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Learning Objectives 

• Discuss research-based strategies for creating quality outdoor play 
environments that provide unique hands-on learning experiences that 
support creativity, imagination, and learning outdoors. 

 
• Summarize developmentally appropriate play elements and design best 

practices that align with early childhood accreditations and requirements 
for outdoor play and learning environments. 

 
• Outline a variety of resources and ideas to extend classroom learning 

outdoors in areas such as creative arts, circle time, math, dramatic play, 
science, literacy/language, music, sensory-motor, sand/water, and social 
and motor skills. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We hope today’s presentation will inspire and empower you to advocate for play every day and that you will leave with applicable information that will help you create a quality outdoor play and learning environment that you can easily extend classroom learning outdoors in new, fun, and exciting ways.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Think back to your fondest childhood memories in play.  Where were you?  Who were you with?  What emotions did you feel?
Opportunities to engage in meaningful play experiences in which one is fully immersed in play fosters happy, healthy, and productive communities that value and appreciate the many benefits of play.  
Like many adults, we have fond memories of childhood afternoons spent on playgrounds. We recall chasing pals in and out of crawl tubes, challenging ourselves to reach for “one more” rung on an overhead ladder, hanging out atop a dome with friends, corkscrewing down a spiral slide the first time, and gliding freely through the air on swings. The playground was a haven for enjoyable, interactive physical  and social activity. We were moving, problem-solving, freely expressing ourselves, and loving every minute of it. 



Community Benefits of Play 

Play is the foundation for learning… 
• Growth and development 
• Healthy physical, social, emotional, and intellectual 

development 
• Enjoyment and emotional fulfillment 
• Creativity, individuality, and imagination 
 

Play fosters communities who… 
• Value the benefits of play  
• Support  people of all ages and abilities  
• Connect with the wonders of the natural world 
• Learn through meaningful experiences 
• Engage in physical activity and healthy life balance 
• Promote creativity and imagination 
• Create passionate members of society 

 
 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Children are at their highest level of development when at play.  Play is dynamic, active-an integral part of children’s growth and development, allowing children to discover their full potential.  Play is the foundation of learning and provides enjoyment and emotional fulfillment.  Children learn about the world around them through self-created experiences where they are free to express their creativity, individuality, and demonstrate the ability to imagine new worlds.  
 Play fosters communities who….

The research is clear- play is critical for children, families, and communities and is absolutely necessary for a healthy society.  




 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Intellectual and academic learning 
• Mood and memory 
• Stress relief 
• Disease preventative  
• Heath and healing 
• Self-esteem and self-confidence 
• Social interaction 
• Sensory stimulation 
• Exploration and discovery 
• Language and communication 
• Attention restoration 

 
 

 

Developmental Benefits 
Powerful effects on the whole child 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Research across multiple disciplines reveals unprecedented insight into the developmental benefits of outdoor play and playgrounds.  Play contributes to academic learning, sharpens fitness, elevates mood and memory, lowers stress, helps prevent disease, and promotes physical and mental health and healing.  These benefits are evident across the life span.  Indoor/outdoor early childhood programs and environments should emphasize experiential, hands-on learning and playful teaching.  Consider the your outdoor play and learning space as a living laboratory- a magical place for living and learning.  



THE MIND 
Cognitive Development 

•Ideas & problem solving 
 
• Logical & critical reasoning  
 
• Language & symbolic thought 
 
• Exploration & interaction 
 
•Imagination & dramatic play 
 
•Abstract Thinking 
 
• Ability to focus & control behavior 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Cognitive Development
Exploration & interaction with 
  the environment which leads to
  enhanced curiosity, discovery 
  & creativity




THE BODY 
Physical Development 

•Physical fitness/strength 
 

• Gross & fine motor 
 
• Flexibility 

 
• Aerobic & muscular endurance 

 
• Perceptual-motor development 
  (hand-eye) 

 
• Basic, refined, and coordinated movement 
skills (locomotor, manipulative & balancing) 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Physical development



     

THE SPIRIT 
Social-Emotional Development 

•Communication/Expression of feelings 

•Cooperation/Sharing/Turn-Taking 

•Negotiation/Compromise/Conflict resolution 

•Assertion 

•Concepts of friendship, love, & belonging 

•Moral  judgments 

•Play signals 

•Trust 

•Leadership  

•Self-expression 

•Self-esteem 

•Self control 

•Compassion/Empathy 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Spirit- the sheer joy of being in touch with others
Interpersonal – sharing, compassion & belonging�The worlds of academic achievement and that of peer relations are not separate,  indeed, the two are interrelated. If children do well in one area, they tend to do well in the other…                                            										-Pellegrini, 2005 
Cooperation
Longer periods of engagement
Attention restoration
Social skills
Language
Full immersion with the physical environment
Joy of being in touch with others



 

PLAY 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Addressing the needs of the whole child



Learning 
Intimately Engaging Young Minds 

 
 
 
 
 • Cross-curricular 

• Individual interests and learning styles 
• Creative, adaptive, and problem-solving 

functions of the brain 
• Learning, memory, concentration, and 

mood impact directly can influence 
academic performance 

• Establishing relationships with the 
environment and its people 

• Develop strengths and experience successes 
• Dynamic, relevant, and developmentally 

appropriate 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Playgrounds offer immense opportunities for extending classroom learning and intimately engaging young minds.  You outdoor play environment provides a natural classroom of interdisciplinary, collaborative, and hands-on experiences.   Learning outdoors can be cross-curricular and address all developmental domains.  



