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All participants have been muted

Please type questions or comments into Chat 

We will monitor the CHAT and answer questions throughout 
the training

This session is being recorded to share on the Virtual Lab 
School site

We encourage you to participate in the polls throughout the 
training

Share your feedback after the training!

If we disconnect – please log back in

To support your learning...



• Discuss the benefits of outdoor play and learning for children 
and child and youth professionals

• Address common barriers and challenges to outdoor learning
• Reflect on personal and professional beliefs about learning and 

outdoor play
• Identify ways to integrate common curriculum models and VLS 

resources into the outdoor learning environment

LEARNING OBJECTIVES



What does quality 
outdoor learning 
look like? 

SHARE OUT



Chawla, 2015; HealthyChildren.org, 2023; Kellert, 2002; Puhakka et al., 2019; University of Missouri-KC, 2016

What is outdoor play and learning?



Outdoor Learning in Early Childhood Care and Education (adapted from Kiviranta et al., 2023)

Opportunities for a child

• Holistic development of children

• Social and personal development

• Diverse learning

• Multimodal hands-on learning 
opportunities

• Enhancement of creativity

• Use of senses

• Hands-on learning

Natural environments as a 
resource

• Health and wellbeing

• Enhancement of health, activity level, 
joy, and satisfaction

• Experiences in and of nature

• Learning about nature

• Materials in nature

• Caring for the environment

Pedagogical preconditions

• Teachers as mediators

• Teacher's role and competence: need 
for knowledge and motivation

• Organisation

• Space and equipment

• Weather and conditions

• Safety and prevention

• Use of digital devices

• Administrative work

• Positive relationships with parents and 
community

Benefits of outdoor learning: Implementation-
related considerations 



What is the biggest barrier or challenge 
your program faces with learning 

outdoors?

SHARE OUT: POLL



Fear and concern about health and safety

Lack of confidence in teaching outdoors

Program & curriculum requirements limit 
opportunities for outdoor learning

Shortage of time, resources, and support

Teacher/ caregiver perspectives 

Hunter et al., 2020

Common 
barriers or 
challenges 
expressed 
by educators



Teacher
Motivation

Skill
Experience

Background
Community

Family Weather
Access

Program
Installation

Service

Environment

Education System

Background & 
Society

Graphic adapted from Oberle, Brussoni, & Zeni, 2021

Factors that 
Impact 

Teaching 
Outdoors



“Outdoor time is not real 
learning or teaching.”

“A caregiver’s primary role is one 
of monitor and guide.”

Shifting 
Perspectives

Davies, 1996; Davis & Waite, 2004; Louv, 2008; Renick, 2009



The 
benefits 
of being 
in nature



(Bell et al., 2008; Tremblay et al., 2015; Lovasi et al., 2008; Kuo et al., 2019; Fuller et al., 2017; Levandoski et al., 2013; Dowdell et al., 2011; Robertson et al., 2020; Almers et al., 2020; UMKC, 2016)

Increase physical activity 

Promote gross and fine motor development

Support immune system

Support mental & emotional health

Help develop social skills

Promote creativity

Enhance readiness to learn

Benefits 
to 

Children



(Hunter et al, 2020)

Energy Release
Gross Motor Development

Cognitive Development 

Emotional Development 
Social Development

Learning 
Benefits



(Simkin et al., 2020; von Hertzen et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2012; Dowdell et al., 2011; Robertson et al., 2020; Bento et al., 2017)

More child-led, 
flexible activities

Better availability 
to support all 

children

Increased teacher 
motivation

Benefits to the Professional



FCC, Learning Environments, Lesson 3, Explore

Supporting 
CYP 

Professionals

https://www.virtuallabschool.org/fcc/learning-environments/lesson-3/act/20371


Safety Accessibility

Design Materials

Learning 
Areas

Activities

Considerations 
for Extending 
the Curriculum 
Outside



SA, Safe Environments, Lesson 1, Apply

IT, Safe Environments, Lesson 2, Apply

FCC, Safe Environments, Lesson 4, Learn

Outdoor 
Safety



Safety: 
Navigating 
Risks



MGT, Learning Environments, Lesson 6, Apply

PS, Learning Environments, 
Lesson 3, Apply

✓Ensure children have 
access to resources they 
need outdoors.

✓Ensure the environment 
is accessible to all 
children.

Outdoor 
Accessibility



• A calming, quiet space

• Dramatic play

• Art

• Literacy

• STEM

• Sensory

• Motor skills

Design for Learning



Outdoor Design

TCS, Learning Environments, Lesson 3, Explore MGT, Learning Environments, Lesson 3, Apply



• Loose parts

• Open-ended

• Developmentally appropriate 

• Based on children’s interests

Considering 
Outdoor 
Materials



Infants & Toddlers

• Outdoor tummy 
time

• Neighborhood 
walks

• Outdoor story 
time

• Sensory 
experiences 
(water, sand, 
mud)

Preschoolers

• Build nature 
sculpture

• Water flowers

• Gross motor 
games (Simon 
Says & Hopscotch)

• Dramatic play 
ideas

School-Agers

• Outdoor art

• Nature scavenger 
hunt

• Build a bird feeder

• Play frisbee or 
catch

Youth

• Sketching in 
nature

• Organized sports

• Community 
Clean-up

• Picnics

Outdoor Experiences for All



Outdoor Activity Types



SA, Learning Environments, Lesson 3

Science Use your surroundings to discuss scientific concepts, such as the water cycle, plant 
species or solar power. Discuss hydropower by using miniature tools to harness 
the power of water at the water table.

