to a school
building for early childhood preschool, ECFE, and Head Start programming within the school
district. Most of the current playground surface space is cement, and playground turf or fake
grass, while a small portion of the playground is a grassy area with a sandbox. The school
building has a large grassy area and many evergreen trees. If this area were fenced in, the space
could be used to expand access to outside learning, so that two classes could be outside learning
and exploring in separate spaces at the same time.

This school improvement project will include a plan to raise funds and donations, a
drawing of the additional space, photos of areas within the space, projected expenses, a time
study, and a sample donation letter. The literature review will inform the plan through an
examination of published research on structured and non-structured outside play. The projected
implementation of the school improvement project is the fall of 2021 and will ultimately result in
an outdoor play space that facilitates learning for young children.

Literature Review

The purpose of the literature review is to examine current research about outside play
time for preschoolers and discover the benefits and barriers for students. The literature review
begins by highlighting an outdoor classroom and natural play space, then moves into the

positives and negatives to outside play for students. Learning through play, academics, health,
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physical activity, social-emotional growth, and forming a love for nature are highlighted. The
review concludes with research on why outside play space should be prioritized for preschool
aged students.
Outdoor Play

A benefit to having a large natural play space is the ability for students to have more
room to run freely. “Both types of play areas (a structured playground and a natural outdoor play
space) support gross motor development, but natural play areas offer moveable, ever-changing
physical problems for children to solve while engaging them cognitively, socially, and
emotionally” (Larimore, 2019, p.73). Physical play allows students to discover their physical
abilities, make sense of their bodies, and build muscle, quickness, nimbleness, stability, and
flexibility (Loebach, & Cox, 2020).

Bringing outside learning into the school day for children does not require nature experts
or large amounts of money. Outside natural play spaces can be created by allowing students to
safely watch and interact with nature. Strategic planning by educators to incorporate learning
goals can happen amongst logs to sit, safe areas to explore and access to experimenting with
different varieties of natural materials (Eick et al., 2013). A quality nature area has a variety of
natural loose parts found in nature such as sticks, logs, stumps, rocks, mud, sand, grass, wood
chips, and small cement blocks. It also includes some man-made items such as shovels, picnic
tables, benches, bowls, cups, pans, a small stage, a small shelter, and a rain barrel (Larimore,
2019).

An important part of the natural play area is space for students to run, walk, dig, skip,
jump, sit, balance, tumble, carry materials of varying weights and navigate uneven surfaces

(Sobel, et al., 2016). “The play area should have a general look and feel of a true natural space
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rather than a manicured park” (Larimore, 2019, p.79). Trees, bushes, landscape material, paths
and a garden can all be a part of the natural play space.

Play, including outside play, is crucial in the physical, mental, social, and emotional
development of students. “During early childhood, major parts of development occur, and play
improves and accelerates that process” (Lam, 2018, p.80). Outside play allows students to
enhance natural body growth, boost daily life, and improve academic learning (White, 2012).
Experts talk about play, claiming its priority in learning however, real data and studies show a
consistent decline in the amount of time children play outside (White, 2012).

Fresh air and change of scenery often help individuals relax and provide clarity. Itis
common for children to be in school locations for long periods of time due to parents’ extended
work hours, so it is important to give them many opportunities to explore outside while in the
preschool setting (Ebbeck et. al., 2019). It is beneficial to have a natural play space and a
commercial play space for preschool students to enhance multiple skills. Playground equipment
is not the same as having space and freedom to feel nature’s textures and engage the whole body
in play (Ebbeck et. al., 2019). Running freely and rolling down hills can be the break students
need during the academic day. “Outdoor play supports the development of sensory integration
as children experience and navigate different terrains, for example unpaved paths, sand, mud,
grass, slopes and other textures found in environmental settings” (Ebbeck et al., 2019, p.266).
Outdoor Play and Cognitive Growth

Outside nature play can allow students freedom and space to safely explore and learn.
The fence is needed as a boundary but the loose nature parts and play area can allow for
academic growth (Larimore, 2019).

“The skills developed during exploratory play, such as sensory observation
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and understanding of cause-and-effect relationships, are key to cognitive
development, they can stimulate creative thinking, spatial reasoning, and
problem solving, and are also considered central to math and science
learning” (Loebach, & Cox, 2020, p.20).

Teachers use observations, checklists, project samples, and assessment tools for
preschool aged students, rather than grades and test scores. Cognitive growth from regularly
playing in a natural play space shows increasing skills in observing, focusing, exploring,
collecting, categorizing, testing, and creating (Sobel, et al., 2016). Playing in nature consistently
improves cognitive domains in creativity, imagination, and dramatic play for children (Dankiw et
al., 2020).

Largo-Wight et al. (2018) observed two kindergarten teachers and their classrooms as
they taught a language lesson outside (treatment condition) or inside (control condition) for six
weeks. The observers were watching for students being off task in a minute and teacher
redirections in a minute. A timer alerted the observers when to collect tally marks for each
outcome. Students also completed an exit ticket after each writing task filling in a face scale of
their feelings from the writing lesson. They found that teaching the language lesson outside
brought less distractions and behavior corrections compared to teaching inside. (Largo-Wight et
al., 2018).

Another study conducted by Elliot and Kruskopf (2017) observed two staff and twenty-
two kindergarten students who spent half a day learning outside for an entire school year. Elliot
documented the process, working closely as a support team that included the early childhood
educator, primary teacher, and principal. The outcome was a close-knit class that felt like

family, and the students were able to accomplish learning goals while engaging with nature.
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“The children’s abilities to notice, question, listen, share and grow” were documented as areas of
specific academic growth from nature play (Elliot & Krusekopf, 2017, p. 385).

Research by Seagraves (2021) highlighted the academic benefits of a class garden by
showing growth in language and literacy through rich conversations. Academic growth in math
transpired through measurements, addition, and making comparisons (Seagraves, 2021).

