PAPER FOR 2002  NAAEE CONFERENCE

 “A Widening Circle of Success; Schoolyard Education in Arlington County, Virginia”


This presentation describes significant progress in schoolyard education in Arlington, Virginia and reasons for this success.  Participants will receive materials about a nationally recognized schoolyard program (Tuckahoe Elementary), a model for nurturing community involvement, and testimonials by teachers and administrators.  


Over the past decade there has been steady growth in the use of schoolyards (the immediate environs of any school) for educational purposes.   Formally begun in England, the modern phenomenon of schoolyard education has become quite popular in the United States, with hundreds of programs across the country.  Efforts to promote the schoolyard as an educational resource in Arlington, Virginia began in 1995, and the early progress of these efforts was reported in a paper at the 1999 NAAEE conference.  The present paper reports on the significant progress made in schoolyard education in Arlington since 1999 and the reasons for this success.  Included in the report is a description of one schoolyard program that has become a national model (Tuckahoe Elementary School), a review of increased participation by other schools around Arlington, and testimonials by teachers and administrators at all levels of the county’s public schools as to the effectiveness of the schoolyard education program.  This paper also analyzes the reasons for the success of the schoolyard program in Arlington with an emphasis on its value as a context for interdisciplinary education and the widening circle of community input.  Participants will come away from the presentation with a replicable model for establishing a schoolyard education program, a model for nurturing community involvement, and testimonials by peers of key players in their own communities. 
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I. General introduction to schoolyard education 


Students, teachers, parents, and others at schools in Arlington, Virginia (a diverse, urban and suburban community just outside of Washington, D. C.), are rediscovering the schoolyard:  the learning environment including the neighborhood and other immediate environs of a school.  In schools all around the county, gardens are sprouting up; parks, historical sites and other areas of interest within walking distance are being visited; nature trails are being blazed; and maps and aerial photographs being studied.  Students are venturing beyond the four walls of their classrooms and taking a hands-on, active role in their own education.  


Schoolyard education is inherently interdisciplinary.  For instance, studying local trees in the schoolyard is likely to blend and employ a number of skills and disciplines including art and writing skills, science, history, mathematics and others.  The schoolyard offers opportunities for active and involved “hands on” education that appeals to a wide variety of learning styles.  Studying an old aerial photograph and then finding similarities and differences in the present day landscape sharpens observation skills and allows for an intimate understanding of local history.  Observing and drawing a tree and its parts at different seasons result in a gut-level understanding of life cycles.  Planting and tending a garden increases a child's understanding of life cycles, plants, weather, and ecology.  


The local, first-hand nature of education in the schoolyard also allows students to take ownership of the educational process to a degree not possible in the classroom alone.  Children studying erosion by taking on an erosion control project can see the success of their efforts and feel proud of it.  There is mounting evidence gained through research and case studies that taking advantage of the schoolyard as a teaching resource yields positive results in categories ranging from test scores to behavior.   And, in general, kids like variety and being outdoors.  


This paper reports on great progress in the use of schoolyards for education in Arlington (especially since 2000), offers information and materials for developing schoolyard programs elsewhere including a model for schoolyard development, “pitfalls” to avoid and testimonials by key players at all levels of Arlington schools.  

II. History / context  

There have been a number of efforts to use areas surrounding schools as educational resources in Arlington (Hodges, 2000).  In the 1970’s Arlington County 4-H developed summer and after-school programs integrated within the surrounding neighborhood and school gardens. In the early 1990s, Abingdon Elementary created a “Seeds of Change Garden,” partnering with the Smithsonian Institution.

Beginning in 1994, Arlingtonians for a Clean Environment (ACE) and Potomac Overlook Regional Park organized regular meetings for those within Arlington interested in the use of schoolyards as educational settings.  From 1996-1997, ACE also produced a monthly newsletter to serve as a networking tool.  PTA’s were one of the principle sources for funding many projects, and parents have played a big role in schoolyard education.  At Ashlawn Elementary School, for example, a team of parent volunteers coordinated all the planting and maintenance of the school’s many outdoor learning areas, and helped develop lessons for teachers to use in the classroom.