NAEYC Accreditation Criteria 
  

Physical Environment 
Outdoor Environmental Design 

 
Standard #9 

 

Outdoor play areas, designed with equipment that 
is age & developmentally appropriate & that is 
located in clearly defined spaces with semiprivate 
areas where children can play alone or with a 
friend, accommodate:  
 
• Motor experiences such as running, climbing, 

balancing, riding, jumping, crawling, scooting 
or swinging. 

 
• Activities such as dramatic play, block building, 

manipulative play, or art activities. 
 
• Exploration of the natural environment, 

including a variety of natural & manufactured 
surfaces, & areas with natural materials such as 
nonpoisonous plants, shrubs & trees 

 
• Adaptations are provided so children with 

disabilities can fully participate in the outdoor 
curriculum and activities 

Aligning to Early Childhood Accreditation 
Requirements  

Presenter
Presentation Notes

Address early childhood standards and accreditation requirements
Extend Classroom Learning in areas of science, math, literacy, music, etc.





 
ross Motor Equipment 

• Accessible for at least one hour a day 
• Access without a long wait 
• Equipment stimulates a variety of skills 

(balancing, climbing, ball play, pedal 
toys, etc.) 

• Adaptations made or special equipment 
for children with disabilities. 

• Both stationary and portable gross 
motor equipment used. 

• Stimulates skills on different levels (Ex. 
ramp and ladder access to structure 

 
 

Aligning to Early Childhood Accreditation 
Requirements  

Early Childhood Environment 
Rating Scale (ECERS) 

 
 
 
 



 

Activities 

• Fine Motor- Many developmentally appropriate fine motor 
materials of each type 

 
• Art- Many and varied art materials 
 
• Music- Available as both a free choice and group activity  
 
• Blocks- Some block play available outdoors, block area 

accessible for play for substantial portion of the day 
 
• Sand and Water- Provisions for indoors and outdoors daily, 

variety of toys accessible for play 
 
• Dramatic Play- Props provided for active play outdoors, 

props around themes accessible for substantial portion of 
day. 

 
• Nature/Science- Materials are accessible for a substantial 

portion of the day, and everyday events used as a basis for 
learning about nature 

 
• Math/Number- daily activities used to promote skills 

 
 

 

Aligning to Early Childhood Accreditation 
Requirements  

Early Childhood Environment 
Rating Scale (ECERS) 

 
 
 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Promoting acceptance and diversity
Materials and pictures that show different races, cultures, ages, abilities, and gender.
Free Play
Occurs for a substantial part of the day both indoors and outdoors.
Ample and varied toys, games, and equipment provided for free play.
New materials for free play are added periodically.
Group time
Many play activities done in small groups or individually.
Provisions for children with disabilities
Modifications made in environment,  program, and schedule so that children can fully participate.
Children with disabilities are integrated into the group and participate in most activities.
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Head Start Early 
Childhood Framework 

The Domains  
The 11 Domains represent the overarching areas of 
child development and early learning essential for 
school and long-term success. The eight domains of 
the original Framework, listed below, are retained 
and in some cases renamed. The domains in the 
revised Framework are:  
 
1. Physical Development & Health  
2. Social & Emotional Development  
3. Approaches to learning  
4. Language Development  
5. Literacy knowledge & Skills  
6. mathematics knowledge & Skills  
7. Science knowledge & Skills  
8. Creative Arts Expression  
9. Logic & Reasoning  
10. Social Studies knowledge & Skills  
11. English language Development  
 
 

Aligning to Early Childhood Accreditation 
Requirements  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Only one aspect of a 
Quality Play Space 



Research-Based 
Best Practices & 
Considerations 
 
 
Designing Quality Outdoor 
Play and Learning 
Environments 
 
 
• Diversity 
• Variety 
• Developmental Challenge 
• Nature 
• Physical Activity 
• Inclusion 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Loose Parts
Nature
Inclusion
Physical Activity
Learning
Healthy Risk Taking
ETC




Physical & Social Variables 

• 4 processes that interact to 
promote the growth of 
intelligence: 
– Maturation 
– Physical interaction with objects 

in the environment 
– Social transmissions of 

knowledge through experiences 
with people 

– Equilibration (constructing 
knowledge by organizing & 
relating experiences) 

Piaget (1952) 

2 of the 4 can be directly influenced  
   -physical perceived knowledge 
   -socially transmitted knowledge  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Play is very much a social event.  We have the ability to directly influence the physical design and what happens in the space socially.



