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What this unit is about
Children have a natural tendency to explore their world spontaneously. Outdoor learning
is a creative, enjoyable and engaging form of learning. It is an integral part of good
practice in all curriculum areas. The outdoor school environment and beyond has the
potential to offer real-world, hands-on experiences that will engage and stimulate
scientific thinking. It provides opportunities to carry out authentic practical work in
elementary science.
The National Curriculum Framework of India (2005) states that a child is a natural learner,
and that knowledge and understanding are outcomes of their activities. It also states that
children are curious, constantly ask questions and love to explore their environment as a
way of making sense of their immediate world.
Outdoor learning can involve a visit to a local park or a journey further afield, but exploring
the school grounds and immediate surroundings can often be equally effective.
This unit explores how taking lessons outside the classroom can improve students’
motivation and understanding of key scientific concepts. The unit focuses on plants and
habitats.

What you can learn in this unit

l How to use the community and the outdoor environment to teach elementary
science.

l The importance of linking science to the real world in developing students’ scientific
understanding.

l How to plan and teach outside the classroom and use community resources to
improve student engagement with science and their environment.

Why this approach is important
Your role as a teacher is to enable students to learn about science, and the local
environment provides you with many contexts and opportunities in which to do so.
Science is a practical subject that is relevant to all our lives, so using the outdoor
environment can help to link science to your students’ everyday lives. Using the local
community and its resources will help your students to make connections between the
science concepts and ideas you teach them and how to solve everyday problems or how
to live their lives more effectively.
This unit focuses on using the outdoors as an extension to your classroom to enhance
your teaching. It also explores how you can make use of the local environment as a
resource for your teaching.
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1 Using the local area as a resource
Several elementary science content areas lend themselves very well to outdoor
exploration and using local resources.

Activity 1: Exploring the local area
This is a planning activity for you. You are going to use your local environment to
develop your students’ understanding of environmental issues.
To do the planning, you first need to go outside and walk around your school grounds
and the local area. As you walk, make a list of the areas that have the potential to
provide outdoor learning opportunities to support the elementary science curriculum,
especially environmental studies. Think about how you might be able to use these
areas. For example, which areas could you use to investigate the structure of plants
and the different habitats in which they live?

Case Study 1: Doing a scavenger hunt
Mrs Gupta describes how, as part of her efforts to make her science lessons more
stimulating, she tried using the outside grounds of her school to start her work on plants.

As I teach in a rural area with fields and trees around, I decided to send my students out on
a hunt for different plants that grow around the school grounds. I told the Principal what I
was doing and he was happy as he had been encouraging all the staff to use more
interactive strategies in our lessons.

On the day, first I spoke to my class about what we were going to do, explaining what the
task was. Next I gave them some simple rules about how to behave outside, especially as
they were a big class. I also explained how to collect the samples of plants so that they did
not damage the plants or take too many samples from any one plant or area.

Their task was to hunt out as many different plants as they could but each pair should
collect only six plants as a maximum. They needed to talk to each other so that they did not
all pick the same six plants, but they needed to keep the noise down as they worked so
that they did not disturb other classes working in their rooms. As they walked round looking
for the plants, I also went out and watched and listened as they worked. I found it very
interesting to hear their talk, as they were able to identify quite a few plants, but they did
not know some of the plants by the ditch that had water in it.

After a few minutes I called them together and we sat under a tree and laid out the plants.
The students had worked in pairs. I now asked those pairs to form into groups of four to
see how many different plants they had and which they could name.

Then I asked them to say how they knew the plants were different from each other. They
suggested such things as the shape of the leaves, flower stalk, etc., and used a variety of
words to describe these features. I asked each group of four to take their samples into the
classroom. I gave them a sheet of newspaper and told them to lay the plants on this, and
then we pressed them between the sheets of newspaper until the next lesson.

Next lesson, I told them, we would look more closely at the different features. We would
explore how some plants have similar features but their shapes and forms are very
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different. They worked quietly and carefully sorting their plants, and then we piled lots of
old textbooks on top of the sheets to press them flat.

I was very pleased at how sensible they were when outside but also greatly encouraged by
how interested and enthusiastic they were at looking for plants. In previous years I have
often found that students do not like the sections on plants in the textbooks, so this was
very reassuring.
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