Health Benefits of Outdoor Play

Results are mixed on whether increasing outside play has specific health benefits. When
thinking of outdoor play, physical activity often comes to mind, and with that the idea of
exercising and combatting obesity. However, there are studies that show increasing outside
playtime does not necessarily protect against obesity. Often outside play includes sitting in a
sandbox, or drawing with chalk on cement, rather than physically moving and running
(Schwarzfischer et al., 2020).

Dankiw and colleagues (2020) used seven databases to find 2927 articles with criteria to
show whether outside play is beneficial to students’ health. After an elimination process, it was
narrowed down to sixteen articles with the age range of the children being 2-12 years of age.
“The findings suggests that nature play may have a positive impact on a range of children’s
health and developmental outcomes—specifically, physical activity, health-related fitness, motor
skill, cognitive learning, social and emotional development” (Dankiw et al., 2020, p. 12). The
evidence is not overwhelming though, and an explanation could be that young children are still
developing their skills; therefore, the intensity of their physical play is not as consistent as older
students (Schwarzfischer et al., 2020).

Alhassan, Sirard, and Robinson (2011) tested whether outside play improved physical

activity in preschoolers. The researchers were particularly interested in outcomes for Latino
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students. In their study, one group of children could go outside two times each day while the
other group only went out one time a day. The students wore accelerometers and the movements
for each student were tracked. After analysis, researchers found the outdoor free play did not
increase physical activity. The researchers hypothesized that perhaps the increased outside play
at school meant outside play was no longer a priority at home; therefore, there was no additional
physical play added to the child’s day.

Outdoor health may benefit physical health beyond concerns surrounding obesity;
children’s immune systems may be strengthened when their bodies are exposed to and fend off
bacteria outside. Research conducted by Sobel et al., (2016) evaluated the relationship between
autoimmune disorders and outside play. Anecdotal evidence shows playing in the dirt,
interacting with bugs and plants through nature allows the immune system to do its job as a
protector. The “hygiene hypothesis” suggests there is an increase in autoimmune disorders due
to children not playing outside in the dirt as much and being exposed to natural bacteria.
Therefore, the immune systems are weak and allow illnesses to take over due to the lack of
outside play and exploration. (Sobel et al., 2016). The National Resource Center for Health and
Safety in Childcare and Early Education (2018) highlights communicable viruses are less intense
in fresh air then enclosed air. Children need vitamin D to help boost their immune system, help
with sleep, and bone development (McCarthy, 2018).

Outdoor Play and Physical Activity

Students aged 3-6 years old should have 60-90 minutes of outside play per an 8-hour
period (National Resource Center for Health and Safety in Childcare and Early Education, 2018).
A study by Ernst (2012), assessed licensed childcare providers on the quantity of unstructured

outside play for 3-5-year-olds in a childcare setting and specifically nature play through
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questionnaires. An analysis of responses revealed most outdoor playtime at the childcare
settings could not be considered nature play (Ernst, 2012). A majority of the outside play time
was unstructured and provided on a playground setting and half of the providers scheduled less
than 60 minutes of outside playtime in their daily schedule. As a result, it was determined that
the biggest needs were access to nature areas and increased time spent in nature play (Ernst,
2012).

Similarly, a study by Ebbeck et al. (2019), surveyed over 1,000 early childhood educators
to examine the importance of outside playtime and determine why children were not getting
enough outdoor playtime in preschool and childcare settings. Following the analysis of 432
questionnaires, the researcher concluded that some children are in the setting for nine or more
hours a day and play outside for an hour or less of that total time frame (Ebbeck et al., 2019).

Byrd-Williams et al. (2019) wanted to determine what was happening in early childhood
education centers statewide in Texas, regarding physical activity and screen time. A 38-question
physical activity survey was created and sent to 6568 participants, with a 12.6% participation
rate. Researchers found that 1/3 of the centers meet less than four indicators of a quality outdoor
play area for their preschoolers, with only one center meeting criteria for all twelve indicators.
“Improving outdoor settings by creating environments with nature, vegetation, pathways, and
play and learning settings may increase child physical activity levels” (Byrd-Williams et al.,
2019, p.8). To encourage improved outdoor learning environments in the educational setting,
licensing agencies could increase standards and government could contribute funds to inspire and
prioritize physical activity (Byrd-Williams et al., 2019).

Schwarzfischer et al. (2020) examined the time preschool-aged children sat sedentary in

front of screens versus their time spent outside. To accomplish this, they collected
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anthropometric measurements of 526 children confirming that adverse consequences of screen
time are consistent in youth (Schwarzfischer et al., 2020). The average amount of time children
aged 3-6 spent on screens each day was 1.33 hours, versus the 2.58 hours a day on average they
spent playing outside. However, this was self-reported data from parents, so may not have been
accurate. Results revealed the risk of obesity was twice as high in children who spent an extra
hour of screen time each day (Schwarzfischer et al., 2020). “Playing video games for several
hours a day is also a risk to children’s physical and emotional health. Integrated whole child
approaches, indoor and outdoor playful learning, built and natural playgrounds, and hands-on
projects must keep pointing the way to healthy and happy child development” (Frost, & Sutterby,
2017, p. 84). Therefore, it is important to introduce playing outside at a young age and making it
a regular habit to combat sedentary activity inside.

Barton et al. (2015) wanted to determine if playground sports, or nature-based playtime
was more effective for increasing physical activity in children. They conducted a weeklong
study of 52 students, checking their weight and measurements before and after the study began.
The researchers had each child participate in a daily relay race and then observed them each day
during recess. The playground sports produced greater results in physical activity compared to
the nature-based involvement (Barton et al., 2015).