Keep it in Perspective 

-Adult-functional: 

Explanations & descriptions about the 
functions & values of play – facilitating 
healthy development 

 

-Child-experiential :                                                                             

Personal, experiential value is of equal, 
if not greater, importance 

  
         David Elkind, (2003). Thanks for the Memory:  

                                    The Lasting Value of True Play. Young Children. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Link this memory to the child-experiential perspective because what they shared is most likely the sensation, the feeling, the experience itself like, “I remember feeling like…or I remember being so proud when I was able to do… and not a direct developmental benefit like, “I remember developing my upper-body strength.”

Keep your focus child centered.  The design decisions should be based on what the child actually experiences during play. 
 So often decisions like aesthetics and play activities are made based on adult preferences.  While this is important, we believe it is important to focus on the adult and child perspectives so that we are also focused on design decisions based on what the child experiences and feels.  What are their sensations during play, what are the physical and social experiences that they will remember for a lifetime?

David Elkin, the author of The Power of Play reminds us to consider two perspectives of play.  Both are important as we design inclusive play environments.  

He comments on the value of the adult-functional perspective-meaning all of the developmental benefits that we, as adults, know are so good for children’s physical, cognitive, social, and emotional development.  However, he also reminds us that it may be even more important to consider the child’s actual experience in play.  This is the perspective that is so often overlooked yet critical for children of all abilities.  

Create activities around the play experiences and feelings of the child.  



Types & Forms of Play 
TYPES 
• Autonomous 
• Parallel 
• Associative 
• Cooperative 

FORMS 
•Object Play/Exploration 
•Sensorimotor 
•Dramatic Play 
•Symbolic Play 
•Construction 
•Loose Parts Play 
•Organized Games 
•Work-Play Activities 



Develop 
appropriate 

environments 
that address 
the needs of 

the whole 
child! 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Jennie



SOCIAL/EMOTIONAL 



PHYSICAL  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Developmental Progression of Skills
Variety of equipment contributed to range of motion & resulting skills

Progression of Brachiating:
Fundamental beginning stages-hanging
Practice stages-hanging, inconsistent lead hand
Refining stages- hand to hand, leading hand emerges
Mastery stages- 6-11 years old, hand over hand, skipping bars, different ways of travel


Beginning- insert video
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Intermediate- insert video
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Presentation Notes
Advanced-insert video



SENSORY 



COGNITIVE 



COMMUNICATION  



Inclusion 
 Providing Equal Opportunities for  
Physical and Social Play 

•Make a fundamental statement 
about how you value and believe in 
every child’s right to play!  
 
•Recognize the strengths, 
individuality, dignity, and abilities of 
people of all ages and abilities! 

 
•Encourage equal play opportunities, 
full participation in active play, and  
promote independence! 

 
•Address social and physical inclusion 



So that … 
EveryBODY 

Plays! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The principles of inclusive design go beyond the minimum guidelines and stress that the products and the environment are more useable by the most people to the greatest extent possible.  It is not just about getting to the space, but what happens once you get there.




Resources: Inclusion 
Providing Equal Opportunities 
for Physical and Social Play 

inclusiveplaygrounds.org 



Nature 
Infusing the Natural World into  
the Everyday Spaces of Childhood 

• Intellectual, emotional, and psychological well-being 
• Independent mobility & connectivity 
• Physical activity, fitness, and health 
• Social interaction 
• Rich sensory experiences 
• Learning and hands-on experiences 
• Increased play value 
• Creativity, imagination, dramatic play 
• Inclusion 
• Stress reduction 
• Increased attention and focus 
• Intellectual, emotional, and psychological well-being 
• Self-esteem, self-confidence 

 

 
 
 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Opportunities for extending learning outdoors increase options for meeting state-mandated curricular objectives, certifications, and learning through play.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
 The Natural Learning Initiative has conducted several studies that support the benefits of playground naturalization.  Shown here, Cosco studied 3 preschool environments in NC. 3 centers from the same provider, with comparable facilities, teacher training, number of children, socioeconomic status. 30 children participated in each center (50/50. 47/53, 53/47). Her research showed that higher levels of physical activity are supported by curvy pathways, anchored play structures, open areas, and compact layouts.  A further study demonstrated that children were more active in playgrounds where equipment and nature were integrated or “mixed”.





              www.naturegrounds.org 

 
 
 

 
 
             
                 
               www.pathwaysforplay.org 

 



Physical Activity 
 
• Natural pattern of physical activity in 

children – short bursts of activity of 
mostly moderate-intensity exercise 
interspersed with brief periods of very 
vigorous exercise 
 

