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Living Outdoor 
Classrooms 

            ‘Play based’ learning in action   
 

 
	
	

‘Happy hearts and happy faces Happy play in grassy places – That was how, in ancient 

ages, Children grew to kings and sages.’ Robert Louis Stevenson, A Child’s Garden of 

Verses, 1888 
 

 
 
1/.What are the benefits of  teaching in a living outdoor classroom. 
 
2/.How to gain school support, build and fund. 
 
3/. Risk vs reward. 
 
4/. Areas of the Australian curriculum that can be incorporated into outdoor 
class room classes. 
 
5/. Practical tips to get started teaching in an outdoor classroom. 
 
6/. Harnessing volunteer parent teaching aids for the outdoor classroom. 
(sustainable community) 
 
7/. Finding the play based teacher inside of you. 

. 
8/. The My Organic School living outdoor classroom design philosophy. 

 
9/. Resoucrces 
 
10/. Questions & feedback. 
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1/.What are the benefits of  teaching in a living outdoor 
classroom? 
 
Welcome to the exciting world of outdoor education. Outdoor classrooms have been 
increasing in popularity throughout schools internationally and here in Australia. Outdoor 
learning improves children’s health, increases children’s engagement with learning and 
leads to a greater connection with nature.  
 
Living outdoor classroom: We define this as a facility that combines traditional raised 
veggie beds with teaching aids like attached tables, outdoor chalk boards, interactive 
signage etc. 
 
Play based learning 
 
At the core of the outdoor living classroom is ‘play based’ learning. play based’ learning not 
only teaches critical life skills such as resilience, teamwork and creativity but is central to 
children’s enjoyment of childhood. 
 
Albert Einstein said, “play is the deepest form of research.”	
	
We need to rid ourselves of the false myth that learning and play are opposites. 
 
We must remember that the best educational outcome we can create for our children is 
meaningful, engaged play. Play encourages problem solving, without it we will be creating a 
generation of rote learners without creative problem solving skills and with a reduced 
capacity to innovate. 
 

Nature 
 
The settling and engaging effect of being outdoors reduces stress, increases our attention, 
and promotes co-operation. 
 
The ‘Outdoor Classroom Day’ survey of teachers globally found that:  
 
“99% of Australian teachers believe children need playtime outdoors throughout the day to reach their full 

potential, identifying outdoors time, both playing and learning as helping with concentration, social skills, 
imagination, creativity and overall happiness.”	  
 
84% think children who learn outdoors are more engaged in learning. 
 

As Stixrud and Johnson ( 2018)  state: children feel better and perform better after they have been 
outdoors  
 
 
Play outdoors as a child creates more connection with nature and more environmental guardianship as adults 

resulting in values focused on protecting the environment. 37 Packer (1999) in Ballantyne & Packer, 
(2009). 
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Why should I care as a teacher? This is an important question and goes to the core of 
whether you will successfully create an outdoor classroom at your school and whether it will 
be actively embraced by the school community.  

 
a. Satisfaction : Because you love seeing your students progress in their education 

journey and when they do so you feel a warm sense of satisfaction that you are 
on the right path. 

b. Time well spent: The time you invest in the outdoor classroom will reap untold 
benefits for your student’s problem solving, creativity and health. 

c. You care for the environment: increased time spent in a natural setting as a 
child has been found to equate to more environmental advocacy as an adult.  

d. It can be relaxing and de-stressing:	the	outdoors	has	an	immediate	
calming	effect	on	both	students	and	teachers. 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
2/.How to gain school support, build and fund. 