Sampasa-Kanyinga and colleagues (2019) studied the connection between outdoor
physical activity, screen time, sleep duration and obesity in adolescents by sending out surveys to
7 through 12 grade students in a public school district. The survey contained questions and
recommendations about physical activity, screen time, sleep duration and body mass (Sampasa-
Kanyinga et al., 2019). “There was a positive gradient between the number of weekdays spent

physically active outdoor after school and compliance with the physical activity and screen time
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recommendations” (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 2019, p. 199). Physical activity has a better
chance of being facilitated in a natural playground setting compared to sedentary behavior in a
classroom. Positive behavior habits, such as physical activity, are created during childhood and
can extend into adulthood (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 2019).
Outdoor Play and Social-Emotional Learning

An important component of early childhood education is the growth in social-emotional
relationships and interactions among peers. This is how students test and learn their boundaries
with peers, learn to use words and calm themselves when feeling frustrated or mad. Social and
emotional growth shows “positive communication and expectations; responsiveness; and
providing children with responsibilities and freedom of movement” (Tonge et al., 2018, p.33).

Li and colleagues (2016) wanted to investigate pretend play in the outdoor play setting,
so they collected a time sampling of 28 preschool children from four different locations. Each
child was observed for forty-five minutes to one hour and a rating scale was used to assess
cooperating skills, self-control, and assertion skills (Li et al., 2016). The teachers provided props
and costumes, but otherwise children were able to choose their activities during the playtime.
The results revealed the girls spent 23% of their time in pretend play outside and the boys spent
20% of their time. One conclusion was that assertiveness can be enhanced through social play
outside as each child gradually shifts from concrete pretend play to abstract pretend play (Li et
al., 2016). “Results showed that abstract pretend play was positively associated with the teacher-
rated cooperation score” (Li et al., 2016, p. 64). Overall, the time sampling showed a thriving
environment in which children had the time and freedom to explore and interact. Wonderful

conversations and connections transpired. Teachers were able to add rich and meaningful
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content and adding costumes to the outside environment is an easy and cost-effective strategy (Li
etal., 2016).

Tonge, Jones & Okely (2018) chose 11 early childhood education centers to participate in
the CLASS Pre-K assessment scale specifically looking at emotional support, classroom
organization and instructional support. Diving deeper into the emotional support domain, the
focus was on “interactions that support social and emotional functioning in the environment”
(Tonge et al., 2018, p.33). Observations also took place in the outside play space, and a key
finding was that larger amounts of time spent in free play outside enhanced the value of
connections between the teacher and the students (Tonge et al., 2018). Higher quality
interactions allow the relationship between the teacher and student to strengthen which in turn
allows the child to feel valued and gain confidence in their learning (Tonge et al., 2018).

Dankiw et al. (2020) researched the impacts of unstructured nature play by conducting a
meta-analysis of 16 published studies on the topic. Regarding social and emotional outcomes,
they found enhanced teacher and student interactions in nature play and an increase in positive
demeanor after unstructured playtime outside.

Love for Nature

A common theme when researching benefits of outside play was a connection between
mental clarity and overall happiness for children that spend more time outdoors. This is vital for
preschool programs to take note of and include quality nature and outside play time more
frequently (Larimore 2019). Barrera-Hernandez et al. (2020) conducted research with 296
children using the Likert scale, a response scale, and the Subjective Happiness scale. The
students, ages 9 to 12 years old, filled out the instrument during the school day under guidance of

their teacher. The results concluded that bonding with the environment positively impacted
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balanced activities that offer happiness for students. Selfless, careful, hard-working, and positive
attitudes are all attributes to connecting with the environment. Children will be the upcoming
porters for caring for the environment, so fostering a passion for it is essential (Barrera-
Hernandez et. al., 2020).

Harju and colleagues (2020) interviewed three separate programs in Sweden that used the
term “mobile preschool” to study the outcomes of implementing such programs. One program
picked up inner-city children and drove them out to the country for a day of exploring. Another
program existed closer to the nature sites they visited each day and rode a bus to arrive there to
freely explore. The third program had a different view entirely; students were bused to a
location for exploring, but the students stayed on a walking path while holding hands with a
classmate rather than being free to explore. The children in the third group were in nature to
simply increase physical activity through walking and were not allowed to interact with nature.
“The focus is on how children learn to appreciate the beauty of the outdoors by looking at the
landscape while walking through it” (Harju et. al., 2020, p.5).

The conclusion was that all three mobile preschool programs provided students with a
positive attitude towards nature. The students gained an abundance of knowledge and
interactions using all five of their senses while learning appreciation for the environment (Harju
et al. 2020). It is a hands-on experience to interact with moss while in nature compared to
describing it from the classroom setting (Harju et al. 2020). A hypothesis from Harju and
colleagues (2020) was that outdoor education for young students lays a foundation for real-world

interactions and life-long appreciation of nature.
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Assessing Outdoor Play

Outside play is to be valued, and with the right tool, educators can see the benefit of
outside play. Teaching Strategies GOLD is an assessment tool well known in the early
childhood field. It uses formative assessments where the educator captures observations using
checkilists, notes, photos, videos, and digital samples to ensure each child is progressing
academically. For example, teachers can observe students playing with loose nature materials
such as leaves and acorns. Students may begin to accurately count, sort, or pattern with them.
With respect to the GOLD assessment, that would be direct photo, video, or observation
evidence of making progress in mathematics (objective 20a counts and objective 23
demonstrates knowledge of patterns), and cognitive objective 13 uses classification skills. Many
of the learning objectives that are measured using Teaching Strategies GOLD can be observed in
the outdoor play space.