Math Use the environment and measure cups of dirt or diameters of tree trunks. 
Discuss patterns by using those found in nature. You can also use tools to 
measure the field or playing spare for different sports.

Language 
Arts

Take children outdoors for story time—especially when reading a story that 
discusses wind, sunshine, or other natural elements. Provide books that help 
children and youth identify wildlife in your outdoor space. If you plant a garden, 
ask them to create labels for the different flowers, herbs, or vegetables.

Creative 
Writing

Use the outdoors as a prompt for creative-writing topics. For example, have 
school-age children go outside and spend time watching the clouds. They can 
write a story about the images they find there.

Outdoor Activities 
Based on Interests 
or Subject Areas

https://www.virtuallabschool.org/school-age/learning-environments/lesson-3


Supporting 
Developmental 
Goals



• Oral language

• Phonological awareness

• Letter knowledge

• Print knowledge

• Writing

Language/Literacy

• Number knowledge

• Geometric and spatial knowledge

• Pattern knowledge

• Measurement knowledge

Mathematics

• Self-control of behaviors, emotions, 
thoughts

• Concentrate on experiences, self, others

• Executive functions

Self-Regulation

• Relationship skills, including social 
problem-solving skills

• Emotion knowledge

• Perspective-taking

• Personal responsibility

Social–Emotional

• Positive sense of self

• Knowledge of social and physical 
environments

• Concepts of time

Social Studies

• Appreciation of art, music, drama, 
and dance

• Knowledge of creative processes

• Skills that support creative 
expression

Creative Expression

• Inquiry skills, including use of the five 
senses and tools

• Knowledge of

• Living things

• Animal habitats

• Life cycles

• Earth and space

Science

• Motor development

• Good health practices

Physical/Health

❑ Promotes Quality
✓ Efficiently used by all staff at 

various levels of experiences
✓ Promotes responsiveness to 

children’s interests
❑ Prepares Children

✓ Developmentally 
appropriate

✓ Supports broad range of 
skills

❑ Empowers Staff
✓ Support staff to adapt and 

individualize learning 
experiences

Adapted from Early Learning Matters, 2024

Incorporating 
Curriculum Plans



https://elmcurriculum.org/lesson/day-4-week-8-3-5-years/

Examples 
from ELM
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https://teachingstrategies.com 

Examples from The Creative 
Curriculum 

https://teachingstrategies.com/sampler/creative-curriculum-for-preschool/


IT, Program 
Management, 
Lesson 3, 
Explore

TCS, Program Management, Lesson 3, Explore

• Which of these experiences 
will happen outdoors? 

• Where did you get your ideas 
for your outdoor experiences 
this week?

• How will these outdoor 
experiences help children 
meeting their learning goals?

Integrating 
Curriculum 
Outdoors



What do you do to create a program culture that 
values outdoor learning?

SHARE OUT: CHAT



• Reflect on your feelings about being outside. What do 
you enjoy or dislike about being outdoors?

• What are your goals for outdoor play? (These can differ 
from day to day, depending on children’s needs, the 
season, and the spaces and materials you have access to 
for structured versus unstructured activities.)

• What routines can you create that will assist you in 
getting children outdoors? (Some programs have 
outdoor time at the beginning and end of every day so 
they don’t have to deal with coats and hats in the middle 
of the day.)

• What classroom/programmatic roadblocks exist that 
may make it harder to get children outdoors? How might 
you tackle them?

(NAEYC, 2019)

Think about it…



Lessons & activities referenced in today's session

❑ Infant & Toddler, Safe Environments, Lesson 2 (Apply)

❑ Infant & Toddlers, Program Management, Lesson 3 (Explore)

❑ Preschool, Learning Environments, Lesson 3 (Apply)

❑ School-Age, Safe Environments, Lesson 1 (Apply)

❑ School-Age, Learning Environments, Lesson 3 

❑ Family Child Care, Safe Environments, Lesson 4 (Learn)

❑ Family Child Care, Learning Environments, Lesson 3 
(Explore)

❑ Training & Curriculum Specialist, Learning Environments, 
Lesson 3 (Explore)

❑ Training & Curriculum Specialist, Program Management, 
Lesson 3 (Explore)

❑ Managements, Learning Environments, Lesson 3 (Apply)

❑ Management, Learning Environments, Lesson 6 (Apply)

Additional courses for review

❑ Learning Environments, across all tracks

❑ Safe Environments, lesson regarding outdoor 
environments (varies among tracks)

❑ Program Management, Lesson 3 (IT, PS, SA, FCC, TCS) and 
Lesson 4 (MGT)

If you are interested in learning more about 
ways the Virtual Lab School supports learning in 

the outdoors, we encourage 
you review these VLS courses more deeply:

Additional
VLS 

Supports
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What has been your biggest 
takeaway from today’s session?

SHARE OUT: CHAT



Any questions?

Please complete the QUICK feedback survey—

What future training topics would be helpful?

https://www.virtuallabschool.org/

support@virtuallabschool.org

Thank you again for joining us today!

https://www.virtuallabschool.org/
mailto:support@virtuallabschool.org
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