• Active Start- Physical Activity Guidelines 
for Children Birth to Five Years 

 
• 60 minutes to several hours of positive 

physical play daily  
 

• Impacts: 
 -academic achievement  
 -lifelong healthy habits 
 -Bone growth and development 
 -muscle strength  
 -lungs and heart health 
 -happiness 
 -self-confidence 
 -endurance and flexibility 

 
 
 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our country is experiencing a crisis. TODAY’S CHILDREN ARE THE FIRST
GENERATION TO HAVE A SHORTER LIFE than their parents.  1 in 3 children are obese or overweight. Children are designed to move. 
60 minutes- structured and unstructured 

THE FIRST 10 YEARS OF LIFE PROVIDE A
CRITICAL WINDOW FOR CREATING A LIFELONG
COMMITMENT TO PHYSICAL ACTIVITY



United States Centers for Disease Control, 2013  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We believe that playgrounds are the perfect place to get kids moving and to encourage a lifelong love of physical activity.  



6 Essential 
Elements of  

Physical Activity 

Brachiating/Upper Body 
Balancing 
Climbing 
Swinging 
Sliding 
Spinning 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Playgrounds contribute to overall child development and physical fitness while improving six essential elements of physical activity.  Play On! offers brachiating, balancing, climbing, swinging, sliding, and spinning activities along various challenge levels to provide an age-appropriate developmental progression of skills for children. 100 playground activities that emphasize these six play elements.  You can carefully design your playground around these six elements of play to promote physical activity.   

Brachiating Benefits: Improves upper-body muscular strength and endurance, promotes hand-eye coordination, and kinesthetic awareness.  
Balancing Benefits: Increases understanding of efficient body positioning and control when stationary or moving, promotes muscular strength and endurance, introduces mechanical principles such as center of gravity, equilibrium, base of support, and counterbalances that are essential in most sport skills.
Climbing  Benefits: Enhances spatial awareness, arm and leg coordination, development of body management skills, fosters whole-body muscular strength, endurance and flexibility.  Requires motor planning.
Swinging Benefits: Integrates a smooth and synchronized movement pattern, emphasizes the importance of timely energy transfer, promotes aerobic fitness, muscular force, and whole-body awareness
Sliding Benefits: Enhances core stability, dynamic balance, leg and hip flexibility.  Provides a body and spatial awareness multisensory movement experience.
Spinning Benefits: Develops kinesthetic awareness and postural control.  Improves comprehension of speed, force, and directional qualities of movement while providing rich sensory stimulation through proprioceptive movement and where there body is in space.  

Taking each of these six elements of play, we can design play environments that also address the developmental progression of skills by offering a variety of challenge through beginning, intermediate, and advanced level play activities.  This keeps kids engaged in healthy risk taking, builds self-esteem, and motivates them to move!




Loose-Part Play 
“Portable materials or “loose parts” are essential 

to developing more broadly based, creative, 
developmentally sound play environments that 

allow and stimulate spontaneous play.” 
 

-Dr. Joe Frost, Child Development Expert 

• Empowers creativity 
• Encourages cooperation 
• Offers multisensory hands-on 

experiences 
• Encourages children to plan, 

organize, discuss, build, create, and 
design their own games and rules 

• Child-directed play helps translate 
abstract images in their minds to 
concrete examples 

• Motivates and inspires movement 
• Promotes communication and 

discussion 
• Addresses individual learning styles 
• Promotes a sense of power, control, 

mastery, self-esteem, responsibility 
and ownership 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What are loose parts?
Easily moved materials for children to use while engaged in play
 They can be constructive, Moveable, Dramatic, Cooperative, or Creative
Physical knowledge or knowledge of the physical world that can be gained only by active experimentation with objects.  �-Jean Piaget’s Theory of Constructivism 
Constructing knowledge about the physical world means children are actively creating, testing, observing, drawing conclusions, and refining their own original, spontaneous ideas about how things work ad object phenomena.

Piaget’s developmental theory emphasizes the need for children to have opportunities to manipulate their own environment, experiment, and interact with materials to further promote learning. 




Presenter
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Natural Materials found outdoors
Manufactured materials that can be manipulated
Recycled materials or common household objects




Natural Materials 
•bamboo poles 
•bark wedges 
•straw bales 
•small stones 
•log stumps 
•tree cookies 
•trimmed branches 
•pine cones 
•leaves 
•seed 
•nuts 
•flowers 
•wood chips 
•and many more 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Any assortment of safe natural materials = instant imaginative build-your-own play area.
Encourages children to learn about the natural world
Provides multisensory experiences
Promotes environmental literacy
Allows “pickable” opportunities
Encourages creativity, imagination, and symbolic play
Fosters the desire to create, construct, move, and discover

All you need are the materials, the kids do the rest! Possibilities include: bamboo poles, bark wedges, straw bales, small stones, log stumps, tree cookies, trimmed branches, pine cones, large leaves, ropes or cord, burlap, cardboard boxes, and anything else you can think of. It's good to have this area near some structures to build against, like a wall, fence, a grove of trees, etc.  All materials should be frequently inspected to ensure no sharp edges or pointed ends. Disintegrating objects should be removed.





http://www.naturalearning.org/sites/default/files/imagecache/slideshow_large/sidebar_imgs/DSC06430.JPG
http://www.naturalearning.org/sites/default/files/imagecache/slideshow_large/sidebar_imgs/Kiddie%20Kollege%20DSC_0223%20LO.jpg


Equipment Selection 

Developmentally appropriate? 