In 1997, Arlington Public Schools (APS) funded summer positions for teachers to develop schoolyard activities matched to the Virginia Standards of Learning.  Curriculum was developed for K, 2nd, and 4th grades.  Several schools also hired staff to make schoolyard-SOL connections.  For example, Oakridge Elementary School hired a teacher who helped integrate the use of the school’s National Wildlife Federation (NWF) schoolyard habitat across the curriculum for all grade levels.

III. Progress since 2000


There has been much more progress in promoting the use of the schoolyard
for educational purposes since the last reporting in 2000.  This progress has resulted in schoolyard education becoming an “institutionalized” part of the educational experience at some schools and the possibility that this may soon be the case for APS in general.  During the 2000-2001 school year, Tuckahoe Elementary School hired Beth Reese as the school’s outdoor education coordinator.  In this position, Ms. Reese oversaw the design, use and maintenance of the schoolyard education program. She served as a resource teacher available to teach students directly or offer support for classroom teachers who wanted to use the schoolyard to teach the curriculum. She also worked with the PTA schoolyard committee to manage volunteers and funding of the program.   



During the same year, staff at Potomac Overlook Regional Park in Arlington established an informal, but significant partnership with Tuckahoe Elementary School.  At the end of the school year, this partnership was recognized by APS in its Partnerships in Education reception.  Potomac Overlook staff provided consulting on schoolyard programs and improvements, helped with plant and animal identification, presented programs in the schoolyard, and otherwise contributed to the growing schoolyard program at the school.   This helped teachers increase their knowledge, awareness and comfort level in the schoolyard.


During 2001-2002, Ms. Reese’s position was expanded to include the job of county-wide outdoor learning assistant through the science department. In this role she continues to run the Tuckahoe Discovery Schoolyard Program and act as advisor to other schools wishing to use their schoolyard for teaching. Tuckahoe’s program thus serves as a “lab” in which to field test ideas that can then be shared with others.  Ms. Reese is also documenting the growing number of schoolyard programs in the county so that schools relatively new to the concept need not “reinvent the wheel.”


During the past two years, there have been a large number of workshops and training sessions that have helped increase the educational use of the schoolyard. In 1999, the NWF established a partnership with APS and ACE and trained 5 schools to build wildlife habitats and align curriculum goals to it.  These 5 schools were subsequently the focal points of an all-county schoolyard bus tour.  In Spring, 2002, NWF completed their third group of school workshops, bringing to ten the number of schools in Arlington that have received training - almost half of the elementary schools. The trained schools have a lasting commitment to schoolyard learning, most likely because they made the effort to create a diverse and committed team that took time to apply their new knowledge to their unique school site and community.  These teams had their school principals’ support - a very important element for sustainability of any schoolyard effort.  2001, Potomac Overlook staff presented a teacher workshop entitled “Sustainability in the Schoolyard” which showcased outdoor activities to teach energy, water and agriculture
issues.  Potomac Overlook staff also presented an all-school workshop at Randolph Elementary School.  Many other workshops and sessions have been held in addition to those noted here.   



The APS administration has given much support in the past two years towards advancing schoolyard education.  The APS science department hosted two “Rediscovering Science in the Schoolyard” workshops.  They were introductions to low-cost, interdisciplinary lessons that anyone can do in any schoolyard to explore topics such as weeds, rocks, surveying, seeds and more.  Curriculum supervisors have been very helpful in advancing opportunities for schools to develop their schoolyard education programs. For example, the science department paid educators during the summer to align state standards with schoolyard lessons. They have funded teachers’ trips to schoolyard conferences, and reiterated to lead teachers their support for hands-on, interdisciplinary lessons in the schoolyard.  The science department also distributed schoolyard education newsletters, produced by ACE, to all science lead teachers. 



The APS board, too, has been vocal in support of schoolyard efforts. The school board was very involved in creating the Outdoor Learning Coordinator position discussed above. The school superintendent also requested an instructional presentation at a school board meeting in 2002 to present examples of schoolyard learning throughout the county. A principal, students, resource teacher, and others were invited to share examples of successful teaching in the schoolyard.  In addition, the school superintendent invited the director of the Arlington Outdoor Lab, Neil Heinecamp, and Beth Reese to be interviewed about Outdoor Education in Arlington on his monthly school cable spot (“15 minutes on Instruction”).