Loebach and Cox (2020) developed a tool for effectively observing students in outside
playgrounds and naturalized play areas, referred to as TOPO (Tool for Observing Play
Outdoors). The play categories include physical play, exploratory play, imaginative play, play
with rules, expressive play, bio play, restorative play, and non-play (Loebach & Cox, 2020).
Teachers can observe students playing in more than one category as they are participating in
activities outside, rather than limiting the observation to one category as other tools have done in
the past. This makes it easier to see connections for whole-child development while interacting
and exploring outside among peers. Additionally, the creation of collapsed and expanded

versions of the TOPO makes it a flexible tool for educators to implement in the outdoor setting.
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Conclusion

It is vital for young children to have a significant amount of time exploring and
interacting outside amongst a wide variety of activities. Prolonged intervals of time in an open-
air natural environment offers chances free from disruption due to moves, groundwork and
putting away of gear (Tonge et al., 2019). “Physical play is one of the most endangered forms of
play in our schools and society” (White, 2012). Extra outside play time can improve students’
lifestyles physically, mentally, emotionally, and socially. An additional outside play
space/natural classroom will help students to learn through play, enhance cognitive development,
provide health benefits, improve physical growth, allow for more time to develop social-
emotional skills, and provide an infectious love for nature at a young age.

Need for Plan

District Information

The research site is in west central Minnesota where two communities form one school
district. The school district has four different school buildings and has students from preschool
through 12™ grade, averaging about 125 students per grade level. There is not significant
diversity in the district, with 90.4% of the student body being white according to the public
report card by Minnesota Department of Education (2018). The graduation rate from 2017 was
97.9%. There are four public preschool classrooms located in the learning center that each
service on average 20-24 students every school year. In addition to the four public preschool
classrooms, there is a Head Start classroom located in the building. Students can attend public
preschool all day every day, half days every day, three full days a week or two full days a week.
A typical preschool year for the school district is 80-90 preschool students with 2/3 of the

students moving on to kindergarten.
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District Need

At the beginning of the 2020-21 school year, the Covid-19 pandemic was prevalent, and
many changes happened. One of those adjustments was the decision to only have one preschool
classroom outside on the playground at a time. This cut outside play time down drastically as
five classrooms needed time slots to play outside independently. The first classroom began
outside playtime at 9:15 AM and was scheduled for 30 minutes, with every classroom being
scheduled 30 minutes after. The fifth classroom was scheduled outside from 11:15-11:45 AM.
There was additional outside playtime later in the afternoon for the students who use the
extended care hours; however, not all the students got to be a part of that time structure.

A time study was performed for one week in the second week of March to determine
whether each classroom was indeed getting 30 minutes of play time outside. The results showed
that Classroom 1 averaged 31 minutes a day of outside playtime. Classroom 2 averaged 28.6
minutes a day and Classroom 3 averaged 28 minutes a day. Classroom 4 averaged 28.8 minutes
of outside playtime a day and Classroom 5 averaged 29 minutes a day (see Appendix A).
Students received an average of 29.08 minutes of outside playtime a day.

The need, according to the preschool teachers, is flexibility in the length of time to
provide outside play time. The 30-minute time slot is not enough time on the beautiful weather
days when the teacher would like to provide circle time activities and science or math lessons
outside. Teachers have attempted to find alternate spaces outside of the playground to observe
insects, go on a nature walk or read stories, however for some students the safety issue arises

when there is not a fence to keep them out of harm’s way.
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Existing Outdoor Space

The current playground space measures 107 feet by 80 feet, with total square footage of
8,560 feet. It has a commercial playground with multiple slides and climbing apparatuses. The
ground has a soft playground surface, with a portion of it having a path for the kids to follow by
foot or tricycle. The area has a music corner, a basketball hoop, school bus apparatus, and a
playhouse. There is a large cement pad and a large canopy to provide a shaded area on fake
grass. There is a small grass area with one evergreen tree and two picnic tables, and a large
sandbox with toys. The playground is a wonderful space and works well for one classroom at a
time. The district owns 26.1 acres at this school site, and there is abundant room to create a
second natural playground site next to the current commercial playground site.
Proposed Natural Playground

The proposed second playground space would be 75 feet by 170 feet and the total square
footage of the new natural play space would be 12,750 square feet (see Appendix B for outline of
new space next to the current playground). This large grassy space with one large oak tree, will
be transformed into a natural playground using earth materials. The largest expense will be
installing a fence, though it is necessary so that all the students can have the opportunity to
explore safely in the space. Fundraisers will provide the income to purchase the fence, and
donations will be collected from area businesses to enhance the space. The school site has
several evergreen trees, so moving a few into the space will allow the students to have mature
trees in the space to explore around.

Goals for Plan
The goal for this school improvement project is to increase the amount of free play time

outside for each preschool classroom, so the students will have more time to explore, interact and
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grow their abilities in a nature-filled playground space. Each classroom would have a 30-minute
time slot in each space. Teachers would have the flexibility each day to choose to use the
commercial playground space, or the natural playground space, or both if the weather is
wonderful and the academic goals can be ensured.

Another goal for the school improvement project will be getting approval for having a
walking path cut into the extra acreage that the school owns, where tall grass grows. The
preschoolers could go on nature walks regularly with their classes if a path were created. This
would be an inexpensive way to add additional outside time to the school schedule.

The third goal is implementing this plan at no expense to the school district. The school
district is not able to help fund a project of this scope; therefore, a budget was developed as well
as a plan for alternative funding sources (see Appendix C). Donations of money, materials,
grants, and volunteer time will assist in making the project happen. The school district is a
close-knit community, so public collaboration is possible. As a result of the partnership with the
community and area businesses, the plan is for the outside classroom to be available for the
public to use outside of school hours.

Approval of the Plan

The researcher will oversee the project from beginning to completion. The building
supervisor (principal) has given permission for the school improvement project to proceed,
including fundraiser efforts. The early childhood coordinator has also granted permission, and
has worked collaboratively with the researcher and the other preschool teachers to ensure the

space is well planned out and beneficial.
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Plan Implementation

The first step in implementing the school improvement plan will be to structure a series
of meetings with the early childhood coordinator and teachers to discuss ideas, costs, and
information collected for the additional outside play and learning area (see appendix D). The
preschool team should discuss how the additional space can be used to increase outside playtime
and as an outdoor classroom. The team can also share which units of study could be taught in
the outdoor circle time space. The existing learning study unit trees would be an appropriate
starting point to discuss how teachers might take advantage of the nature classroom space. Sobel
et al. (2016, p.46) reflected on the use of trees as classroom space, observing “A circle of stumps
with a log bench provide a hint that the children meet there for group time to listen to a story or
perhaps share their toads or other discoveries made that morning”. The input generated from the
preschool teachers will help in creating the final layout of the additional space and fundraising
details.

