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Outdoor Education Experience:
Encouraging Students to Explore, Enjoy, and Respect Nature
Overview
The intent of the Outdoor Education Experience is to provide outdoor experiential education that encourages children to play in and explore nature.  Through his landmark book “Last Child in the Woods,” author Richard Louv identified a phenomenon many knew existed but couldn't quite articulate: nature-deficit disorder.  Louv wrote of the many benefits to children who engaged in nature play: increased self-esteem, improved psychological and physical health, and reduced stress, just to name a few.
Research has shown that children may spend 40-65 hours a week with electronic media.  Perhaps not coincidentally, childhood obesity has increased five-fold in the last 50 years.  Therefore, while the outdoor education experience is designed to enhance learning, it is also about reversing these dangerous trends.  Exploring the outdoors and the benefits of being in nature are strongly encouraged.  

The Outdoor Education Experience was designed to engage students in active, hands-on learning in a natural setting.  Small groups of students, led by a group leader and assisted by parent volunteers, rotate through a series of activity stations aimed at increasing their knowledge and awareness of the world around them.  These diverse stations are led by volunteer experts from government, non-profit, and educational institutions.  The students move through the landscape with the assistance of a learning “passport” that serves as a combination guidebook and workbook.  The cost of hosting an outdoor education experience is low and the reward is high.  So, what are you waiting for?  A group of dedicated volunteers is all that is needed to develop and provide a hands-on nature learning experience from which any young student can benefit! 
Success in Fremont County, Wyoming
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Local governmental, non-profit, and educational organizations joined together to develop a one-day outdoor education experience for approximately 120 fourth-grade students from Fremont County, Wyoming School District 1 in Lander.  The volunteers were tasked with formulating an event that inspired an appreciation for exploring, enjoying, and respecting the great outdoors.  The Lander schools were chosen as the pilot for the project due to their proximity to the host site, the Central Wyoming College Sinks Canyon Center (SCC).

Identify Who Could Be on the Team

The first step to developing an outdoor education experience is to identify potential members of a planning team.  In the case of Fremont County, Wyoming, an initial group of just a few individuals from one government agency and the SCC discussed what organizations could be involved.  This initial list included: the SCC and the local community college, U.S. Forest Service, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Bureau of Land Management, State Game and Fish Department, National Weather Service, Wyoming State Forestry, local Conservation District, Natural Resources Conservation Service, and a renowned outdoor leadership institution.
Representatives from these agencies were then contacted and asked to attend an introductory meeting to discuss and explore the possibility of participating in this unique outdoor learning environment.  Total time investment for most planning team members, including the one-day outdoor education experience, is about three to five working days over the course of a year.  Most of this investment is given in two to four hour portions.
Initial Planning Team Meeting

Your initial planning team meeting should be conducted at least three to six months in advance.  One of the first questions you may want to ask your newly assembled team members is, “Who is missing at this meeting?”  This will help identify other groups, such as the Audubon Society, Trout Unlimited, or a local non-profit or government agency that was overlooked in the development stage.  Invite interested members of these newly identified organizations to your next planning team meeting.
The initial project planning meeting focused on the need and the mission for the outdoor education experience, identifying a host venue and date, and brainstorming ideas for active, hands-on learning stations.

A sample agenda for the initial planning team meeting may include the following:

· Overview of the project vision

· Possible or preferred date and location

· How many and what students would be served
· Structure of the Outdoor Education Expo

· Number of students per group

· Who guides these student groups between stations?
· How long do the stations last?
· Brainstorm session - How many stations will we need?

· Can we integrate the lessons?

· Do we end the day with journaling or some similar activity?

