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Green Schoolyards America collaborates with school districts to 
transform asphalt-covered school grounds into park-like green 
spaces that improve children’s well-being, learning, and play while 
contributing to the ecological health and resilience of their cities.

Mission



CHILDREN 
…all children have daily access to nature right outside their 
classroom door, enabling dynamic hands-on learning across 
the curriculum, child-directed play, robust health, and a 
positive social environment. 

ENVIRONMENT 
…school grounds act as green infrastructure for their cities, 
helping to foster healthy urban watersheds, rich wildlife 
habitats, improved climate, and better air quality. 

COMMUNITY 
…school grounds are vibrant, welcoming centers for their 
communities, and the public lands managed by schools also 
function as public parks after hours. Access to this green 
space on school grounds is equitably distributed and within 
a short walk of every resident.

Vision We envision a future in which:



School grounds are 
an underused asset 
with enormous 
potential to help 
solve immediate and 
longterm problems. 

They need systematic 
investment to become 
thriving centers for 21st 
Century education, public 
health, community 
engagement, and ecological 
resilience.
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Greening school 
grounds supports 
urban resilience and 
can mitigate climate 
change. 

Developing school grounds 
as child-friendly green 
infrastructure can support 
local ecological systems, 
build wildlife corridors, 
infiltrate stormwater, cool 
urban heat islands, improve 
air quality, and sequester 
carbon.
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Climate
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School Grounds are Important 
to Building Resilient Cities





National COVID-19 Outdoor Learning Initiative 
Reopening Schools with Outdoor Learning
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National COVID-19 
Outdoor Learning 
Initiative 

MISSION 

• Support schools and 
districts around the 
country in their efforts to 
reopen safely and equitably 

• Use outdoor spaces as 
strategic, cost-effective 
tools to maximize the 
number of students who 
can safely return to campus 
with physical distancing 
measures in place 

• Improve outcomes for 
learning, mental and 
physical health, and 
happiness

https://bit.ly/COVID-OutdoorLearning



Benefits of  
Outdoor Learning 
During COVID 

• Fresh air outside greatly 
reduces the risk of virus 
transmission  

• Increased meeting space for 
classes, so more students can 
return to school more often 

• Outdoor seating areas can  
be placed near resources for 
hands-on learning 

• Being outside improves 
access to nature, which has 
therapeutic mental health 
benefits:  

- reduces stress 

- restores ability to  
pay attention
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Benefits of  
Outdoor Spaces 

• Useful at any scale:  
from one teacher taking her 
class outside to read a book 
under a tree, to a grander 
vision of 100% of students 
returning to outdoor 
classrooms across an entire 
school district 

• Suitable for a variety of 
school programs: 

- PE and recess 
- Lunch and other meals 
- Library, art, music, garden, 

and other special classes 
- Before/after school 

programs
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Historic precedent  

100 years ago, schools 
around the world went 
outside to reduce the 
spread of tuberculosis  
and Spanish flu. 

Outdoor learning is 
a time-tested 
approach to keeping 
school open during 
a pandemic.

Public Domain Ecole de plein air, Suresnes/Wikipedia, via TreeHugger

Public Domain Ecole de plein air, Suresnes/Wikipedia, via TreeHugger



National COVID-19 
Outdoor Learning 
Initiative 

STRATEGY 

• Reframe outdoor learning as 
“Plan A”— and online and 
indoor options as “Plan B” 

• Help schools and districts 
create plans to move as 
many classes and school 
programs as possible into 
school grounds and parks 

• Use low-cost materials to 
create outdoor classrooms 

• Invest in permanent items if 
longterm use is possible 

• Plan for local weather  
(heat, rain, snow, wind) 
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Equity is Central 

• Return students to campus 
where they can access a 
safe, stable environment 
and connect with school 
resources most effectively 

• Prioritize the most 
vulnerable students with 
the highest needs  

• Include the school 
community in the decision-
making processes 

• Provide outdoor clothing 
along with infrastructure to 
ensure that all students are 
equally warm and dry as 
seasons change
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Outdoor Learning Working Groups

10. Funding 
and Economic 

Models

3. 
Park/School 

Collaboration

1. 
Equity

9. Local and 
State Policy 

Shifts

6.  
School Program 

Integration

5. Staffing 
and Formal/
Nonformal 

Partnerships

2. 
Outdoor 

Infrastructure

7. 
Community 

Engagement

8.  
Heath  

and Safety

4. Outdoor 
Learning and 
Instructional 

Models

11.  
Community of 

Practice for Early 
Adopters

National COVID-19 Outdoor Learning Initiative



https://bit.ly/COVID-OutdoorLearning

Online Resources 

Working Groups #1 - #10 

• Producing materials to create 
a free online “how-to manual” 
for taking learning outside 

• Collaborating to help 
generate a coordinated 
pandemic response 

• Some resources are already 
on our website and others will 
be posted soon 

Working Group #11 

• Convenes schools and 
districts to discuss plans for 
outdoor learning and share 
ideas and strategies 