Another significant development during the years 2000 - 2002 was the
institutionalization of incorporating schoolyard considerations into the architecture of new and renovated schools.  This included the creation of courtyards, planning easy access to the outdoors, energy efficient design and raising awareness in the facilities and maintenance department about the needs of “outdoor classrooms” (including safety, cleanliness, regular services such as mulching, etc).  The maintenance department now has a repertoire of raised garden designs that they have built in Arlington schools, and a protocol for taking schoolyard education into consideration when building playgrounds and other structures.  A budget is being planned for funds to address annual outdoor classroom needs (such as trees, timbers, mulch, hoses, etc.) for each school. 


Together, these and other advances have created a new “climate” for positive change in schoolyard education – and therefore overall education - in Arlington.   A large and growing number of people and schools have seen the benefits of tapping into the vast resource just outside their walls, and this is resulting in more successes and less wasted or repeated efforts.  There is a widening circle of success.  This success will help APS (and potentially other school systems) to further improve and institutionalize schoolyard education.  The remainder of this paper provides information and insights towards this end.

IV. A Model for Developing Schoolyard Education


Much of the early progress in schoolyard education in Arlington was realized at Tuckahoe Elementary School.  This school now serves as a “laboratory” at which activities and curricula are “field tested” for use at other schools.  Many written materials have been produced at Tuckahoe and Potomac Overlook Regional Park that have helped teachers in Arlington expand their educational uses of the schoolyard.  For more information, visit www.arlington.K12.va.us/schools/tuckahoe/schoolyard. 


The following section is a condensation of two of these essays entitled:  “10 Steps To Creating Your Schoolyard Learning Program,” and “Rediscovering the Schoolyard in Arlington County.”  This section suggests positive steps to undertake and some pitfalls to avoid in ensuring the successful use of the schoolyard in education.

“10 Steps To Creating Your Schoolyard Learning Program,”

Plant The Seed: vision and understanding

1. Raise awareness about the general benefits of using the schoolyard as a teaching resource.   Share articles, videos, websites, quotes and testimonials that illustrate the importance of this approach. Collect and share inspiration, research, share your enthusiasm! Introduce terms such as outdoor classrooms, living laboratory, and others.  Educate the school community.

2. Articulate and share the mission of your own schoolyard program - in words and pictures, articulate what it would mean for your particular school. Create a logo, mission statement, a name for your project. Consider the special goals and opportunities at your school and tailor-fit this movement to your school community. Create a special area for displaying inspirational materials. 

Gather the Stakeholders  

 3. Develop a Planning Committee - Create a steering committee of staff, parents, community members who are invested in the idea of using outdoor classrooms. Have several meetings to plot a course- think of people with strengths in the educational goals; volunteer management; communication; fundraising; building and design. 
4. Work with the Administration- Align the project goals with those of your administrator(s). Learn what their hopes and dreams are for the school. Appreciate what they are accountable for and create a program that helps fill their needs. Always help your administrators succeed in the eyes of their supervisors and the parent community. Allow them to share in the publicity and limelight when possible. Always get scheduled events, use of the school, etc.. approved by the office- no surprises.
5. Empower students and teachers- Allow students and teachers to dream about what they would like to do in the schoolyard and what they would like to have in the schoolyard. Provide surveys, “dreaming” bulletin boards, free-thinking exercises in which the teachers and learners imagine a living classroom. They will take ownership if they are the designers of their space.


Provide regular teacher training. Invite organizations to run on-site workshops or

demonstrations on how to teach using your schoolyard- once teachers and students have seen it modeled, they will be more confident trying it themselves. Find ways such as grants and “in-house” funding to compensate teachers to write the curriculum for your outdoor classrooms. Some grants will provide funds for curriculum design.

 6. Expand the circle of support- Look outside your immediate PTA community for stakeholders. Local garden clubs, businesses, historical societies. scout groups, civic associations, nonprofits, Master Gardeners, retired neighbors… will be very excited about the new kinds of learning opportunities and the improvements you are making to community space. Seek groups that like to do community service- host family workdays with refreshments and get publicity to highlight the community support. Do not be afraid to approach a business, church or civic group to enthusiastically seek their help- funds, time, in-kind donations or publicity. Every little connection leads to more connections- treat your supporters well- it multiplies over time.   Expanding the circle of support within and outside of the school system is, perhaps, the most critical element of ensuring the success and long-term viability of a schoolyard education. 