The next step will be to collaborate with a professional landscaper and preschool parent
who has offered to donate his time. He will critique the layout of the natural play space and
ensure the space is easy to maintain for the groundskeeper staff (see Appendix E). Additionally,
the final quantity of materials and pricing will be updated so the budget can be finalized.

A local boy scout pursuing his Eagle Scout status has selected the outside play and
learning space as his Eagle Scout project. An initial meeting with the Boy Scout will take place
in April to finalize materials needs and view plans for the creation of two benches for the new
outside space. He will fundraise for the materials for the benches, plan the creation of the

benches and create the benches.
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The final step will be to walk the ground with the supervisor of the early childhood
facility and grounds-keeper supervisor to receive final approval and finalize the layout plans
which will take place in the beginning of May 2021.

In June 2021, final plans will be made with the contractor who will be install the fence.
The fence permit and fence site plan will be submitted to the city so that work can begin when
the contractor is ready. Projects for the summer of 2021 will include creating small cement
blocks out of a few colors of secrete in various shapes for students to use for building with
outside. Additionally, a collection of the right size branches and sticks for students to use for
building creatively in the new space, will be gathered. A third project will be building a small
log house where students can use fairy garden supplies to interact and play with the house
outside. The goal is to have the additional playground space ready for the preschool students and
teachers to use by October 1, 2021.

Projected Expenses

The largest expense will be purchasing and installing the fence for the new outdoor
classroom space, which will be 75 feet by 170 feet. The fencing will be chain link four feet tall
to match the current fencing, and will connect to the current fence on one side. The fence will
include two large 18-foot gates, with 12-foot openings to allow for maintenance vehicle access,
as well as access for students and staff (Appendix C for a list of materials, quantity, and cost
estimations.)

Additional needs that will be met from donations from seven area businesses include
sand, pea rock, landscaping fabric, double walled 48-inch culvert, wood chips, tires, wood
materials, rock, and landscape blocks. A group of volunteers, led by the professional landscaper,

will provide the labor for installing the nature elements.
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Strategies to Raise Funds

The grants, fundraiser letter and information flyers will go public in May 2021, so that
funds can be raised in the summer of 2021 (see Appendix F, G & H). Area businesses will
receive letters asking for donations of supplies, labor, or money (see Appendix I). The first
fundraiser-- a Trike-A-Thon-- will take place on Tuesday, May 25, 2021 with the back-up date in
case of rain on Thursday, May 27, 2021. Students will raise money for the school improvement
project by asking neighbors, family, and friends for support through sponsorships for their
participation in the Trike-A-Thon. Every student will receive a fundraiser packet and flyer with
information about the school improvement project. The school district Facebook page and
school district website will also highlight the event. The local newspaper will provide coverage
of the event to the public.

The preschool team will collaborate if more fundraising efforts are needed. The
possibility of selling Krispy Kreme Donuts as an additional fundraiser could be implemented.
An idea executed in the past was partnership with area restaurants to pick an evening to
encourage families to eat out, after which the restaurants donated a percentage of their profit
from their individual evening of sponsorship. That fundraising strategy may also be explored
again, if needed.

Barriers

A significant barrier will be raising enough donations so the school improvement project
can be implemented at no cost to the school district. Therefore, contacting businesses for
donations, having fundraisers, and writing grants is a priority to move forward. Another barrier
is the need for the fence around the additional play area—the single greatest expense for the

project. Additions could be made to the space without adding a fence; however, the fence
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provides security allowing for every student to have the advantage of additional play time
outside regardless of behaviors or abilities. A third barrier could be potential concerns raised by
groundskeeping staff about the additional objects and the new space to mow and maintain.
Therefore, a landscaper will be asked for professional advice and the space will be well planned
to make maintenance as easy as possible.

Assessment

Once the additional outside nature classroom is ready for children to play, a time study
will take place using the Time Study Form (see Appendix J). The time study will be conducted
as it was previously, with each classroom teacher marking the time they enter the outside spaces
and the time they depart the outside spaces. The assumption is that each classroom will be able
to increase their time outside during the regular preschool day.

The researcher and preschool team will meet at the conclusion of the 2021-22 academic
year following the installation of the outdoor play space to reflect on any changes to circle time
activities, small group lessons, nature walks, and free-play time outside as a result of the new
space. These are all learning strategies that could have a positive impact from having additional
outside space to utilize.

Additionally, it will be beneficial to continue to assess students using the Teaching
Strategies GOLD assessment (T.S. GOLD, 2021) to see if the additional outside play space
provides growth in specific objectives under Social-Emotional, Physical and Cognitive learning
(see Table 1).

Table 1
Learning Objectives Influenced by Additional Outside Time and Play Space
Obijective

1. Regulates own emotions and behaviors
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1b.
2.
2a.
2b.
2c.
2d.
3.
3a.
3b.
4,
5.
6.
11.

11a.
11b.
1lc.
11d.
11e.

12.

12a.
12b.

These objectives should be positively influenced by the additional time to explore outside and
grow in nature with peers. The teachers will collect data using photos, observation notes,

checklists and video proof of the growth as documented in the GOLD assessment.