• Open, national public 
meetings every other 
Tuesday



Indoor-Outdoor 
Strategy 
scenarios to  

consider to add  
onsite capacity 

Existing 
Outdoor 

Infrastructure 
seating, shelter, gardens 
and other resources for 

hands-on learning

Seating 
Placement 

students face away  
from the sun, 

classrooms spaced apart 
for sound

Staff  
Capacity 

availability, training, 
external support 

External 
Resources 
nearby parks, 

funding for  
materials 

Equity 
ability to meet 

everyone’s needs Seasonal 
Climate 
wind, heat,  
rain, snow

Site Planning 
Considerations  
for Taking  
Learning Outside 

Every school site and school 
district is different.  

It is important to assess the 
physical characteristics of 
each school ground to help 
determine outdoor seating 
capacity and feasibility.



Campus Assessment 
Tool for Outdoor 
Classroom 
Infrastructure 

• 1st step in the site 
planning process to  
record program goals 
and assess outdoor 
infrastructure needs  

• This is posted on our 
website, on the outdoor 
infrastructure page. 

https://www.greenschoolyards.org/
outdoor-infrastructure



SM

green schoolyards america
greenschoolyards.org
A project of Earth Island Institute

POTENTIAL OUTDOOR CLASSROOM 
CONFIGURATIONS WITH 6’ SOCIAL DISTANCING  
SCALE MODELS BELOW ASSUME EACH OUTDOOR CLASSROOM FITS PART OF A CLASS 

10 students + 1 adult

12 students + 1 adult

14 students + 1 adult

Circle:  21’ diameter

Circle:  25’ diameter

&LUFOH����ƺo�GLDPHWHU

Amphitheater:  
22’ dia. outside & 10’ dia. inside

Amphitheater:  
22’ dia. outside & 10’ dia. inside

Amphitheater:  
25.5’ dia. outside & 13.5’ dia. inside

(14 – 16 students)

Grid:  18’ x 18’

Grid:  18’ x 18’

Grid:  18’ x 18’
(rotated)

Key:     student

6’ distance
adult

Class Configuration 

How much space does each 
outdoor classroom need, if 
everyone is 6’ apart 
outside? 

Most schools want to seat 
~15 students. 

Seating: ~30’x30’ space 

Shelter: ~40’ x 40’ canopy 





Walk the school site. 
Document potential outdoor 
classroom locations. 













Mobile Equipment 

What do teachers and 
students need to bring  
with them outside? 

STUDENTS 

Tote bag or backpack  
to carry: 

• Water bottle 
• Seat cushion 
• Clip board 
• Pencils 
• Sun hat 
• Sunscreen 
• Weather-appropriate 

clothing 
• Notebooks/books 
• Hand sanitizer
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Mobile Equipment 

TEACHERS 

A wagon or cart to carry: 

• Water bottle 
• Folding chair 
• White board 
• Clip board with 

emergency contact 
information 

• Writing materials 
• Sun hat 
• Sunscreen 
• Weather-appropriate 

clothing 
• First aid kit 
• Hand sanitizer
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Emergency 
Schoolyard Design 
Volunteers 

This program matches 
schools and districts with 
design teams to help plan 
outdoor classroom layout! 

Schools sign up here: 

Designers sign up here: 

https://bit.ly/Schools-sign-up

https://bit.ly/Design-sign-up
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Augmented Reality 
Outdoor Classroom 
Simulation 

• New, free tool simulates 
what outdoor classroom 
spaces will look like in your 
own schoolyard 

• Based on our site plans for 
outdoor seating 6’ apart 

• Developed by Sean Corriel 

• Requires 
an iPhone  
running  
Safari 

• Beta  
software 

https://www.greenschoolyards.org/outdoor-infrastructure
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Recorded 

Outdoor Learning 
Health Webinar 

How to use outdoor learning 
spaces to help control 
COVID-19 transmission as 
schools reopen

Speakers:	

Dr.	Caesar	Djavaherian,	M.D.	
Co-founder	and	Medical	Director	at	Carbon	
Health	

Dr.	Nooshin	Razani,	M.D.	M.P.H.	
Associate	Professor	of	Epidemiology	and	
Biostastics	and	Pediatrics,	and	Founder	and	
Director,	Center	for	Nature	and	Health,	UCSF	

https://bit.ly/COVID-Health-Outside
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What Does Outdoor 
Learning Look Like 
in Action, During 
COVID? 

Case studies on our website 
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San Mateo County Office 
of Education (SMCOE) 

SMCOE is collaborating with 12 
school districts to put plans in 
place for outdoor learning. 

• Portola Valley School District 
has opened for K-2, using 
outdoor classrooms in their 
daily routine. Others will be 
opening soon. 

• SMCOE is supporting school 
districts by helping to assess 
their sites, provide guidance on 
outdoor infrastructure, and 
connect to community partners. 