Ensure Sustainability

 7. Identify curriculum connections- Take time to develop schoolyard activities that correlate with state educational standards.  Once teachers and parents understand that many standards can be taught in the schoolyard (and often in a much more enjoyable and meaningful way), they will want to develop similar lessons themselves.  Illustrate how lessons can have a variety of subject connections- science, math, social studies and others.

8. Fundraising- Never be afraid to ask individuals and groups to support an important project like yours. People like to support positive contributions to their community, so provide a variety of opportunities for them to give. Keep the fundraisers related to your mission– money, in-kind materials, time.  Sell something (commemorative bricks for the patio; annual flowers; vegetables grown by students). Hold an event –(Yard Sale for the schoolyard; a home and garden tour). Seek in-kind materials (plants, tools, lumber, photography equipment, etc.). Ask for donated time or services (to write grants, to maintain a garden, to give a teacher training, etc.).
9. Document your successes- Take pictures constantly. Capture “before” and “after” shots, students in action, flowers in bloom… display them on your dreaming board or in a photo journal in the office. Laminate them and pass them around at meetings Have students retell the project with a photo story.  Record student and teacher quotes and testimonials.  Keep track of the kinds of things teachers are doing in the schoolyard. When you list them you may be amazed at the variety of activities and different subjects taught. 

10. Renew- Plan opportunities to renew the enthusiasm and learning of the adults in your school community.  Annual teacher workshops, visits to other schoolyards in the area, in-house “dreaming” meetings, celebration events, hosting tours or workshops for other schools are all ways to keep the momentum going. Rituals are powerful ways to refresh and renew- solstice celebrations, International Schoolgrounds Day, Arbor Day, etc.. help everyone come together and feel great about what you’ve done. 

V. Avoiding “Pitfalls”


Just as important as the positive steps for building a schoolyard education program is avoiding pitfalls that commonly stifle its development – especially when a school is just starting to explore schoolyard education.   Following are three examples of such pitfalls.
1. The Pitfall of  “The schoolyard is for science only”


There is a strong tendency for us to think of the schoolyard’s benefits too narrowly.  One reason for this narrowing of focus is the perception (stated or implicit) that “The schoolyard is for science only.”  Although science is an obvious topic to be taught in the schoolyard, much is missed if we stop here.  In addition to science, children can use the out-of-doors to learn more effectively about shapes, colors, textures, observation and art skills, writing skills, mathematical concepts (especially measurements, area, variability, etc.), local history, or almost anything else in the curriculum.  The faster all subjects “come on board,” the faster the schoolyard will be used to its greatest potential.

2. The Pitfall of Equating the Schoolyard With “Schoolyard Gardens” or “Schoolyard Habitat” Alone


This is a corollary pitfall to that of “The schoolyard is for science only.”   Because many schoolyard efforts began as gardening projects, I is sometimes difficult to get past the idea that “schoolyard” inherently means “schoolyard garden” or “schoolyard habitat.”  Although gardens and wildlife habitats are extremely useful educational tools, there is no “a priori” reason that they should be the only ways to teach in the schoolyard.  When undue emphasis and attention are put on these two components of a schoolyard, a universe of other possibilities for education can easily be ignored or lost.  What’s more, gardens and habitats are time-intensive and sometimes expensive.  This leads us to perhaps the biggest pitfall of all . . . .

3. The Pitfall That Something Must be Done or Added to the Schoolyard to Realize Educational Benefits

 
Any schoolyard in Arlington could be used in a variety of ways to improve education without one dollar ever being spent or one “improvement” ever being made.  The existing curriculum could be better addressed than it is now, kid’s enthusiasm for education could be heightened, and the goal of interdisciplinary education could be more effectively realized by venturing out into the schoolyard more.  What’s more, all of this could happen without having to spend even one hour doing anything to the schoolyard to prepare it.  To a large degree, the schoolyard is just waiting to be used as it is.  The richness and teaching potential of the “unimproved” schoolyard can be hard to see amidst the tangle of projects and additions we sometimes get caught up in.