 

e. You actually need to make cultural change at your school. An effective outdoor 
classroom runs best when ‘play based’	learning is encouraged at your school. So 
get busy advocating for an outdoor classroom, lobby the decision  
makers at your school (principal, P&C associations etc) 

f. Educate teachers: The outdoor classroom is of little benefit if the teachers are not 
educated in ‘play based’	learning, perhaps you can send out a copy of this 
workshop document to the teaching staff at your school. A digital PDF version will 
be downloadable at www.myorganicschool.com/outdoor-classrooms 

g. You need a school advocate: is that you???? 
h. Funds can be found at your P&C association, your school’s budget, local 

business partnerships and grants. The outdoor classroom has to be compared to 
an indoor classroom… you are adding a major teaching facility where all classes 
can be taught.  

i. A holistic promotion campaign with an inspiring title is a good way to get the 
whole school on-board and initiates a cultural change at your school. E.g “Bronte 
loves our Earth” My Organic School is naming our program “The Veggie Buds.” 

j. Construction can be undertaken by a local tradesperson or ‘My Organic School’ 
provides a service and additional online curriculum support (coming  
2019) along with veggie seedling donation if your school operates a My Organic 
School Community Veggie Box Co-Op. Parents from the Co-Op are encouraged 
to volunteer to help in the school’s living outdoor classroom. 
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3/. Risk vs reward. 
 

“Whenever children learn, they move from what is routine and familiar – and thus potentially boring – 

to what is less certain, more challenging and hopefully more engaging.” Tim Gill 
 

why is risk important 
 
Our role as educators is to give our students the skills to build their own “capability”. Children 
have a natural urge to explore, to discover, to understand through trial and error. All young 
animals have this genetic predisposition for discovery. We need to nurture this quality or we 
are doing our students a disservice. 
 
As educators we need to balance risk with reward so to speak. We should always take 
stock of the environment, plan for risks, make our students aware of them etc.  
 
Before taking a class to the outdoor living classroom discuss with your students your 
expectations and boundaries specific to your location. 
 
 
 
 
 

4/. Areas of the Australian curriculum incorporated in the 
outdoor class room curriculum. 

 
Virtually all areas of the Australian Curriculum are able to be effectively taught in the living 
outdoor classroom. Specifically literacy, numeracy, design/technology, science and art. 
There is a body of class work sheets available to be taught in outdoor classrooms available 
on our website (coming soon 2019) www.myorganicschool.com 
 
 

a. Maths: position and movement are a key area that students are 
expected to know. Grids, co-ordinate plotting, compass bearings, 
practical applications of angles especially right angles. Much easier to 
grasp these concepts in a real world, outdoor environment. More space 
outside makes compass bearings and scale easier to grasp. 

b. Literacy: Creative writing is an obvious choice in the outdoor 
classroom. Encourage student to use the visual stimulus right in front of 
them  

c. Nature journaling incorporates literacy, science and design 
technologies. The living veggie beds work with time based 
investigation, measurement and analysis of plants. 

d. Art is another obvious choice with the visual stimulation and less 
restraint due to cleanliness concerns. Found objects create wonderful 
montage pieces. 

e. Short exercises: Make each exercise no longer than 10 -15 minutes. 
f. Move from table to table as you go from exercise to exercise. More 

visual stimulation increases inspiration. 
g. Delegate team leaders: Encourage leadership qualities. (especially in 

mixed age composite classes 
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h. I wonder why? Research questions generated in the outdoor classroom 
encourage students to use the library and online resources to 
investigate.  

i. Emotional buy in: This is key to gaining the highest educational results. 
What are your students inspired by?  

 
My organic school’s “Where does your food come from?”  outdoor classroom classes. 
The Australian Curriculum is an extensive and imposing document. If you’re keen on details 
here are the specific areas from the Australian Curriculum that ‘My Organic School’ is 
incorporating into our online curriculum for a series of classes called “Where does your food 
come from?” (Launching term 2. 2019) The course will be designed for teachers to access 
through an LMS (Learning Management System that it is hoped will be accredited for 
professional development hours and teachers can then use in their outdoor classrooms:  
 
Curriculum component: Health and Physical Education  
“contributing to healthy and active communities; identify actions that promote health, safety and wellbeing.” “recognise situations and 
opportunities to promote health, safety and wellbeing” (ACPPS018)  
 
“How eating healthy foods can influence health and wellbeing.” 
 (ACPPS006) “Identify and practice strategies to promote health, safety and wellbeing.”  (ACPPS036)  
 
“Investigate community resources and ways to seek help about health, safety and wellbeing.”  (ACPPS053) e.g. examining their own eating 
patterns by researching The Australian Guide to Healthy Eating and identifying healthier food choices.  
 