Follow limits and expectations

Establishes and sustains positive relationships
Forms relationships with adults

Responds to emotional cues

Interacts with peers

Makes friends

Participates cooperatively and constructively in group situations
Balances needs and rights of self and others
Solves social problems

Demonstrates traveling skills

Demonstrates balancing skills

Demonstrates gross-motor manipulative skills
Demonstrates positive approaches to learning
Attends and engages

Persists

Solves problems

Shows curiosity and motivation

Shows flexibility and inventiveness in thinking
Remembers and connects experiences
Recognizes and recalls

Makes connections

Conclusion

25

Extended playtime outside provides stimulating environments where students use all their

senses to learn through experience (Tonge et al., 2018). Positive habits are formed from playing

outside regularly, including the mitigation of excessive screen time (Schwarzfischer et al., 2020).
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Encouraging young children to move and explore can help them problem solve with their peers,
strengthen teacher and student relationships, and encourage critical thinking skills. Students who
are connected to nature may demonstrate more positive attitudes during the school day and
encourage the next generation to take care of and appreciate our environment (Harju et al.,
2020). Positivity, creativity, and work ethic can all be drawn from additional outside play time
and regular body movement. Therefore, it is imperative that the preschool students have the
opportunity for additional outside nature play. This school improvement project ensures children

at the research site, and their community, have a safe venue to play and learn outside.
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Appendix A

Time Study Form
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A time study of the use of the playground/outside playtime. Data (time) was written down upon

entering the playground and exiting the playground by each individual teacher.

Date Classroom 1 | Classroom 2 | Classroom 3 | Classroom 4 | Classroom 5
Monday 9:13 AM 9:43 AM 10:14 AM 10:45 AM 11:23 AM
3/8/2021 9:43 AM 10:13 AM 10:45 AM 11:16 AM 11:51 AM

30 minutes 30 minutes 31 minutes 31 minutes 28 minutes
Tuesday 9:17 AM 9:45 AM 10:16 AM 10:44 AM 11:21 AM
3/9/2021 9:45 AM 10:13 AM 10:44 AM 11:15 AM 11:53 AM
28 minutes 28 minutes 28 minutes 31 minutes 32 minutes
Wednesday 9:07 AM 9:46 AM 10:19 AM 10:50 AM 11:19 AM
3/10/2021 9:43 AM 10:14 AM 10:44 AM 11:15 AM 11:48 AM
36 minutes 28 minutes 25 minutes 25 minutes 29 minutes
Thursday 9:10 AM 9:45 AM 10:16 AM 10:47 AM 11:25 AM
3/11/2021 9:43 AM 10:15 AM 10:45 AM 11:15 AM 11:51 AM
33 minutes 30 minutes 29 minutes 28 minutes 26 minutes
Friday 9:15 AM 9:48 AM 10:17 AM 10:44 AM 11:20 AM
3/12/2021 9:43 AM 10:15 AM 10:44 AM 11:13 AM 11:50 AM
28 minutes 27 minutes 27 minutes 29 minutes 30 minutes
Average 155/5= 143/5= 140/5= 144/5= 145/5=
total time
each day 31 minutesa | 28.6 minutes | 28 minutesa | 28.8 minutes | 29 minutes a
from the day a day day a day day
week
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Appendix B
Photo of Outdoor Space
Photo of current playground and yellow lines for proposed new fenced in outdoor

classroom/natural playground space.
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Appendix C

Estimate of Budget
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List of Materials Quantity Cost or Donation
4-foot-tall chain link 425 feet $15,430.00
fence, 12-feet-wide slide 2 gates
gates, and labor for
installing fence
Sand 24 yards Donated
Pea Rock 24 yards $495.00
Landscape Fabric 6,100 sq. ft. $360.00
Double walled culvert- 8 feet long Donated
48-inches tall
Wood Chips 12 yards Donated
Tires 10 Donated
Bullet block edging 4 pallets $429.00
Excavating 10 hours Donated
Moving existing 3-4 trees Donated
evergreen trees into the
space
Fence Permit Fee $50.00
Labor for installing Volunteer group Donated

nature materials

Benches

2

Eagle Scout Project

Total Estimate:

$16,764.00
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Appendix D

Visions of the Natural Play Space
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1. A gathering
area, where
circle time
activities can
happen as a
class or small
groups can
choose to
gather and use
their
imagination
during free play
time.

2. A loose parts
area where
students can
manipulate
loose parts
(small cement
blocks, rocks,
sticks, tires
etc.), use a
balance scale,
carry items
around and
experiment.
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3. Simple and
safe water play
ideas for the
warm fall or
spring days, no
water hook-up
needed.

31

4. Mud Kitchen
in sand or pea
rocks, with
painted food
rocks, pots and
pans materials
donated by
families, and a
table to sit at
and use

imaginary play.
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5. Small log
house to play
with fairy
garden
accessories.

6. A wooden
stage where
children can
perform,
interact,
pretend, sit,

play.

7. Creative art
area

ease]
for Kids
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8. Digging area

9. Fine Motor
Games

10. Large
Motor
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Layout of the Proposed Natural Play Space
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Appendix F

Fundraiser Flyer
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& Trike-A-Thob "

Tuesday May 25% Z:00-
9:30 PM

b
.‘.\:

GM




Outdoor Classroom 36

Appendix G

Fundraiser Letter to Parents

- Trike A Thon & OBl
cf 0 sovmER KIcK-oFF PARTY

Preschioal Fomilbess

Haln us celebrabe the end of o greot school yeard On Toesdoy, May I57 fram 4200530 gum., wE el
It Feosdineg o Farm iy Fun Mgkt B Tika-A-Thone The Triee-A-Thon wil ke monsy for oo soinood
Imiprovernant prelect which k on ouisear naonl piay spoce. Soch child can complets = ans
arsund ourirocke. Frior 8o thea THke-A-Thon your chikd may ask famity, fdends, and nelghtons to sooreor
thamn on ther e, Feel fras to let your child secarafe thalr bboe or ke ond oing Howetth ta e
furdrakar o fide on. I yow Sant haove g e o bl at o, Dot Womdd 'Wa wil have o faw here
oy people to vse. Flemss sk v fora shart Hmie eosied Im tha S minyr veay.