Promote healthy risk-taking? 

Variety and diversity of play activities available? 

Beginning, intermediate, advanced opportunities? 

Address the developmental domains? 

Intentionally promote social interaction? 

Promote physical activity through play? 

Opportunities to engage with nature? 

Promote inclusion? 

Opportunities for loose-parts to be used? 

Additional learning opportunities? 
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Putting it all together 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Looking at your current play environment, you can begin to identify areas of strength and need to help you set priorities.  What learning categories does your outdoor play environment currently address? 



Outdoor Play & Learning Environment 



Multipurpose•Social•Nature 
Gardening 

Creative Arts Expression 
Fixed Play 
Equipment 

Sand Play 

Manipulative Equipment 

Social & Emotional 
Development 

Music 

Outdoor Play and Learning Centers 

 

http://www.marines.mil/_layouts/imagemeta.aspx?image=http://www.marines.mil/unit/mclbalbany/PublishingImages/2011/05/110511-M-7313-J-010.jpg
http://www.marines.mil/_layouts/imagemeta.aspx?image=http://www.marines.mil/unit/mclbalbany/PublishingImages/2011/05/110511-M-7313-J-003.jpg
http://www.bigtoys.com/products/large/MEC110_l.jpg
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OUT IS IN! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Extending Classroom Learning Outdoors
Reinforces concepts and academic learning in meaningful ways
Maximizes the value of outdoor play environments
Provides a natural classroom in which play and learning can be authentic, experiential, and relevant
Offers interdisciplinary, collaborative, cross-curricular, and hands-on learning
Supports rich sequences of play (Cosco, 2011)
Encourages creativity, imagination, and discovery
Allows extensive manipulation of environment and problem-solving
Injects novelty into the play environment which is important to maintaining cognitively high levels of play, such as symbolic play (Dodge and Frost, 1986)





Play-Work Continuum 

• Free Play  
• Guided Play 
• Directed Play 
• Work 

    “In order to use play effectively as a curricular tool, adults must have an 
intellectual understanding of the connections between play and learning. 
In addition, they must have personal experience of the power of play to 

enrich their own lives.” 

    -Doris Bergen (1998). Play as a Medium for Learning and Development. ACEI. 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is important to provide children opportunities for play along a developmental continuum.  A combination of free play, guided play, and directed play help children experience various things such as choice making, problem solving, creativity, socio-dramatic play, social interaction/games, following rules, self-discipline/confidence, etc. 
Free Play:
Greatest degree of internal control, reality, and motivation
Least bound by environmental constraints
GUIDED PLAY:
Occurs within a loosely defined framework of social rules, requiring children to give some special attention to externally imposed control, reality, and motivation.
Still conducive to freely chosen play but the environment may be more regulated than free play
More active adult role
DIRECTED PLAY
Has many externally imposed elements that are defined by adults and the play is often led by adults








3 Central Beliefs =Success 

Combining playground equipment, a 
creative program, and an enthusiastic 
facilitator can greatly enhance your 

programming efforts! 

1.  Involve a playful instructor 
 
2.   Offer learning benefits 
 
3.   Make activities   
      F-U-N! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Like many adults, we have fond memories of childhood afternoons spent on playgrounds. We recall chasing pals in and out of crawl tubes, challenging ourselves to reach for “one more” rung on an overhead ladder, hanging out atop a dome with friends, corkscrewing down a spiral slide the first time, and gliding freely through the air on swings. The playground was a haven for enjoyable, interactive physical activity. We were moving, problem-solving, freely expressing ourselves, and loving every minute of it. Playground time was revered, almost sacred time.

The successful promotion of physical activity and fitness in youth heavily relies on two key ingredients: 
a) make the activities FUN, and 
b) involve a playful, engaged instructor

Now, Beth is going to take you through some specific examples of activities that bring learning outdoors while addressing several of the learning categories.