· How will teachers follow-up?
· Set next planning team meeting date, time, location

It is important to identify a host location and a preferred date for the event.  This allows your planning team to approach the school district about your plans.  The school district and state department of education should also be able to assist your team in determining which grade would be best served through outdoor education.  Past experience has shown that fourth grade works very well both in terms of age-based learning objectives (i.e. benchmarks) and the level of interest and maturity of the students.  The educators of your chosen partner district should also be able to assist your planning team in identifying the learning objectives of the targeted grade.  Here are example learning objectives for the Fremont County, Wyoming, School District #1fourth grade.
- Students will relate structure to function in plant systems
- Students will illustrate the life cycle of plants
- Students will identify adaptations of plants that enhance survival
- Students will classify minerals by their basic properties
- Students will investigate the process of soil development
- Students will differentiate between a rock and a mineral and understand that they are
  non-living things
- Students will recognize, label and construct a diagram of the layers of the earth’s atmosphere
- Students will describe observable changes that affect the earth’s surface including volcanoes
  and earthquakes
- Students will identify the three main types of clouds and the weather they indicate
- Students will recognize the importance of measurement by analyzing how humidity,
  precipitation, air pressure, temperatures and wind affect the weather
- Students will investigate electricity and magnetism as they are encountered in daily life

Being able to introduce or address the benchmarks identified by your partner school district at some of the learning stations is important.  It will be much easier to gain buy-in from educators if your team can show the direct classroom educational benefits of participating in the outdoor educational experience.  This does not mean that each station must address a district benchmark; rather, once your planning team has identified those stations deemed most worthy of inclusion, see if the station facilitators can address appropriate benchmarks.
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Your brainstorm list may have two or three dozen ideas.  It is probably best to have some inkling as to which organization (or perhaps person) could best lead that interactive station.  You may not need to decide at this initial planning meeting which stations make the final cut.  Take time before your next planning team meeting to check and see if qualified leaders are available and interested.  It is very important to note during this initial station brainstorming session that the ideas are hands-on activities not lectures or computer-based slide shows.  The goal is to engage and excite children and encourage them to explore the outdoors.  We can think of nothing more boring or counter-productive than making them listen to a lecture or watch electronic media!  
Following your initial planning team meeting plan to consult with the partner district about your plans and confirm you are on the right track (or find out your headed the wrong way!).  Be sure to meet with school principals to gain their approval and with teachers to ensure they support the initiative.  This is a time when face-to-face communication is essential.  Engaging these educators early in the process will help you plan more effectively at future meetings and it also gives them a “heads-up” as to what is coming.  Check with the educators about potential event start and end times.  They will provide specifics as to when they can leave and when they must return to school.  Having this information assists greatly in setting the structured timeline.
Future Planning Meetings
Your group will need to address several important topics at future meetings leading up to about one month prior to the event.  Some of these topics include:

· Determining which ten stations from your brainstorm list to utilize
· Do you have leaders for each of those stations?

· Generate an outline of the day’s schedule with specific times 

· Who are the group leaders who will guide the students through the day?
· Creating teacher informational packets

· Walk the facility and lay-out the order of rotation between stations

The last item on this list will be invaluable to your group.  Take one meeting and walk the host facility or venue in the manner in which you plan to rotate the students.  This will allow the station presenters to find a location that works best for their station.  The walking tour also assists in determining if travel times between stations are reasonable, where bathroom break opportunities exist, and if any trail markings need to be added.  Marking trails or placing orientation flags between stations can save valuable travel time.  The walking tour will also allow your group to formulate a draft map of the site and station locations.
Another important consideration on this list will be deciding who will be the leaders for the student groups.  Rather than tap the teachers are planning team members it is suggested that other volunteers be sought.  College students in the outdoor education program at a local community college were an obvious choice in the Fremont County example.  A similar group may not be available for your event.  Perhaps there are other adults in your community dedicated to the outdoors who could assist in this role.  Avid fishermen, hunters, backpackers, or outfitters may be worth visiting.  You never know whose interest you may pique!
Station Topics
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Obviously, one of the most important decisions is to narrow down your extensive brainstorm station list to a desired number of sessions.  In the Fremont County example, the decision was made for group size to range from 10-12 students with a diverse mix of classrooms/schools.  Given the length of the typical school day it was determined these groups would rotate through 10 learning stations lasting approximately 20-25 minutes in length.  One other exciting idea was that of developing a “passport” that students would receive at the outset of the day.  Thought-provoking questions, resource lists, important learning points, a facility map, and event schedule would be included in the combination guidebook and workbook to lead the student through the outdoor education experience.  The passport design will be discussed in greater detail later in this document.