Many lessons simply do not require additional time or money.  For instance, a lesson on weather and cloud types is best done by direct observation outside with nothing but the pencil and paper a student already has.  Learning the concept of area can be done effectively and made fun by measuring the sides of a ball court or other schoolyard feature with a tape measure or yardstick and writing the figure for each feature’s area with sidewalk chalk or masking tape.  A myriad of valuable lessons require nothing more than to venture into the schoolyard with nothing more than common, everyday materials – if anything at all.  

VI. Testimonials


Does schoolyard education really work?  Is it worth the time and effort to venture out of the traditional classroom to develop schoolyard education?  Increasingly the answers to these questions is a resounding “yes!”  Research and case studies show that this common-sense approach to education help improve education from a number of standpoints.  Following are testimonials from some people involved with education in Arlington as to the benefits of schoolyard education.  

1. What some kids said:


Following are excerpts from the speeches given by three students from Tuckahoe Elementary School to the Arlington School Board during a presentation to the board about schoolyard education. 


A. Callie Prince, 1st Grade


We wrote diaries pretending we were Beatrix or her brother Bertram.  We will also be writing our stories about the squirrels, birds and other animals in our own schoolyard.  This spring, we planted a garden just like Mr. McGregor’s.  Every week we have a garden lesson and take care of our plants.  We are growing peas, lettuce, carrots and more.  Someone even spotted a rabbit snooping around!  I can’t wait till our harvest party!  I love learning outdoors like this because I get to do it myself!  


B. Charlotte Foran, 3rd Grade


We learned about simple machines this fall with life-size spools, seesaws, pulleys and inclined planes in the schoolyard.  In this picture you can see the big spools behind us.  One is cut like a square, one like a hexagon and the other is round.  Before we tried the experiment, we had to make predictions in our science log.  How many 3rd graders do you think it took to roll the square one?  We were amazed that we needed 8 kids to move it.  Just 4 kids rolled the hexagon spool and just one girl got the big round spool moving.  But it took 4 of us to stop it!  I will never forget how simple machines work after using my muscles, brain and teamwork to figure it out!


C. Hank Resing, 4th Grade


In our 4th grade classroom, called Colonial Village, we get to use simple machines and natural resources just like the colonists did.  [Hank naturally referred to the Colonial Village as a “classroom” because all of the outdoor stations at Tuckahoe are referred to as such.]   Last week we prepared the soil and planted our cash crops – corn, soybeans, flax and cotton.  We don’t have a hose so we have to draw water from a barrel!  This picture shows us harvesting herbs from our kitchen garden.  Do you know what a “tussy mussy” is?  It is a bouquet of good smelling herbs and flowers that you can hold to your nose when you need a sniff of something fresh.  Early Virginians needed them in long, summer meetings with other colonists that were wearing hot stinky wool suits! 


I have spent a lot of time in our Colonial Village.  I come to all of the schoolyard workdays with my dad because I really like using my hands to learn.  I think it is easier for me to remember all the facts about Virginia history when I am practicing them in the village.  And it makes me proud to help build a place that kids will keep using over and over again even after I graduate from Tuckahoe. 

2.  What some parents said:


A. Carolyn Wilson, Jamestown Elementary parent 
 

I am a parent of two Jamestown Elementary School children, and I'm also a professional research scientist.  When I first learned about the Schoolyard Habitat Program sponsored through the National Wildlife Federation (through my participation on the ACI's Science Advisory Committee), my first question was "Why don't we do this at Jamestown?"  The next thing I knew, I was putting action where my mouth was as co-leader of Jamestown's first Schoolyard Habitat Team.

We are nearing completion of our first Schoolyard Learning project.  In simplest terms, this is a pollinator garden - the garden required to qualify for the National Wildlife Federation's mini-grant. However, it's really so much more than that.  We have chosen a Native American theme for the space, named Pamasawuh, meaning "Beautiful thing we created".  The students at Jamestown voted for the name for the SYH space.  We have built into the site a fire ring (made of large boulders), a bluestone path, a bog, bird baths made of soapstone.  Pamasawuh has the potential to teach children about many things - how did Native Americans use some of the plants for food, for making dye, for tea?  What is the cycle of pollination?  What are the parts of a plant?  What plants will attract butterflies, and other insects?  How do the plants change with the seasons?  Do all plants produce seeds?  Are the dispersion mechanisms for the seeds all the same?  What parts of the garden will the birds enjoy?  Will any plants provide enough shelter for animals to nest? And many other questions.