“Explore how participation in outdoor activities supports personal and community health and wellbeing and creates connections to natural and 
built environments.” (ACPPSO59)  

 
 

 
Curriculum component: Design & Technologies 
 
“Identify how people design and produce familiar products, services and environments and consider sustainability to meet personal and local 
community needs.” (ACTDEK001 - Scootle )  
 
“Explore how plants and animals are grown for food, clothing and shelter and how food is selected and prepared for healthy 
eating.” (ACTDEK003 - Scootle )  
 
“Explore needs or opportunities for designing, and the technologies needed to realise designed solutions”.(ACTDEP005 - Scootle )  
 
“Generate, develop and record design ideas through describing, drawing and modelling.” (ACTDEP006 - Scootle )  
 
“Use materials, components, tools, equipment and techniques to safely make designed solutions.” (ACTDEP007 - Scootle )  
 
“Recognise the role of people in design and technologies occupations and explore factors, including sustainability that impact on the design of 
products, services and environments to meet community needs”. (ACTDEK010 - Scootle )  
 
“Investigate food and fibre production and food technologies used in modern and traditional societies” (ACTDEK012 - Scootle )  
 
“Investigate the suitability of materials, systems, components, tools and equipment for a range of purposes(ACTDEK013 - Scootle )  
 
“Investigate how and why food and fibre are produced in managed environments and prepared to enable people to grow and be 
healthy.” (ACTDEK021 - Scootle )  
 
“Select appropriate materials, components, tools, equipment and techniques and apply safe procedures to make designed 

 
 
 

5/. Practical tips to get started teaching in an outdoor 
classroom. 

 

a. Moving outside: Plan how your students are going to move outside, 
make it fun e.g tippy toes or like mice in a line  and how are they going 
to arrange themselves when they get there. (e.g number tables similar 
to their indoor tables), while walking incorporate positional language 
“left’, ‘right’. Play Simon says: “Simon says stop”, “Simon says go”. 

b. Short exercises: Make each exercise no longer than 10 -15 minutes. 
c. Don’t stay static: Move groups from area to new area between 

exercises. More visual stimulation. 
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d. Team leaders: Delegate team leaders and encourage leadership 
qualities. (especially in mixed age composite classes) 

e. Time out area: Pre-plan a time out area for students that need to be 
separated from the class with compassion. Have similar equipment, 
nature supplies etc in the ‘time out’ location so they can still keep 
engaged. 

. 

 
 

6/. Harnessing volunteer parent teaching aids for the outdoor 
classroom. (sustainable community) 

 
Parents and the local community are an underutilised asset just waiting to be asked to 
volunteer at primary schools.  
 
An outdoor classroom is an easy and accessible way for volunteers to get involved. Each 
group in an outdoor classroom can do with a little extra ‘play based’ mentoring. 
 
Gardening is a passion that the local community loves to share. 
 
Cloud based rostering software like www.signup.com  
is an excellent resource to organise volunteers.  Links can be placed in the school 
newsletter. 
 
If your school operates a My Organic School Veggie Box Co-Op then you have access to a 
motivated body of parents with aligned health and nutritional values. 
 

 
 
 

7/. Finding the play based teacher inside of you. 
 

Play is all about presence, connection and empathy. The modern indoor classroom can 
quickly turn into a stressful, rules based environment. The outdoor classroom gives us an 
opportunity as teachers to step into a different style of teaching. However, to get to this place 
we need to firstly check in with our selves.  
 
