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OUTDOOR TEACHING STRATEGIES

Have goals for your trip outdoors: drawings to display or publish, information and notes to compile, a discussion to be part of that is centered on questions you ask before going out. Students should have a way to report on what they saw and felt and experienced while outside: at a sharing circle, in a nature journal, bulletin board, reading aloud to each other, or class publication.

Make sure the tasks and activities outdoors are age-appropriate and appropriate for your group. They will probably be able to work together better later in the school year than they can in September.

Put together a flow of activities, one leading into another.  Could be moving from one area to another – in between activity stations have something to focus on, look for, or think about.

Prep kids ahead of time. Make sure they are familiar with tools and equipment, know procedures, and know what group they’ll be with, and that they know whom their leaders are. Their leaders should be well prepared too.

Use indoor time to sort and pack up materials, tools, and equipment for each group separately and divide up the responsibility for carrying, managing and returning the various items. 

Avoid a “recess” mind set.  Emphasize that many of the rules that apply indoors also apply outside.  Once you’re outside, go over the rules again.

Give instructions for outdoor work inside before kids leave their seats and are still attentive, then when outside you can remind them of what you’ve told them already.  

Make sure students take a pre trip bathroom break, that they have food and water, and that you have first aid supplies and a known plan for emergencies.

Be aware of allergies and other special needs.

Clearly establish the location in which you will be working—the boundaries of your activity area need to be easily understood.  
Show kids poison ivy and other natural hazards that might be encountered.

Be flexible and open-minded. Take advantage of ‘teachable moments’.  Example: if, when you go outside, you discover that something really interesting is happening, like turtles hatching and emerging all over the ball field, or if you know ahead of time about an event (solar eclipse at the time of your beaver pond trip) don’t hesitate to change your plans. Even if it's something small, be ready to take part in and share a new experience. 

Engage the senses; see, touch, hear, smell, and taste only if it’s guaranteed safe.

Enjoy the weather! Be ready for rain, wind, snow, heat, or whatever -- don't model 'wimp' for the kids. Half of them already think they can't go outside if it's not perfect.

The more often you take a group outside, the better they are at it. If they haven't been out in a while, provide some activity that allows time to fool around, blow off steam, and be disorganized. 

The kids will catch your attitude -- let them know the outdoor fieldwork is serious fun. And that it’s okay to have some silly fun, too.

Know your site. Do whatever you can to learn about it -- scout it out, visit it often, learn what's there, so you can help your students to best experience it. 

And when you notice something interesting that makes you wonder or that you can't identify or don't understand, talk about it! What can you observe/draw/photograph, and continue to research? - -modeling this for the kids is invaluable.

If you can, get away from the buildings. Look around, look at the sky, stop the group and stop them from talking for a few moments and see what you hear and see.  

If you can’t get away from pavement and buildings, go outdoors anyway!  Look high and low, under the eaves, in cracks and crevices, in the shrubbery – there’s nature everywhere.  Imagine what it would be like without the human built environment there or if humans were to disappear.

Build in an activity that makes the kids sit down on the ground, or stand still alone, and be quiet. They can observe, write, and draw. 

For drawing outdoors, individual cardboard clipboards, with several pieces of copy paper held on with a clothespin, and a mechanical pencil with a white vinyl eraser and a small pack of colored pencils, make up a basic, inexpensive kit. 

Use simple methods or tools for observing and focusing on things like: 

Looking at things through a ’telescope’ fist;
‘Framing’ with hands and fingers;
Making circular or rectangular cardboard ‘picture frames;’

Get a different perspective - lie on your belly or back, lean down and look through legs, bring things up the tip of your nose or hold them an arm’s length away.
Sniff, rub, touch, and listen.
Use magnifiers, egg cartons as collecting and sorting boxes, and small mirrors for looking down, up at, and under things.  Have clipboards and paper for recording findings.  Bring along a few field guides.

Bring plastic trash bags to use for sit-upons when the ground is damp.  

Let students take turns being a leader. Ask them to head up a search and discovery team or to give a report for their group about their findings. 

Use a tight circle formation to gather and address the group.  Stand or sit, lock elbows, extend legs and feet to form a wheel with spokes.

When kids are exploring or working on tasks, circulate constantly to see neat things they’ve found, to give reinforcement, and to help them to stay on track.

Encourage a respect for nature.  Discourage the random destruction of plants and habitats.  Emphasize that all things found or used in an activity should be returned ‘home’.

At the end of activity, spend a few minutes for a closing or wrap-up with reflection and sharing time to apply or reinforce the learning.
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