In addition, our schoolyard habitat will teach children respect and understanding for nature and its cycles.  The schoolyard habitat will provide teachers a beautiful space for demonstrating important principles of learning, including many required by the Virginia SOL's.  We have reviewed the Virginia SOL's and found that a majority of SOL's in each grade level in all subject areas could be taught through the Schoolyard Habitat.  Children will find that learning through hands-on experiences in the Schoolyard Habitat can be creative, fun, exciting, and challenging.  As a parent, what more could one ask for a child than such a wonderful educational experience?  Surely schoolyard learning will reinforce the enjoyment of education and learning for the life of our children, while beautifying our community, and providing habitat for local wildlife.  

While developing our Schoolyard Learning space has involved many hours of hard work on my part as well as hundreds of hours from dozens of volunteers, the benefits we are already seeing in this young project are compelling and meaningful in so many ways -- how could anyone not want to get involved in developing a space for Schoolyard Learning?



B. Michael Zito, APS High School Biology teacher and Tuckahoe Elementary School parent  (letter to Robert Smith, Superintendent of Schools).

Dear Dr. Smith:

I am a fortunate resident of Arlington County.  My daughters attend Tuckahoe Elementary School and have been immersed in the development of the Discovery Schoolyard.  As I am sure you recognize, The Discovery Schoolyard Project at Tuckahoe is an exemplary program on a National scale.  Through the tireless work of numerous parents, teachers, students and the community at large the bulk (but not all) of the physical schoolyard has been completed.  At the same time, the staff at Tuckahoe continues to develop an engaging, interactive curriculum that inspires our children to higher levels of understanding and inquiry.  

In May of this year the last countywide secondary science meeting of the year was held at Tuckahoe Elementary School. The choice of locale was, in part, to showcase the progress and promise of Tuckahoe’s hands-on Discovery Schoolyard Project.  The response of my colleagues was one of awe and excitement.  Some were even inquiring as to how they might get their children into the program.  These Arlington Educators recognized the value of the hands-on experiential program at Tuckahoe in preparing children for advanced study at the secondary level.  

While I appreciate that successful programs are difficult to replicate at other schools, we should as an educational system support the sharing of strategies that work.  The Outdoor Learning Coordinator position at Tuckahoe functions in large part as an outreach coordinator who would be there to benefit all schools in Arlington wishing to implement any part of the Outdoor Learning approach being incubated at Tuckahoe.  The Coordinator also saves our teachers invaluable time and effort by cultivating community partnerships that contribute experience and expertise to our efforts.

I recognize that you have many difficult budgetary decisions to make in the coming weeks.  It is my hope as a parent and educator, for the reasons outlined above, that the funding request for the Outdoor Learning Coordinator position at Tuckahoe will be given careful consideration in your deliberations.   Thank you.

3. What some teachers said:


A. Laurette Byram, 5th grade teacher and member of schoolyard planning committee - Randolph Elementary School


We feel the outdoor classroom is extremely important because the majority of our children live in apartments. The outdoor classroom gives students the opportunity to explore nature and appreciate their natural surroundings. Many of our students are second language learners. The outdoor classroom allows them to connect with their fellow students and teachers through language and experiences. In addition, taking the students to an outdoor classroom opens up a whole new world of learning skills to the students. Through hands-on lessons and activities they learn problem-solving, fundamentals of design, responsibility, ownership, and being part of a larger community. They also develop an appreciation for the natural environment, school pride and community involvement. 


An outdoor classroom has much more than a science focus. At Randolph, we have integrated writing, math, art and language acquisition as well as science concepts. While our butterfly garden is the ideal environment for discussing life cycles, metamorphosis and habitats, our future amphitheater will provide a setting for a broader curriculum focus. Stepping outside also provides our students with an immediate change of pace from classroom routine. Behavior issues are often removed and special needs students respond well to the non-confining environment while self esteem is enhanced for all students as they work together. For second language students the "learning playing field " is often leveled in the outdoor classroom.


We at Randolph feel strongly that the outdoor classroom provides an exciting environment in which the students, teachers, curriculum, and community create a fabric of successful learning. 



