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Why Outdoor Spaces for Children

Matter So Much

by James Wike

As a landscape architect, | obviously believe that the
way outdoor spaces are designed matters; but
recently I've become more of a believer than ever
before In the power that well-designed cutdoor
spaces can help young children grow and leatn in
positive ways. Through a partnership with the
Dimenslons Oducational Desearch Doundation and
the Liational Arbor Day Dhundation, | was part of a
team that designed a demonstration outdoor class-
room in Oebrasth Dity, Debraslh, that serves children
from ages [ to (3. The space is a great elhmple of
how landscape architects and educators can wortl
together to provide outdoor settings for child care
centers and schools that really worDwell. These are a
few of the principles our team followed throughout

this process that might have relevance for anyone
wanting to create a better outdoor elherience for
yaung children,

The physical design of the outdoor
classroom is asimportant asthe
physical design of the indoor classroom

O hen | use the term “outdoor classroom,” I'm not
talling about a plantfilled area that is only used as a
place for children to study fiora and fauna. Oy
definition of "outdoor classroom” is a place where all
Linds of learning can occur as children interact with
various elements in the natural world. [or elhmple,




our demonstration classroom has a music area where
children can play a marimba made from ipe wood
while their friends dance on a small wooden perfor-
mance stage. It has places for children to build with
hardwood blocks; to experience hands-on physics prin-
ciples as they explore a changeable shallow waterway;
and a low “tree house” to climb where they can create
rooms and other enclosures using pieces of sturdy
see-through fabrics. it has large grassy areas where
children can run; a "Nature's Okt [kea” where hatural
materials can be used to create mosalcs and patterns;
and a [Briety of pathways to explore that are sur-
rounded by interesting [bgetation, Ohildren can
strengthen skills in mathematicsOsciencelanguage
and literacyIIsual-spatial thinkingsociat interactiond
and body competence white haling lots of fun and
delkloping a profound sense of wonder ahout the
world of nature.

[ hall obser[kd that teachers and caregiCkrs who
spend great amounts of time making sure the indoor
classroom is well designed and stocked with a [briety
of wonderful materfals plan for the design of the
outdoor space as an afterthought . . . if at all. Os |
halk [sited many citiest®m struck by how many
outdoor spaces in schools or child care centers are
stripped of natural Ckgetationflontain steriledooking
elipmentCiand don't offer children the opportunity to

Jst gatting all
the necessary
activities
included does
not guarantes
it will be a
successiul
classroom.

learn and grow in list as many ways outdoors as they
can indoors. I''e become increasingly confnced that
if more education and care facilities had thoughtfully
destgned outdoor spacesDwe'd see a decrease in
children’s behallor problems.

Natural materials are best

[bu'll notice that | didn't mention plastic structures
and rubberiled surfacing when | described our
demonstration outdoar classroom. [hat's because our
team belielks that it's crucial for today's young
children to be gifEn daily chances to interact with
materials found in nature . . . like woodEstonelwatedd
grasslland non-poisonous trees and plants. it really
isn't the same expetrience for children who go out-
doors to a space filled only with hard plastic and
concrete, [I'kn if the outdoor space you halk for
children right now is heally on non-natural materialsO
you can look for places to plant a few trees or add
planters to introduce some plant life. Che addition of
some wooden biocks or other naturally occurring
materials for children to explore can make a real
difference. Oeing outdoors and really getting to
interact with nature are not always the same thingld
unless we adults make an intentional effort to hale
natural materials in our outdoor classrooms.




o know
that | chose
the work | do
in large part
because of
the chances
had as a child
to eplore
outdoors.

The design of the outdoor space should
“teach” children how to use it

Since our demonstration outdoor classroom is visited by
school groups and early education programs throughout
a large ragion, we get to see how well the design of the
space helps children know what to do there. It's fun to
watch a kindergarten class arrive at the “gathering
space” at the entrance of our classroom, survey the
various areas in the space, then naturally spread out to
explore. Opically within a matter of minutes, children
are all happlly engaged in productive activities. [kachers
often marvel at how few behavior problems occur as
children work. Our space is divided into areas, each of
which is arranged so that it supports a different kind of
activity. Duch field testing helped us determine what
areas to include and how to arrange areas in proximity
io each other. The important point is that we separate
active and Duiet play from each other, and use signage
and other visual cues to help children intuitively know
how to use each space productively.

