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1. Islandwood School: “The Garden Classroom”. Islandwood. https://islandwood.org/school-overnight-program/the-experience/garden-classroom/
2. Madrona School: ‘Madrona School”. Mahlum. https://www.mahlum.com/projects/madrona-school/
3. Blakely School: “Shared Learning at the Forest Edge. Blakely Elementary School Replacement”. Mithun. https://mithun.com/project/captain-johnston-blakely-elementary-school/
4. Zoo Education Building: “Connecting Students Through Adventure Education”. DLR Group. https://www.dlrgroup.com/work/omaha-henry-doorly-zoo-education-building/
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E M E R G I N G  T H E M E S  -  A P P R O A C H

ACCESS

PROXIMIT Y

DESIGN IMPLICATIONIDENTIFIED NEED

Visual access into/out of the 
space for safety and security

Visual access to provide more 
freedom for students to lead 
independent activities 

Visual access to diversity of 
learning environments

OLE location within the school 
is especially important

Educators with direct access 
to OLEs tend to use them  
more

Spill out space from 
classrooms is very important 
and useful



E M E R G I N G  T H E M E S  -  A P P R O A C H

MULTI -USE

FLEXIBILIT Y

DESIGN IMPLICATIONIDENTIFIED NEED

Design for a variety of needs.

Important for environments 
to be adaptable to maximize 
participation and performance.

Multiple benefits of everything
put into the space.

OLEs themselves should be 
flexible.

“No need to overdesign”

Furniture can be movable
and adaptable depending on
teacher and student needs.

Furniture can be seating or play 
spaces. 

Areas for play can be areas for 
learning.



E M E R G I N G  T H E M E S  -  A P P R O A C H

NATURE

MAINTENANCE

DESIGN IMPLICATIONIDENTIFIED NEED

Maintenance is a major 
challenge: Who maintains?

Need support from 
maintenance staff - OLE more 
likely to succeed.

Education around how to 
maintain selected plants.

Plantings must be carefully 
selected to be easily maintained 
overtime.

Native plantings provide ease 
of use as well as educational
opportunities.

Staff should be involved in all 
phases of design.



E M E R G I N G  T H E M E S  -  N A T U R E

There should be enough nature 
as to feel enveloped. Focus on 
sensory elements.

Nature trails, forest classrooms 
can provide different immersive 
experiences for students.

Definition of nature has shifted. 
Nature is everywhere, right 
outside your door.

Nature is having plantings 
incorporated in a space.Bugs 
in the cracks of the asphalt as 
nature.

Design Professionals Industr y  Professionals



E M E R G I N G  T H E M E S  -  A M E N I T I E S

IDENTIFIED NEED IDENTIFIED NEED IDENTIFIED NEED

DESIGN IMPLICATION DESIGN IMPLICATION DESIGN IMPLICATION

Need water for a diversity 
of outdoor learning 
activities as well as 
hydration. 

Bathroom breaks are 
disruptive to outdoor 
class sessions.

Protection from rain.

Protection from sun.

OLEs that can be used 
more frequently during 
all kinds of conditions.

Provide for the ability for 
students to take their 
computers outdoors.

Allow for educators to 
have more options for 
outdoor learning.

Access to water and 
bathrooms nearby are 
important.

Covered and sheltered 
spaces are important to 
consider.

Provide access to wifi..



E M E R G I N G  T H E M E S  -  I M P L E M E N T A T I O N

DESIGN IMPLICATIONIDENTIFIED NEED

It is important for educators 
and maintenance staff to be 
involved in design decisions 
during all phases of design.

Cost is a major challenge to 
implementing OLEs. They are 
often the first to get cut from 
the budget.

Having integrated design teams 
when designing OLEs is very 
important.

Expanding the definition of 
outdoor learning to include 
spaces for all kinds of activities 
(multi-use). Helps to justify the 
cost. 



E M E R G I N G  T H E M E S  -  I N T E G R A T I O N

IMPLICATIONIDENTIFIED NEED

Educators feel like they need 
permission to use OLEs.

Educators feel like they don’t 
know what to do in an OLE. 

Support for outdoor learning at 
the district and administration 
level is very important for the 
integration of effective OLEs.

Educator training around OLEs 
is especially important to 
activate the outdoor space.



T H E M E S  T O  E X P L O R E  -  E D U C A T O R S

Image Source: Lee, Laura. “With Safety in Mind, Schools Take Classes Outdoors”. Edutopia. https://www.edutopia.org/article/safety-mind-schools-take-classes-outdoors

Design Preferences
Overhangs, views, access, proximity

Challenges
Distractions, limited access, limited time, 
various emotions from students in OLEs

Curriculum
Group sizes, students need training as well, 
indepent activities, spill out spaces



N E X T  S T E P S  -  D O C U M E N T A T I O N
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