Im conjumcten with tha Trike-L-Tharn, there =i be o Sumimies KBz k-0 party reeseering. A wodehy of
cutdaor actvikes [pnota booth, bowding, duck pond, cholk, boures Rouse ond face point] o
freerd pops wil g ovoliciele. B your child B aneady berg for childoore, phan to shoy o fews axinos
minuhes ot plek ug i ond Join osl The Tike-o-Thon porfon of tha @vening B welurhary.

Erergong s welocome to foim us for fresne pogs Aand autd oo fun = swhafner you chooie o parfke ot
I theg Trkg-o-Thicn.

I It rirs, 1his &want wil bie Ak [Thusday, Moy 3790 FlRoie Ube the spoce Dedow ho: ke fnack of
plednes far tha iriee-o-thon. The moeney ond pedge shest wil be due bock 19 schoal By Toeasdoy,
May I5F,

Child's Hamig

s et e Mok checks payoble o [ IR

Harmis: Addness Fiedge Amouni Fald
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Appendix H

37

Grant Application

_Edumti-:rnal Foundation

Crant Application

For grants dispersed dwuring the 2020-21 school year
Dieadline: Due fo COVID-19 we will accept grant reqoests thronghont the school vear. Grans will
take approx. two weelss to process.

5

Project Tuis

Applicant’s ame | Individual Dieparmesnt, Commiies |

Additiomal pariners:

Amount Fequested

_ Parent  Lecal OrpoBusiness  Other
_ Parent  Lecal Orp Buosiness  Other
_ Parent  Local Orp Huosiness  Other

Promary Conac Hame

J.-'I.-I.I.-I.I.-ﬂ.l.-_'- "i|;-:i.:-|].i.|.. ol PR -ﬁ}

Home Phans Sicbal Fhone

This seciion te be completed by school principal-

= Ihave reviswed this application and recommend this project | plan for funding from the .
" E ducational Foundation. The finds requested in this application are not expenditares that the school

dismict can provide at this time.
01 do not recommend this application for funding from the Ml Educational Foundation for the following
reasons):

Principal Sigmature Date

Pags 1 of4
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[Forward propesal to: WME of Educational Foundaton
Ifyou have questons mﬂ email;

. Deadline: Due to COVID-19 we will accept grant requests thronghout the

school year. Grants will take approx. two weelis to process.

It is the mizsion of the"SGCN, T 4o ational Foundation to enhance the guality of education
and educational opportunities and generate and distribote financial and other resonrces for the benefit
of the stodents of the IEIEINGSGCGCGE_G_ Sk ool District for innovative programs and projects.

Figase answer the following questions on @ separaie document (ped) and arnech I fo the granid appiicanon

PROJECT NARRATIVE

1. Please descnbe your project (= | page). The gant selection commities 15 nterested m knowmg about:

Innovative aspects of the project:

Educational objectives met

Belevant Academir Standards;

Plans to share the benefits of this project with your site'zrade level;
Timeline for the project

Dumber of shadents directly participating;

Crther aspects of the project vou feel are imporamnt.

1 Which of these best describes your project” (Select anly one )

Fho® o oo R

Pilot Project

Field Trp [ Off-cappas lsaming apporhmicy
Marerials reguast

Equipment Feqaest

Plapning Grant

Curricalom Inravation

OUTCOMES

i. How do wour amtcipared outcomes alizn with our funding priorties (below)” Pleaze list 14 key
oufcomes and identify the priorny / priontes that each relates to.

a. Commueity Partnerships: Coonectimz students and teachers to community resources and
expanding learming outsids the classroom.

STEAM Imifiatives: Projects directy related to Science, Technology, Ensineernne, Arms and Math
Imdividmalized Approaches: Highlishoing and building on students” unique srensihs and
idenfifying, monitormg and expanding suppart for stadents who are struggling,

Coltural Enrichment: Developing 21 century skills by despening and broadsnmg stadenis”
undsrstanding of the warld throngh programs and epporumitiss related to oalural diversity, the arts
and humamities,

b
.

d

Page 1 af4
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Cratroms

Prionity Priomiies

Mumber of students
directly impacted

EUDCGET

4. Dietail wour budzet request. Inchade specific information, such as kinds of materials and eguipment
needed, sources of supplies apd cost Categories may inclode services; maining / profeszional
development; materials; squipmsent; Tansporiation; renal; e,

[TEN (for mateniak mchde quamity)

SUPFLIER

AMOUNT

TOTAL

39
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([
&

Flease descmbe other sources of support for your project

Orther Souros [Exampies: Shudent
Feas: FTO, Arts & Acsdemics Boastar
Cluty, Lions Qb Feer Helpers, =tc |

Meture of Support [hieck one)

u

e . 1

H F | & L
3 T,

= |8 |F3

= = - - |3

AUTIOINTL

Seounsd [

40
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Appendix |
Donation Letter to Area Businesses

: - Early Childhood Programs -
- Mailing Address:

April 1, 2021

pear [

The

Programs would like to request a donation to help with our school
improvement project of adding a natural playground space. This will allow the
preschool students additional playtime outside learning in nature. An additional outside
play space/natural classroom will help students to learn through play, enhance cognitive
development, provide health benefits, improve physical growth, allow for more time to
develop social-emotional skills, and provide an infectious love for nature at a young age.

The projected date of the opening of this nature playground space is October 2021. This
area will be open to all families of the _ community and surrounding
areas. A big THANK YOU to you for always supporting our programming.

If you have any questions, please call |

-. Thank you for your help in making this dream for our preschool students and
community successful.