• Some SMC private schools have 
reopened using outdoor 
classrooms. SMCOE is 
partnering with them to 
document best practices.G
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= District working 
on outdoor learning 
with SMCOE

https://bit.ly/OLI-SMCOE
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Portland  
Public Schools 
Portland, Maine 

• 17 schools 

• 6,750 students in PK-12 

COVID Reopening Plan 

• 5,000+ students chose a 
hybrid learning model 

• 156 new outdoor classrooms 

• 204 outdoor easels 

• 33 shelters 

• Warm clothing 

• 50% of teachers now report 
using outdoor learning on a 
regular basis

https://bit.ly/OLI-PortlandPS



G
ol

es
ta

n 
E

du
ca

tio
n

D
er

ek
 P

ie
rc

e,
 C

as
co

 B
ay

 H
ig

h 
S

ch
oo

l P
rin

ci
pa

l



G
ol

es
ta

n 
E

du
ca

tio
n

Linden Waldorf 
School 
Nashville, Tennessee 

• ~200 K-8 students 

• 9 new outdoor classrooms 

• Custom designed 

• City building permits 

• Initial concept to 
installation in 5 weeks! 

• Classes opened in 
September 

• 100% of students outside 
95% of each day

https://bit.ly/OLI-Linden
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Golestan Education 
El Cerrito, California 

• Independent school 

• 100 children PK-3 

• Reopened preschool and 
summer camps June 
22nd, opened school 
Sept. 5th with a waiver 

• 2 classes 100% outside 

• 4 classes open walled and 
frequently outside

https://bit.ly/OLI-Golestan
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Scaling Outdoor 
Learning as a 
Pandemic Response 

Many districts across the 
country have plans in place 
or in progress.  

Most are not yet discussing 
them publicly because 
tensions are high. 

The bigger an institution is, 
the longer it takes. 

Key barriers: 

• Mindset shift to outdoors 
• Permission 
• Funding 
• Communication with 

teachers’ unions
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Large Scale  
Equity Problems 

Existing building codes and 
planning processes are not set 
up to meet the needs of this 
health emergency. 

• VARIATION: By state and location 

• STANDARDS: Multiple standards 
and building codes for public, 
charter, and private schools 

• COST: Can be 5 - 10 times more 
expensive to build shelters at a 
public school 

• TIME: Generally takes months 
rather than weeks to move from 
concept to useable space  

• RISK: Public schools are left with 
more risk and poor outcomes as a 
result 

• SCARCITY: Competition for tents
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Strategies to Set 
Districts Up for 
Success 

• Mindset shift: Support 
outdoor learning as 
Plan A 

• Help the teachers get 
comfortable outdoors first 

• Assess and use existing 
resources before investing in 
new infrastructure 

• Encourage creative thinking 
and pilot / prototype 
development for localized 
solutions  

• Standardize “classroom kits” 
for district-wide 
implementation, to simplify 
ordering (several options)
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Strategies to Set 
Districts Up for 
Success 

• Think beyond outdoor 
classrooms, to include meals, 
physical education, specialty 
classes, and before/after care 
programs  

• Build partnerships with local 
organizations and nonformal 
education institutions (e.g. 
museums) 

• Coordinate infrastructure with 
local agencies  
(e.g. parks departments, city 
governments) 

• Share information and lessons 
learned 

• Prioritize children’s happiness 
as a design goal
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What do districts need 
to move forward? 

• Leadership from the top — 
at the state and local levels 

• Policies at the state and 
local levels that support 
outdoor learning, remove 
roadblocks, and provide 
permission and 
administrative support 

• Coordination and rapid 
mobilization, like we have 
seen for restaurants 

• Automatic approvals for a 
selection of carports, tents 
and other lightweight 
shelters that are fast and 
inexpensive to install
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What do districts need 
to move forward? 

Funding to: 

• Build and maintain outdoor 
infrastructure 

• Support additional staff to 
allow smaller classes, 
usually required for COVID  

• Buy weather-appropriate 
clothing to ensure equity
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What Do Districts 
Need to Move 
Forward? 

• Professional development 
training to increase teacher 
comfort with outdoor 
instruction 

• Outdoor Wi-Fi access for 
schools that would like it 

• Collaboration at all levels 
of scale, from school boards 
and district administration 
to unions, school 
communities, and students
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The field is at a 
tipping point.  

We are seeing a 
significant shift in 
mindset across the 
country.  

The time to act is now. 

School grounds are a major 
asset that can be mobilized. 

Outdoor infrastructure is 
centrally important both for 
immediate COVID-19 response 
and for longterm use. 

Invest now to solve the crisis, 
and reap benefits in the years 
to come.
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National COVID-19 Outdoor Learning Initiative 
Move toward a greener, healthier future outside

https://www.greenschoolyards.org/covid-learn-outside

https://www.greenschoolyards.org/covid-learn-outside