“Play is often 
talked about as if it 
were a relief from 
serious learning. 
But for children 
play is serious 

learning. Play is 
really the work of 

childhood.”  
                     -  Fred Rogers 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BETH
The outdoors is the very best place for your children to practice and master emerging physical skills.  It is in the outdoors that children can fully and freely experience motor skills like running, leaping, and jumping.  It is also the most appropriate area for the practice of ball-handling skills, like throwing, catching, and striking.  And children can perform other such manipulative skills as pushing a swing, pulling a wagon, and lifting and carrying movable objects. ��Additionally, it is in the outdoors that children are likely to burn the most calories, which helps prevent obesity, a heart disease risk factor that has doubled in the past decade. With studies showing that as many as half of  American children are not getting enough exercise and that risks are showing up as early as 3, 4, and 5 years old. 
So outdoor play is a vital part of a child’s physical development.



  

 
 

• physical 
• social 
• emotional 
• communicative 
• sensory     
• cognitive 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
BETH
The outdoors has something more to offer than just physical benefits. Cognitive, social, and emotional development are impacted, too. Outside, children are more likely to invent games and explore objects with more curiosity and interest. As they do, they're able to express themselves and learn about the world in their own way. They feel safe and in control, which promotes autonomy, decision-making, and organizational skills. 

Although the children are playing to have fun, they're learning:
social customs (as they learn to play together and cooperate)
communication skills and vocabulary (as they invent, modify, enforce rules, and practice new vocabulary).
number relationships (as they keep score and count, measure, compare, explore fractions)
sensory  integration  (as they explore their world, using their senses to collect and process information) 
And age appropriate skills in science, social studies, literacy, art, music, and other cognitive areas.



  

 
 

Outdoor Learning Centers 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s talk about moving our learning center outdoors --- where children can practice important cognitive skills  learned in The InvestiGator Club and get some fresh air in a more play-based environment.



  

 
 

Sand & Water 
 
Materials: 
• cups, sifters, shovels, 

rakes, buckets 
• dinosaurs, or other 

small objects 
 
Objectives: 
• Explore volume  

(empty and full). 
• Measure fractions  
     (half, quarter, whole). 
• Compare weights 
• Find hidden objects. 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Option 1) 
The Sand table focuses on exploration of textures. Children begin to understand volume and quantities as they explore such concepts as  “empty” and “full.”  
You might want to encourage children (who are ready) to fill containers half way up or a quarter of the way up to experiment with fractions.  

Option 2)  
And  for great exploration, hide dinosaurs, shells, or other small objects in the sand and let young “archaeologists” dig to find the buried treasures. 



  

 
 

Science 
 
Materials: 
• boards or cardboard of 

different lengths and 
widths 

• objects that roll or slide 
• playground equipment 

(optional) 
 
Objectives: 
• Trace an object’s 

motion. 
• Observe properties of 

different objects. 
 

Ramp It Up 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Option 1)   
A nature walk is a great way to enhance children’s appreciation of the natural environment. Ask them to tell you what they're seeing, hearing, and smelling. Encourage them to touch – to discover the smoothness of a rock, the                                 roughness of bark, and the fragility of a dried leaf. For young children, these are great outdoor science experiences.  Then, bring the rocks, bark, leaves, bugs, slugs, and other interesting objects back  to the outdoor Science Center for more in-depth exploration. 
Option 2)
Here is another idea.  This activity from our Outdoor Play Cards, called Ramp It Up encourages children to experiment with ramps, objects, and motion.   Children lean boards against play structures or benches to make ramps. Talk about what happens when children raise or lower the ramp, change the length of the board, and roll and slide heavier or lighter objects. 




  

 
 

Gross Motor 
 
Materials: 
• yardsticks, traffic cones, 

beams 
• game and playground 

equipment 
 
Objectives: 
• Use words to describe 

relative location (over,  
under, through, in) 

• Use space and  
     materials creatively. 
• Plan and carry out a 

sequence of actions. 
 

Obstacle Course 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Set up an obstacle course with old tires, large appliance boxes, and tree stumps OR  use playground equipment. 
Moving through it will teach important concepts like in, out, over, under, around and through.





  

 
 

Math 
 
Materials: 
• shallow tub  
• soap, water, glycerin 
• chenille stems 
 
Objectives: 
• Identify shapes. 
• Discuss properties of  

shapes. 
• Make predictions, 

observe, draw 
conclusions.  

Bubble Shapes 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Bubble Math

Have the kids bend and twist chenille stems to make wands of different 
shapes (triangles, circles, flowers, diamonds, etc.). Now, talk about the shapes with the kids and their properties. Ask, How many sides does a ___ have? 
Are the sides the same length?

2.   Ask them to predict what shape the bubbles will be that are blown through the wand. Then have children blow bubbles. What do they observe? 

3.  Explain the science lesson behind the bubble shapes:
Bubbles will always come out round, no matter the shape of the wand. 
This is because of surface tension; the wall of the bubble will 
automatically make the shape with the least surface area it can. 
The air inside the bubble pushes out evenly on all sides, which makes the bubble a sphere (circle).

Extension:  there will be lots of bubbles to chase in the wind, to count, to compare, and to pop! 