B. Linda Williams, 4th grade teacher at Arlington Science Focus School after ASFS Schoolyard Habitat Day 2002


There is a direct correlation between a student's sense of belonging to  
something important, something bigger than self, and a student's commitment to 
and success in school.  When I heard students explain to parents what part of a 
garden they had participated in, and why it was important to pollinators, I was 
delighted.  But when I saw one student point to a pile of dirt on the sidewalk 
and proudly tell another, "I swept that pile of dust myself!!", I knew he was 
hooked.  He knew in his heart that he had done something worth doing, and took 
pride in it.  


The schoolyard engages heart, mind, and body in work that generates inquiry, 
provides challenges, and inspires students to share talents hidden in ordinary 
classroom experiences.  Making time for students to have this kind of outdoor 
education indicates a school's willingness to invest in the kind of "messy" best 
practice that makes students love learning and love school.


4. What a principal said:


Cynthia Brown, Principal, Tuckahoe Elementary School (Address to School Board, May 16, 2002)


You heard many positive attributes that can be associated with using the schoolyard as a context for learning and teaching.  As a principal, I view this natural resource as a great way not only to provide instructional diversity but also to actively engage all learners and build community among students, staff, parents, and community members.  People want to be helpful and involved and administrators are always looking for ways to benefit the instructional program by using the skills and talents of parents and staff.  Just as each student has unique learning needs and styles, each school has diverse needs and goals.  Administrators value programs or curricular activities that allow flexible implementation.


Therefore, it is important for schoolyard activities to fit well and be compatible with a particular school’s needs.  It is also very educationally sound and cost effective to use the schoolyard just as it is.  Schoolyard lessons and activities are extremely versatile and can work in any size schoolyard.  The instructional merit remains the same; it’s meaningful, relevant, challenging, and contextual.  All one really needs is access to trees, shrubs, and grass.  Mother Nature and the teachers do the rest.  Working together as a team to interact with a school’s natural surroundings promotes community bonding and provides another opportunity for active involvement in children’s education. . . . I feel [schoolyard education] effectively meets the needs of the whole child and enhances student learning. 

5. What a curriculum supervisor said:


Mark Johnston, Science Curriculum Supervisor, APS (comments in presentation to APS School Board on schoolyard education).

When a classroom lesson is disconnected from the real world, you don't get the same results. When kids don't see the connection, the principles being taught have less meaning.  APS supports outdoor learning.   We're trying to provide support to schools that are motivated and ready to develop their own schoolyard programs.     
6. What some school board members said:


A. Mary Hynes, Chair of APS Board, in response to two schoolyard questions: 



1. “Why would a school board support expanded use of the schoolyard?”

It’s simple, really.  Working in the schoolyard(observing, measuring, drawing, digging and reflecting(helps children and teachers build intentional, real connections to the physical world.  In Arlington’s increasingly urban setting, schoolyard learning excites and stimulates all of a child’s senses, increasing the possibility that a teacher can access each child’s strongest intelligence. 

In the end, I believe children feel a real sense of purpose about their learning in the schoolyard.  Their actions and observations have meaning and connect them to the world in ways that textbooks cannot.  They feel important and confident in their ability to use their gifts to develop knowledge, draw conclusions and hone understanding.  The schoolyard helps to create more empowered learners.



2. What encourages teachers to use the schoolyard effectively?  


Two things are critical, I think. The first is good curriculum that ties explicitly to mandated state/national standards. If each teacher had to figure out how to weave the schoolyard experience into his/her classroom, the children would probably leave the building once a year! Teachers have many tasks today and easing the transition to schoolyard as instructional tool is important.


The second is a message of support from the school division.  In Arlington, that message has come in a number of ways. The School Board has set money aside to develop curriculum and has created a support position devoted to schoolyard teaching.  The Board has also encouraged school communities who are undergoing building renovation/expansion to consider how the schoolyard will be easily accessed and used. Principals have devoted staff meeting time to schoolyard dreaming planning and critiquing. Finally, parents and the broader community have generously brought their talents to the schoolyard as volunteers. The most important encouragement, though, comes from the children themselves when they respond to excellent schoolyard experiences in ways that teachers might not have anticipated!