As an example, here are the ten stations that made the final cut in the Fremont County example.  Also included are the lead organizations for each station.  These organizations were responsible for finding the expert facilitator(s) to develop and lead the 20-25 minute hands-on learning activity. 

#1 Tread Lightly and How to Wade a River (USFS; BLM)
#2 Wildlife Scat and Identification (US Fish & Wildlife Service; State Game & Fish)
#3 Plant and Tree Identification (State Forestry; Cooperative Extension Service)
#4 Wildlife Ethics (State Game & Fish)

#5 Being Bear, Mountain Lion Aware (US Fish & Wildlife Service; State Game & Fish)
#6 Geology (BLM)
#7 Weather and Water (National Weather Service; local Conservation District)
#8 Bird Identification (Audubon Society)
#9 Aquatic Nuisance Species / Fish Identification (State Game & Fish) 
#10 Being Prepared in the Mountains and the Woods (BLM)

Structured Timeline

In this example of a structured outdoor education experience timeline, each station is allotted 25 minutes of activity time and passport stamping followed by five minutes of travel time to the next station.  The bus horn or air horn is used as the “bell” to signal the end of a session.  Facilitators should stamp passports and help the group leaders get the students promptly started to the next station.
Students remain on the bus while team members and group leaders address parents and teachers about what the day will entail.  Upon disembarking the bus, students go directly to the correct color-coded group as pre-determined by their teacher on their name tag (more explanation is given in the “Things to Remember” section).  Groups are 10-12 students in size with one group leader.
· 9:00 a.m. – All students arrive by this time; orient them in groups; to first station

· 9:10-9:35 a.m. – Station #1

· 9:40-10:05 a.m. – Station #2

· 10:10-10:35 a.m. – Station #3

· 10:40-11:05 a.m. – Station #4

· 11:10-11:35 a.m. – Station #5, Following students travel to station #6 location and eat lunch

· 11:40 a.m.-12:05 p.m. – Eat lunch – Students clean and pack out trash

· 12:05-12:30 p.m. – Station #6

· 12:35-1:00 p.m. – Station #7

· 1:05-1:30 p.m. – Station #8

· 1:35-2:00 p.m. – Station #9

· 2:05-2:30 p.m. – Station #10

· 2:30-2:40 p.m. – Return and load on buses for return to school

Time is tight, so try to identify within the natural progression of the station rotation where restroom breaks would be available.  Station facilitators should not supervise lunch.  This is a time for them to rest and recharge, albeit a very short respite.  The group leaders, parent volunteers, and teachers traveling with each student group are responsible for supervising the students during lunch.  It is advised that each group have two volunteer parents to assist with 
behavioral issues, restroom breaks, emergencies, etc.  The station facilitators will not be available to help.  This will need to be stressed to teacher ahead of time.

What Goes in the Passport?

The passport is an 8.5” x 5.5” booklet that is essentially a guidebook for the day.  Included are a schedule, site map, two pages of information and questions for each of the ten stations, and a few blank journaling pages in the back.

Be sure to include the schedule for the day.  It allows students, teachers, and group leaders an opportunity to orient themselves throughout the day as to what to expect next.  The site map has obvious benefits to all involved.  Not only can participants orient themselves toward the next station, but they can see where restroom breaks could occur and how far travel is between stations.

Each station facilitator typically provides a page of important reference information/take-home points and a series of questions (three to five) for the students to answer during their station visit.  Diagrams, photos, and logos are also generally included on these pages.  In most cases, the students have time to answer the questions during their station stop and facilitators are encouraged to discuss the themes to assist the students in completing their questions.  An example of station information and curriculum is provided in Appendix #.
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Leaving two to four blank pages at the back of the passport allows the students to journal their thoughts and feelings about their experience, either at the end of the day or upon return to the classroom.  If time is available, it is ideal to have the students journal in the natural surroundings in which they spent the day rather than in their classroom.  However, time and travel requirements may make this difficult.  The reflections in the journals will be another way the planning team can see which stations or events were memorable to the students if teachers are able to share.