  

 
 

Dramatic Play 
 

Materials: 
• “The Three Little Pigs” 
• character tags, tape or 

headbands with wolf 
ears or pigs ears 

 
Objectives: 
• Apply creative ideas 

from peers and adults. 
• Act out imaginary roles. 
• Retell a story in the 

correct sequence.  
• Understand character, 

setting, and plot.  

Three Pigs on the Playground 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Read the story “The Three Little Pigs.”  Then have children re-create the story on the playground.

Invite children to  plan out how they will act out the story.  
    Ask, Where will the straw, wood, and brick houses be? 
    Where will the wolf go down the chimney? 
Ask children to wear character headbands or create character tags and tape them to the actors’ shirts before acting out the story.  



  

 
 

Music 
 
Materials: 
• pairs of rhythm sticks 
• buckets or large cans 
• playground equipment 

(optional) 
 
Objectives: 
• Apply creative ideas 

from peers and adults. 
• Identify and perform 

rhythmic patterns. 
• Listen for different 

purposes. 
• Participate in musical 

activities.  
 

Stick to the Rhythm 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Option 1)  
The object of this Music Learning Center is for partners to use rhythm sticks to create rhythmic patterns for the other to repeat.

Challenge:  encourage children to tap on different play structures, noting the different pitches and tones they hear. 

Safety:  Have children set up ground rules for using the rhythm sticks appropriately. For example, they might say that a stick may not be used to touch another person in any way. 

Option 2) 
Bring an iPod or other portable music player outdoors and let the children experience the joy of dancing in a natural environment! Children may wish to add scarves to enhance the dance. 




Art 
 

Materials: 
• paint brushes, spray 

bottles, paint, chalk 
paper, easels, tape 

 
Objectives: 
• Express self by 

participating in art 
activities. 

Pavement Paintings 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Option 1)
Bring easels outside and let children paint with paintbrushes or spray bottles filled with thin paint!

Option 2)
Use buckets of clear water and a variety of paintbrushes to “water paint” the side of a building or a sidewalk.




  

 
 

Gardening 
 

Materials: 
• Seeds, dirt, watering 

cans, hand shovels 
 
Objectives: 
• Predict, observe, 

discuss, test, draw 
conclusions.   

• Explore changes in 
nature. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Grow plants outdoors!
Set up an Investigation Station Outdoor Learning Center.

1.  Pose investigation questions:  What do seeds need to grow?   
2.  Make predictions:  What will happen if plants do not get sun?  
Let children plant the seeds. Then put a box over some so they do not get sun. 
Encourage children to take care of the plants and make daily observations
     about the growth of each set of plants.  
After some time has elapsed, talk about what you see. 
     Ask, What happened to the plants that did not get sun?  Do they look 
     different than the plants that were in the sun? In what ways?

Challenge:  Plant an outdoor garden!  



http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=5GNv7sOMQx0KHM&tbnid=yYA28m6z5WB1oM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://blackdogonline.com/all-books/kids-in-the-garden.html&ei=FhlDU9u7Iu6nsAT14YGADw&bvm=bv.64125504,d.dmQ&psig=AFQjCNE6q61eMPOmsrLM1TadpaTsUJIPfg&ust=1396992540789716
http://www.thegardenglove.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/kids-in-garden-1.jpg


  

 
 

Managing the Centers 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Turning Learning Centers inside out can be tricky but the advantages are well worth the effort! 




  

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Six tips for managing outdoor learning centers:

Start by gathering outside for a whole group meeting with a short story, song, or finger play to get children’s attention. 
Children are familiar with Learning Centers inside the classroom and the routines you have for them. Keep similar routines outside as 
     much as possible, such as  how to rotate from one center to another, how 
     many people can be in a center at once, and so forth.  
3.  Demonstrate each center activity.
Allow plenty of time for child-initiated learning and exploration.
Set aside time at the end of the outdoor learning center period for clean up.  
The teacher’s role is to observe and monitor, promote peer relationships and monitor behavior, ask follow-up questions, and extend the learning by introducing vocabulary and building on ideas expressed by children.     





 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Click through



School-Wide Event 



 

Culmination of a Unit 



 

Literacy Connections 



Other Play Inspirations 

• Habitat/Animal Creations 
• Team Building  & Game On 
• Shape Up 
• What’s for Dinner? 
• Art Design and Innovation 
• Body Parts & Systems 
• Responsibility 
• Soar into Space 
• Draw a Picture 
• Around the World 
• Community 
• Safety First 
• Math Mania 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Use as spring boards

Habitat creations- children use their imagination to build animal homes (caves, dens, nests, hollow log, burrow, rocks, etc.) and pretend to ve a variety of animals by imitating animal behaviors and noises (protecting their young, hibernating, hunting/gathering food, predatory/prey relationships.

Team building- Ask children to work together to create their own team building exercise- Ex. step sideways on a balance component without anyone falling off, break into teams and see which team can be the first to get all its members on the top of a hill, etc. Children create their own games for their friends to play.