B.  Elaine Furlow, APS board member


Last weekend Bob (my husband) and I were taking one of our "walks to a 
school," and we headed to Tuckahoe. I showed Bob the colonial log cabin and 
native plants, the Greek columns, the gardens outside each classroom with 
easy access just a step or two away. "It would be fun to be a kid here. 
This stuff you'd remember doing the rest of your life," he said. And to me 
that's part of the value of the Discovery Schoolyard at Tuckahoe. It's a 
natural, hands on way to learn about science, but also to learn about math 
and geography, about history and writing, even about economics like the 
fifth graders' "garden business."


Learning by doing, with your classmates and with volunteers in the wider 
community, also makes a young person feel connected in a positive, 
memorable way. Given the traumas and troubles in the world, that feeling of 
being valued, of being connected, is something to appreciate more and more. 
In return, the community itself has gotten invested in Tuckahoe.


Last fall during a schoolyard workday, I talked to a grandmother who was 
visiting from New Jersey. "I wished I lived in Arlington," she said, "and 
I'd be over here volunteering every day." People want to be involved at 
Tuckahoe and that involvement strengthens our schools. The connection makes 
our whole school system more solid and helps us to perpetuate a democratic 
society in which many people feel ownership of our schools, and work with 
us to improve student achievement. Thanks to Tuckahoe and its many 
schoolyard habitat supporters  for such a wonderful contribution to 
Arlington and to our young people.



C. David Foster, APS School Board member, in excerpts from letter in support of schoolyard education 

My colleagues and I are, of course, very supportive of efforts to expand outdoor education opportunities.  Whether on the grand scale  . . . or simply by taking advantage of one's existing schoolyard, outdoor learning helps to advance the goal of rising student achievement.  Outdoor learning is inherently "hands on" learning, which for so many means "mind's on" as well.  Outdoor learning is also multidisciplinary.  It lends itself to effective instruction in subjects ranging from the sciences (from archeology to zoology) to mathematics (surely I was not the only one for whom the right angle and the hypotenuse came alive on the baseball diamond) to the arts and literature (do not all of us have our own Walden Pond or Egdon Heath somewhere in our creative mental recesses?).  Whether measured by standardized test results or lifelong learning habits, outdoor education complements so many of our instructional objectives.

Outdoor learning is both community-building and connectional.  It is community-building because it can inspire staff from different grades and instructional areas to work together on a project benefiting the entire school.  As we have seen in Arlington, diverse groups of parents, neighbors, and even alumni are typically drawn to the effort.  Outdoor learning is also connectional.  What one school discovers in its outdoor environment can be shared readily with other schools through efforts such as yours--then refined, expanded, and shared again.  With planning and hard work, the cycle of life can become a district-wide cycle of learning.


7. What the APS Superintendent said:


The Arlington Public Schools and Schoolyard Learning

Robert G. Smith, Superintendent

July 26, 2002

The Arlington Public School System supports and promotes schoolyard learning, recognizing that it can reflect much of the best of what we know to represent good instruction and important learning.  Whether conducted in well-developed schoolyard habitats with sophisticated equipment or in an open field or natural puddle, schoolyard learning is characterized by vital connections made between the student and learning, among students, and among the disciplines taught in public schools. 

Most schoolyard lessons tend to focus on what John Dewey called learning by doing, or so-called hands-on approaches to solving problems.  Among other things, students observe, classify, measure, hypothesize, construct, experiment, and write.  Many of these lessons, additionally, treat multiple disciplines.  For example, disciplines such as biology, history and language arts are combined when conducting a lesson, developed by an Arlington teacher, entitled "Herb Gardening in Colonial Times". Finally, most schoolyard learning is by nature social, involving students in working together as they make connections between their lives and the subjects they learn. 

VII.  CONCLUSION


There has been tremendous progress made in the schoolyard education movement in Arlington since 2000, with increasing numbers of schools and teachers using the schoolyard extensively as an educational resource.  This success is rooted in the fact that the schoolyard is not only a resource but also a context for interdisciplinary education and a physical place where students can associate with it in a tangible manner.  The ideas, models and testimonials that Arlington has used to develop schoolyard education within the county may be useful to other schools and school systems.  Input from other educational communities is welcome as Arlington continues to widen its circle of success in schoolyard education.  
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