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School Grounds and Outdoors

The grounds and outside spaces of a campus are an important part of a school's overall physical
infrastructure. School grounds serve many purposes for students and the school community, from
recreation and play opportunities, to learning and ecological resources. Growing evidence shows that
young people have less access to time outdoors than a generation ago." Access to the outdoors is
also influenced by socio-economic conditions, with youth living in historically under-resourced
communities having fewer opportunities to experience the outdoors in healthy, learning-conducive,
and environmentally-beneficial ways.? Utilizing school grounds for students to spend time outdoors is
an opportunity to ensure all children have access to the benefits of being outdoors.

Increasingly, K-12 schools of all types across the
United States. are adopting practices aimed at
“greening” their grounds and outside spaces, with
efforts sometimes referred to as “living schoolyards”
or “green schoolyards.”® The aim of green
schoolyards or schoolyards with access to greenery
and natural elements is to strategically maximize the
use of a school’s grounds to benefit learning, health,
recreation, and the environment.
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and in the surrounding natural environment can have

beneficial results for students' attention, focus, and social emotional learning.* Evidence shows that
exposure to nature can improve students’ concentration, reduce stress, improve self-discipline, and
improve retention of subject-matter content.®> Schools can use their outside spaces for learning
through the installation of outdoor classrooms and school gardens and by incorporating
environmental concepts into curriculum and instruction practices.

Health Benefits

The outdoors are a part of the overall environmental quality of a school that can affect student health,
including through air quality, water quality, and potential exposure to contaminants. Additionally,
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access to the outdoors benefits students physical and mental health.® Research shows, however, that
most children today have fewer opportunities to play outdoors now than in previous generations,” and
that children are now less physically active. Current findings suggest that, taken together, increased
exposure to pollutants and less access to nature are associated with declines in students’ health and
well-being, such as higher rates of asthma, learning disabilities, and obesity.® Schoolyards are thus
an important place for students to have access to play, participate in outdoor recreation, and
experience nature, all of which have the potential to reduce stress and improve their physical health.

Ecological Benefits

K-12 public schools manage an estimated two million
acres of land in the United States. Public schools may
improve their environments by making modifications to
school grounds that benefit their communities. For
example, schools may improve the water quality in their
local environments through features such as bioswales,
permeable pavers, and other stormwater infrastructure
which restore groundwater resources, reduce flooding,
and prevent pollution from entering local watersheds. In
areas where excessive heat is prevalent, schools can
work to reduce heat on their grounds by planting trees,
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allow students to learn about them. One example of
schools serving as habitat is the proliferation of butterfly waystations on school grounds. Improving
local environmental conditions assists in preserving local ecosystems which benefits both schools
and their communities. Furthermore, each of these features serve both environmental and hands-on,
active learning purposes.

Conclusion

Schools can use school grounds and their outdoor spaces for the benefit of student learning and
health as well as the planet. Schools can access resources to learn how they can improve their
grounds and outdoors on the Green Strides School Sustainability Resource Hub. Organizations such
as Green Schoolyards America, Children and Nature Network, and National Wildlife Federation offer
free resources on outdoor learning and natural play environments on school grounds.
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