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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent years, educators have increasingly recognized the importance of hands-on learning
experiences in promoting environmental awareness and conservation among students, and outdoor
classrooms, which provide an immersive and interactive learning environment, have gained popularity.
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Outdoor classrooms are educational spaces that take learning and teaching out of traditional indoor
settings into the natural environment, giving students opportunities to engage with nature, explore, ask
questions, and learn in a hands-on, experiential manner. They take various forms, such as gardens, forests,
parks, or designated outdoor areas within school grounds, and can support a wide range of subjects and
activities, including science, environmental education, physical education, art, and social studies.

Research has highlighted several benefits of outdoor classrooms, including the promotion of
creativity, critical thinking, problem-solving skills, and academic achievement, particularly when learning
is connected to the local place and community [1]. Contact with nature has also been linked to reduced
stress and improved well-being among children [2]. Outdoor classrooms allow students to connect
theoretical knowledge with real-world applications and foster a sense of connection with and stewardship
towards the natural world, encouraging sustainable practices and environmental awareness. By
incorporating outdoor education into traditional curricula, educators can provide a more enriching and
well-rounded learning experience.

1.1 Environmental Education

Environmental education is a process of teaching and learning that aims to raise awareness and
understanding of the natural world, human impact on the environment, and the interconnections between
society and the environment; it encompasses topics including ecology, conservation, climate change,
sustainability, and environmental justice [3]. It has been described as a lifelong learning process that leads
to an informed and involved citizenry with the creative problem-solving skills, scientific knowledge, ethical
sensitivity, and commitment to engage in responsible individual and collective action [4]. The North
American Association for Environmental Education (NAAEE) emphasizes that environmental education
goes beyond traditional classroom-based instruction, involving experiential learning, outdoor activities,
hands-on experiments, and community engagement to inspire individuals to become active stewards of the
environment [4]. This paper explores and assesses the impact of outdoor classrooms in environmental
education.

1.2 Types of Environmental Education
Several types of environmental education are recognized and practised worldwide [5]:

e Formal Environmental Education: Provided in formal settings such as schools, colleges, and
universities; it is structured and systematic, with defined goals, objectives, and curricula, and focuses
on creating awareness of environmental issues, building knowledge and skills, and promoting
sustainable behaviour.

e Non-Formal Environmental Education: Learning that takes place outside the formal education
system but is still organized and structured, such as workshops, camps, and clubs; it is often hands-on
and experiential, allowing learners to interact with nature directly.

e Informal Environmental Education: Unstructured and spontaneous learning through everyday
experiences, such as learning about plants and animals during a walk in the park or discussing
environmental issues with friends and family.

e Environmental Education for Sustainable Development: An approach that integrates
environmental issues into broader development efforts, recognizing the interdependence of social,
economic, and environmental sustainability and promoting sustainable development practices
through education [6].

2. IMPORTANCE OF OUTDOOR CLASSROOMS

e Enhanced Learning Experience: Field trips and outdoor activities allow students to observe and
interact with their natural surroundings directly, leading to a deeper understanding and appreciation
ofthe environment; outdoor schoolyard experiences have been associated with gains in environmental
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviour [7].
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Emotional Connection and Empathy: Direct exposure to natural elements lets students witness the
beauty, diversity, and vulnerability of their surroundings, fostering an emotional connection with
nature and encouraging them to become advocates for its preservation; childhood experiences in
wildland environments shape later environmental preferences [8].

Improved Environmental Attitudes and Behaviours: Students exposed to outdoor educational
experiences are more likely to develop pro-environmental attitudes, such as a desire to protect natural
resources, reduce waste, and support sustainable practices, and even short-term outdoor ecology
education can have lasting effects on environmental perspectives [9].

Life Skills Development: Beyond knowledge acquisition, outdoor classrooms promote problem-
solving, critical thinking, teamwork, and adaptability, skills that are transferable to other aspects of
students’ lives [10].

Long-Lasting Impact: People who took part in outdoor experiences and environmental education in
their youth are more likely to engage in pro-environmental action later in life [11], so integrating
outdoor classrooms into environmental education can help cultivate a generation of environmentally
conscious citizens.

BARRIERS TO THE IMPLEMENTATION OF OUTDOOR CLASSROOMS

Despite their benefits, including improved academic performance, increased physical activity,

enhanced creativity and problem-solving skills, and a stronger connection with nature, several barriers
may hinder the implementation of outdoor classrooms:

Lack of Awareness and Understanding: Many educators, administrators, and policymakers may not
be fully aware of the concept and potential of outdoor classrooms, or may have misconceptions about
their effectiveness in academic settings [12].
Safety Concerns: Educators, parents, and administrators may worry about risks associated with
outdoor activities, such as accidents, extreme weather, or encounters with hazardous plants or animals
[10].
Lack of Resources and Infrastructure: Outdoor classrooms require appropriate learning spaces,
seating, natural materials, and tools or equipment, and limited funding and insufficient space may
hinder their development [12].
Time Constraints: The structured school day and curriculum may not allow dedicated time or
flexibility for outdoor learning, and teachers may feel pressured to cover a fixed curriculum and
prioritize standardized testing [10].
Lack of Support and Training: Many educators lack professional development opportunities or
training in using outdoor classrooms effectively and require support to integrate outdoor learning into
their teaching [12].

By addressing these barriers through education, awareness, and investment in appropriate

resources and training, schools and communities can create an environment conducive to successful
outdoor classrooms.

4.

STRATEGIES TO OVERCOME THE BARRIERS

Address Safety Concerns: Conduct a risk assessment and develop a safety plan that addresses
potential hazards, including weather conditions and emergency response procedures.

Build Community Support: Engage parents, teachers, community leaders, and other stakeholders,
and create partnerships with local organizations that promote environmental education and outdoor
learning.

Provide Teacher Training: Training and support can help teachers develop the skills and strategies
to create engaging outdoor lessons aligned with curriculum standards.
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Secure Funding: Seek grants and donations from local businesses and community organizations to
cover the cost of materials and construction.

Promote Student Engagement: Create engaging, interactive outdoor activities such as hands-on
experiments, nature walks, art projects, and group discussions.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Outdoor classrooms have a significant impact on environmental education by providing an

immersive, hands-on learning experience. The following recommendations are made:

Enhance the Learning Experience: Use outdoor classrooms to let students engage directly with
nature, improving comprehension and retention of environmental concepts.

Encourage Observation and Connection: Have students observe plants, animals, weather patterns,
and ecosystems to appreciate the interdependence of living things.

Provide Practical Application: Let students conduct experiments, collect data, and analyse findings
in real-world environments.

Use Experiential Learning: Engage students in activities such as planting trees, making bird feeders,
or building compost bins.

Support Emotional Well-Being: Use time outdoors to reduce stress and help students feel more
relaxed and engaged in learning.

Foster Environmental Stewardship: Involve students in projects such as clean-ups, tree planting,
and habitat restoration.

Promote Collaboration and Teamwork: Use group projects, problem-solving activities, and field
trips to build social skills while reinforcing environmental education.

Connect with the Community: Collaborate with local organizations, parks, and nature centres so that
students learn from experts and contribute to community sustainability initiatives.

CONCLUSION

A growing body of research supports the positive impact of outdoor classrooms in environmental

education. Using outdoor spaces as learning environments enhances student engagement, supports the

development of pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours, fosters emotional connections to nature, and
cultivates essential life skills. As educators continue to prioritize environmental education, outdoor
classrooms should be considered a valuable method for instilling environmental awareness and
responsibility in students.
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