Shape Up: Utilize play equipment to reinforce the concepts of shapes and sizes while encouraging physical activity- Create shapes; small, medium, large; ask children to move in a variety of ways around the play environment to music and when music stops, ask them to make a shape with their bodies and equipment to create the shape called out.

What’s for dinner- ask them to create a pretend meal using loose parts.  Use the opportunity to discuss health and nutrition concepts, healthy portions, food groups, dramatic play opportunities…restaurant, chef, etc.

Art Design and Innovation- Design a piece of art, public sculpture, new invention- Discuss roles of artists, Name the sculpture, discuss lines, shapes, colors, materials

Body Parts & Systems- Use loose parts to build various parts or systems of plants, insects, animals, and humans and/or create life cycles using the play equipment.  Label them, present,

Responsibility- work cooperatively to create rules about approprieate use of equipment, sytems for the care of the equipment, and negotiate how to share and resolve conflicts. 

Soar into space- Create the solar system, constellations, build a space ship, satellite, space station

Draw a Picture- Use equipment to create a picture and have others try to guess what it is.
Around the World- Create their own world map.  Pretend to sail or travel to each continent. Incorporate directional cues, role play cultures, etc.
Community- Create own city and role play various community helpers
Safety First- Problem solve various safety scenarios …pool safety, fire safety, etc.
Math Mania- Create patterns using loose parts and bodies.  Estimate measurements of various play components. Create your own story problem using the play equipment.  Word problems.  Create a grid of all the play equipment, count items, and discuss concepts such as greater, less than, etc.



HELPFUL RESOURCES 
Standards-based playground activities that 

stimulate creativity, imagination, and learning! 

 

• 20 Activity Cards 
• Activity Guide 
• Preschool • 100 Activity Cards 

• Activity Guide 
• Preschool-5th Grade 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We are proud to partner with experts in the field of child development to develop this program.  Robert Leslie Publishing, their  team of professional educators, and our playground experts worked together to create a unique approach to outdoor play and learning on the playground.
The program includes 100 reproducible cards grades Pre-K through 5 and all activities are aligned with national standards in language arts, math, science, social studies, physical education, health, and the creative arts. 
Pre-K – 5th Grade
Aligned to National Standards
•Link Indoor Learning to Outdoor Play Activities
Inclusion Strategies
Physical Education Tips
3 Easy to Follow Activity Steps – Easy and Challenge
Promote Physical Activity, Creativity, & Imagination
•Can be used with your new or existing playground
•Uses playground structures, open spaces, loose parts, and natural surroundings to promote learning & fun




Presenter
Presentation Notes
The cards provide opportunities for children to use their mental and physical skills to solve problems in creative ways.  

1. Each activity is numbered with the grade span in the upper right hand corner.

2. Below the title of every activity is a brief at-a-glance overview for the teacher. 

3. Every card connects to 1 or more of the major content areas for school children.  Many of  the concepts, strategies, and skills children learn in one discipline (like math), are easily transferable to other content areas so they aren’t learning skills in isolation. As children engage in an activity they might be applying a specific number or geometry skill, for example, as they practice traditional motor skills & movement patters from the PE domain.

4. Every card includes up to 3 objectives. This enables the teacher to know at a glance what the targeted objectives are.  They are based on or taken directly from current learning or performance standards cited by national associations, thus giving the cards validity.

5. Manipulatives are 3-dimensional learning materials designed to help children understand ideas and represent or model concepts by handling physical objects. Many of our cards incorporate readily available manipulatives such as bean bags, balls, easels, etc. Props help children pretend, exercise their creativity and build language skills.

Step 3 of every Easy and Challenge activity provides the teacher with suggestions that encourage children to use critical thinking skills by pausing to review and reflect on the activity. 

The front of every card has an illustration showing how an activity might proceed in a typical school playground.  Many of the illustrations show how to bring print into an activity. Some include facts, rhymes, song lyrics, etc.  






User Friendly 
Activity Guide 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The activities are correlated to help meet national standards cited in many national associations.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Language arts
Science
Social Studies
Mathematics
Music and Movement
Dramatic Play
Physical Education
Creativity and Imagination




 

How will you 
advocate and 
communicate 

the 
importance 
of play bring 

learning 
outdoors? 

WORDS ON PLAY 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thank you for your time today and for all you do to support the health and wellness of young children.  We hope that you have gained ideas to begin bringing learning outdoors in fun, exciting ways and that you can continue to advocate for play as the foundation of learning to your staff, parents, and your community.



Thank 
You! 

Jennie Sumrell, M.S. 
Director of Education 

 
 

jsumrell@playcore.com 
www.playcore.com 

 

Beth Wise 
Editor-in-Chief 

 
 

beth.wise@robert-leslie.com 
www.investigatorclub.com 
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