Sincerely,

Holly Carlson

- Preschool Teacher
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Appendix J
Blank Time Study Form
Date Classroom 1 | Classroom 2 | Classroom 3 | Classroom 4 | Classroom 5
Monday
3/8/2021
___minutes ___minutes ___minutes ___minutes ___minutes
Tuesday
3/9/2021
___minutes ___minutes ___minutes ___minutes ___minutes
Wednesday
3/10/2021
__minutes ~_minutes ~_minutes ~_minutes ~_minutes
Thursday
3/11/2021
___minutes ~__minutes ~__minutes ~__minutes ___minutes
Friday
3/12/2021
___minutes ~__minutes ~__minutes ~__minutes ~__minutes
Average 5= 5= 5= 5= 5=
total time
each day ___ _minutes | __ minutes | _ minutes | __ minutes | ___ minutes
from the a day a day a day a day a day

week




Outdoor Classroom 43

References

Alhassan, S., Sirard, J., & Robinson, T. (2011) The effects of increasing outdoor play time on
physical activity in Latino preschool children. International Journal of Pediatric Obesity,

2(3), 153-158.

Barrera-Hernandez L., Sotelo-Castillo M., Echeverria-Castro S., & Tapia-Fonllem C. (2020)
Connectedness to nature: Its impact on sustainable behaviors and happiness in

children. Frontiers in Psychology. 11(276).

Barton, J., Sandercock, G., Pretty, J., & Wood, C. (2015) The effect of playground — and nature-
based playtime interventions on physical activity and self-esteem in UK school

children. International Journal of Environmental Health Research, 25(2), 196-206.

Burton, L. J., & VanHeest, J. L. (2007). The importance of physical activity in closing the

achievement gap. Quest, 59(2), 212-218.

Byrd-Williams, C., Dooley, E., Thi, C., Browning, C., & Hoelscher, D., (2019). Physical
activity, screen time, and outdoor learning environment practices and policy
implementation: A cross sectional study of Texas childcare centers. BMC Public Health,

19(274).

Dankiw, D., Tsiros, M., Baldock, K., & Kumar, S. (2020) The impacts of unstructured nature

play on health in early childhood development: A systematic review. Plos One, 15(2).

Ebbeck, M., Yim, H. Y. B., & Warrier, S. (2019). Early childhood teachers' views and teaching
practices in outdoor play with young children in Singapore. Early Childhood Education

Journal, 47(3), 265-273.



Outdoor Classroom 44

Eick, C., Tatarchuk, S., & Anderson, A. (2013). Vision community = outdoor learning

stations. Science and Children, 50(7), 61-67.

Elliot, E., & Krusekopf, F. (2017). Thinking outside the four walls of the classroom: a Canadian

nature kindergarten. International Journal of Early Childhood, 49(3), 375-389.

Ernst, J.A., (2012) Early childhood nature play: a needs assessment of Minnesota licensed

childcare providers. Journal of Interpretation Research. 17(1), p.7+.

Frost, J. & Sutterby, J.A. (2017) Our proud heritage: outdoor play is essential to whole child

development. Young Children. 72(3).

Harju A, Balldin J, Ekman Ladru D, & Gustafson K. (2020). Children’s education in ‘good’
nature: perceptions of activities in nature spaces in mobile preschools. Global Studies of

Childhood. 1(1).

Lam, P. C. (2018). Bridging beliefs and practices: A study of hong kong kindergarten teachers'
perceptions of "learning through play" and the implementation of "play™ in their
practices (Order No. 10936814). Available from Social Science Premium Collection.

(2128011282).

Largo-Wight, E., Guardino, C., Wludyka, P., Hall, K., Wight, J., & Merten, J. (2018) Nature
contact at school: the impact of an outdoor classroom on children’s well-being.

International Journal of Environmental Health Research. 28(6), 653-666.

Larimore, R.A. (2019). Preschool Beyond Walls: Blending Early Learning Childhood

Education and Nature-Based Learning. Gryphon House INC.



Outdoor Classroom 45

Li, J., Hestenes, L., & Wang, Y. (2016). Links between preschool children's social skills and
observed pretend play in outdoor childcare environments. Early Childhood

Education Journal, 44(1), 61-68.

Loebach, J. & Cox, A. (2020). Tool for observing play outdoors (TOPO): A new typology for
capturing children’s play behaviors in outdoor environments. International Journal of

Environmental Research and Public Health. 17(5611).

McCarthy, C. (2018). 6 Reasons children need to play outside. Harvard Health Publishing.

Minnesota Department of Education. (2018). Minnesota Report Card.

Mora, J. I., Ventura-Vall-Llovera, C., & Hernandez-Mosqueira, C. (2019). Level of physical
activity, eating habits, and their relationship with academic performance in adolescent
students at comeduc foundation, chile. Journal of Physical Education and Sport, 19(4),

2397-2404.

National Research Center for Health and Safety in Child Care and Early Education. (2018).

Caring for our children: chapter 3 health promotion and protection.

Sampasa-Kanyinga, H., Colman, I., Hamilton, H. A., & Chaput, J. P. (2020). Outdoor physical
activity, compliance with the physical activity, screen time, and sleep duration
recommendations, and excess weight among adolescents. Obesity Science &

Practice, 6(2), 196-206.

Schwarzfischer, P., Gruszfeld, D., Socha, P., Luque, V., Closa-Monasterolo, R., Rousseaux, D.,
& Grote, V. (2020). Effects of screen time and playing outside on anthropometric

measures in preschool aged children. Plos One, 15(3).



Outdoor Classroom 46

Seagraves, E. (2021). What can you learn from a garden: how to cultivate a classroom garden?

Teaching Strategies.

Sobel, D., Kenny, E., Finch, K., and Bailie, P. (2016). Nature Preschools and Forest

Kindergartens: The Handbook for Outdoor Learning. Redleaf Press.

Teaching Strategies GOLD Assessment. (2021). Retrieved from

https://teachingstrategies.com/solutions/assess/gold/.

Tonge, K., Jones, R., & Okely, A. (2019). Quality interactions in early childhood education and

care center outdoor environments. Early Childhood Education Journal, 47(1), 31-41.

White, R. (2012). The power of play: A research summary on play and learning. Minnesota

Children's Museum.



	Outdoor Classroom/Natural Playground Space School Improvement Project
	tmp.1620670445.pdf.Cg8d2