 
Before an outdoor class Ask yourself questions: 
 

a. Do I feel stressed or anxious? Why?  
b. Do I feel spontaneous and playful?:  
c. What do I need to do to get to a place where I can effectively teach in a 

play based learning style? Maybe something as simple as a glass of 
water, a snack, stretching with the whole class etc can do the trick 
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‘Guided mediation’ to get into a play based learning state of mind:  
 
To access that place of play inside of you I’m going to guide you through a short visual 
meditation, so take a moment to close down your eyes if it’s comfortable and turn your gaze 
away from the outside world for a moment. Take a deep breath into your belly and 
slooowwlly exhale it out, allowing your whole self to sink, anchoring yourself in the present 
moment. Noticing the feeling of your feet on the ground wrapped inside your shoes and 
socks, feel and hear your breath flow through your body, the way your belly moves with it, in 
a soothing, lulling, rhythmic motion. Let yourself relax, relax into the depth of yourself for a 
moment, in acknowledging that just for this moment there’s no need to do anything, go 
anywhere, but be here, in your entirety, right now. 
  
From this space of presence, I want you to imagine yourself shrink in size for a moment, 
shorter legs, arms, body – the world around you becoming larger, looming over you. You are 
back in your 8 year old self – a child in Grade 2 or 3, remembering your teachers, where you 
lived, your closest friends perhaps, the things you did after school. And I’d like you to look 
back at this time in your life, as vaguely or vividly as you remember it, and try to recall an 
experience, when you were completely engrossed in the moment, fascinated, happy, curious 
and at ease – nothing else mattered…. It may have been as simple as playing with your dog 
in the backyard, or paddling in the water with siblings or a parent beside you, maybe it was 
listening to your favourite bedtime story as your mother stroked your hair… just take a 
moment to recall this timeless experience (long pause).  
 
Recalling in depth, the people or objects and colours around you, the sounds… smells… 
feeling of your environment… perhaps your thoughts, or your sense of thoughtlessness, the 
feeling in your body at this moment, soaking it aalllll in. The whole thing, and you in it. The 
world as a mysterious, limitless place, with endless possibilities for dreaming and discovery 
(long pause).  
 
And now, slowly let that memory gently fade away, with gratitude for your unique 
experience, that child who still lives and breaths inside you, the infinite discovery and joy that 
he or she knows exists in the world. 
 
Bring yourself back to the heartbeat in your chest, the breath in your grown-up lungs, your 
feet on the ground below you… a deep inhale, exhaling slowly… taking a few moments to 
open your eyes and rest in the residue of your memory.  
 

( With thanks to Dafna Kronental, mindfulness facilitator)  

 
 
 
 
Exercises:  

1/. Propogation 

2/.planting 
3/.tasting, smelling, exploring. 
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8/. The My Organic School living outdoor classroom 
design philosophy 

 
Thoughtful Design and easily expanded 
We believe the living outdoor classroom benefits from being beautifully designed, well 
positioned, irrigated, with excellent interactive signage, have attached tables for classes, 
excellent organic soil and a diverse assortment of start up organic seedlings planted and 
mulched to create an awesome learning facility.  It’s important that a plan for future  
expansion is taken into account. 
 

 
 
Thoughtful design and planning creates an outdoor living classroom that will have a 
significant impact on a school’s learning outcomes. The facility will be appreciated by 
teachers, students and parents who will embrace the living outdoor classroom as a 
cherished component of the school’s learning matrix.  
 
examples of my organic school’s interactive signage  
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9/. Resoucrces 
 

Australian Assc of Environmental Education 
https://www.aaeensw.org.au/our-work/nature-education 

 
 

Outdoor Classroom Day Ausralia 
https://outdoorclassroomday.com.au 

 
Sustainable School NSW 

https://www.sustainableschoolsnsw.org.au 
 

My Organic School: Outdoor Classrooms 
https://www.myorganicschool.com/outdoor-classrooms 

 
10/. Questions & feedback, notes. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Enquiries: David Walsman  
admin@myorganicschool.com  

0419265257 
www.myorganicschool.com 