What makes this guidebook unique is that it doubles as a passport.  The cover and backside have 10 distinct circles where the station facilitators stamp the passport in the same manner a traveler has her passport stamped upon arrival in a foreign land.  The passports are stamped at the end of each session.  Leaders are encouraged to find a stamp that reflects the content of their station (e.g. pine tree stamp for tree identification station, or a compass stamp for preparedness station).

Things to Remember Leading Up to the Event
It is important to provide informational packets to the teachers about three weeks prior to the event.  These packets will answer questions about student expectations, teacher and parent involvement, an outline of the day and stations, and some logistical needs.  The teacher packet should include:

· Cover letter from your team

· Venue expectations and rules – signed by educators and includes information about potential dangers (e.g. water crossings, inert bear spray, wildlife, etc.)
· How many / what kind of special needs students are there?

· Reminders that students should pack their own backpack with what they think they will need for the day, including lunch, sunscreen, extra shoes, hat, etc.

· Teacher resource list

· Pre-coded nametags for teachers to fill-out

Examples of the cover letter, venue expectations and rules, and teacher resource list are contained in Appendix #.
The nametags made group organization very simple and easy.  It is important to obtain the number of students in each classroom so that the correct number of nametags is distributed accordingly.  The nametags are color-coded shapes (e.g. orange triangle, blue square, etc.) with approximately two of each colored shape in a 20-student classroom.  Teachers then fill-in these nametags in advance of the event and distribute to the students the morning of their arrival.  This allows for a mixture of students from across classrooms (and perhaps schools) and allows teachers to separate students who operate better when not paired with each other (i.e. troublesome twosomes).  Perhaps just as important is that when the students exit the school bus they simply look for the group leader who is holding up a sign with their colored-shape and head their way.  This method has proved very efficient.
Conduct a walk-through of the venue with the group leaders the week of the event to ensure they know travel routes and expectations of them.

After Action Meetings
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It is good for the planning team to meet within a month of the event to confer about what went well and where improvements could be made.  Meeting three to four weeks after the event seemed to strike a good balance.  Wait too long and ideas and memories are no longer fresh, meet too soon and people aren’t yet ready to spend more time on this project.

Important ideas will arise that will allow the planning team to quickly put them into the planning cycle for the following year’s event.  You may realize that you need an afternoon in advance of the event to lead teachers through the event site, or that a morning briefing with group leaders and facilitators is needed.  Take time to visit about the following items:  passports, group leaders, schools/teachers/students, station success, facilitator needs, and logistical needs and changes.  Again, this is also a good time to reinforce what went well and to discuss those items you want to ensure continue as part of the curriculum.

It may also be a good idea to provide teachers, parents, and speakers a feedback form.  Whether paper or electronic, this form allows you to obtain additional feedback, especially from the volunteer parents and the facilitators who are not part of your planning team.  Ask them to complete the form prior to your after action meeting. 

Lessons Learned
You will undoubtedly learn your own lessons following each event you host.  The following list provides a few lessons learned and miscellaneous reminders from the Fremont County example.

· Host a briefing the morning of the event.  Invite group leaders, facilitators, and volunteers to attend.  This provides one last chance to answer questions, discuss late changes to the schedule, and ensure everyone is aware of what is about to take place.

· The school bus horn or an air horn will prove useful in signaling the end of session.  It is a trigger to group leaders that it is time to get students moving to the next station.

· If the venue is large in size it will be important to have site personnel equipped with two-way walkie-talkies.  Also, an all-terrain vehicle may prove handy when transporting students or teachers who may have difficulty navigating the terrain (e.g. someone with a broken leg). 

· Session facilitators should consider having an assistant or co-facilitator to allow for rest, strain on the voice, and overall sanity.  It can be a long day if you are on your own.  The mix of voices is good for students, too, and helps keep them engaged.
· Easy pop-up tents provide shade in areas where trees cannot and facilitators may want to think about this option.  Facilitators may also wish to bring several bottles of water or the planning team may wish to have water available for the facilitators, volunteers, etc.
· Develop a news release and distribute one to two weeks in advance of the event.  Follow-up with a phone call to those media partners who you personally know.  Media coverage is a great way to share the importance of your message and the unique partnerships being forged.
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