Why landscape architects say
“form matters”

[very outdoor classroom will be physically different
because each one should reflect its location, climate,

and overall mission. So what makes one more
successful than anotherlld hen | undertock the task
of assisting with the Oebraska ity profdct, 1 listened
carefully to all the exciting things the administrators
and staff were saying about how their young children
were learning. | relied heavily on all their research
and the principles upon which they were based. it
was a considerable challenge to incorporate those
principles, providing adellate separation between
activities while molding it all into an exciting place

to be.

Lhe largest contribution a landscape architect can
make is transforming a space into a place. Chink of
the last several different coffee shops, public buildd
ings, or residential living rooms you have visited.
Oach type of space may be very similar in silk and
function. One will invariably catch your attention
more than the others. Oore than likely it has to do
with how the space was arranged, how it was lit, ancl
how skillfully materials were used. Oow that space
was manipulated by a skilled individual transformed
it fram being a mere volume into a space that was
vibrant and engaging. It was fun to be in. The same
happens with exterior classrooms. ist getting all the
necessary activities included does not guarantee it
will be a successful classroom. Che ability a skilled




landscape architect has fo understand the site, along
with the ability to understand basic tenants of visual
composition and perception, can make ali the
difference. Form, indeed, matters.

I want today’s child to have the
same chances | had

As a landscape architect, | know that | chose the

work 1 do in large part because of the chances |

had as a child to explore outdoors. Whether | was
warking iy way through a hemlock grove after a

fresh snow or watching my twig “boats” race down a
ditch after a hard rain, | was learning about spatial
volumes and basic physics. I'm concerned that many
young children taday [Dist aren't getting to do those
kinds of things as much. Oesearch shows a significant
decline in the amount of time today’s children spend
in the outidildoors. Dandra Joffert and bhn Dandberg
[ Tkite the following statisticslTletween (I
and O0XL] the amount of time 0.0, children aged

Oto [Ispent playing outdoors decreased by four

hours per week, while the amount of time they spent
indoors in school increased by almost O hours per
week,

{ believe that if landscape architects like me and early
childhood educators really work together, we can help
reverse that trend. One opportunity we'll all have to
meet together on an international scale will come in
October, OO when the World Forum Foundation
presents the Working Forum on Oature Oducation for
hung Children at the Arbor Oay Farm in Debraska. |
plan to attend this wonderful gathering and am excited
about the positive changes we might be able to bring
about together. In their book, The Geography of
Childhood, Oary Oaul Gabhan and Ctephen [Himble

sayll

“It is Duite possible for today’s child to grow up without
ever having taken a solitary walk beside a stream, or
spent the hours we used to foraging for pine cones,
leaves, feathers, and rocks —treasures more precious
than storelBought ones. Dbday It Is difficult to tear
children away from the virtual world of the mall to
introduce them to the real cne.”

Uhildren benefit in so many ways from increased
contact with the natural world. [t’s give them the gift
of wellitesigned outdoor spaces that help them
discover the true treasures of our world.
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Teacher Traini ng o A picture is worth a thousand words 'i"hls artlcte has a wea!th of w0nderfu| |deas ir the -'

by Kay Albrecht & = photographs' o use. them effectu[lal[ﬂalib pho!ographs of Cbur outdoor classroom ﬁhotice
-the newtermino|ogEEE]]menEbsDteaohers o ponder the photographsﬂjead a summar[l S
- dzscussmn of the |mpact of ihe photos from each source[ﬂ:scuss walks to add more naturalEi =
L 'groups of teachers to deEbIop a plan to oolleot and organx[b new collectlons of naturat and
: _engagmg[temsu . S . o

.Does your outdoor classroom teach? El Jtia chaiienges us io matb sure we g:l:b the samo

B teachers to |mag|ne waEB to ensure that chlldren hal:b such actlliitles!]]ramstorm wa[‘a to

* inbblik famlhes with parl:kstgreen spacesl:land the outdoor c!assroom to malk sure the'
~nature de[blt of children doesn t preDant them from the wonderful eEperience of Demg
B outdoors in the naturaf worldlj




